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Foreword

Perhaps no fish has sparked as much controversy and debate among East Coast anglers over the last several decades as the striped bass. Since the first edition of The Complete Book of Striped Bass Fishing was published in 1974, there have been dramatic changes in the striped bass fishery with major fluctuations in scarcity and abundance and the way in which the species is managed.

There is no disputing that overfishing by recreational and commercial fishermen caused a near total collapse of striped bass stocks by the mid-1980s, which resulted in moratoriums being imposed by many of the states along the Striper Coast. Once the moratoriums were lifted, strict size and bag limits, along with several strong year classes resulted in one of the most historic recoveries ever in fisheries management. By the mid-1990s, striped bass had made a remarkable comeback and large schools of stripers were turning the surface to a froth in many places along their migratory route.

On one autumn afternoon in 1995 I stood on a bluff overlooking Montauk Point’s boulder-strewn south side and watched immense schools of striped bass turn the surface white as far east and as far west as I could see. Size limits were reduced and bag limits expanded for recreational anglers and quotas increased for commercial fishermen.

Fast forward into the next decade when a steady decline of the heavily targeted species threatened to bring the fishery to the brink of another moratorium. An Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission effort to reduce striped bass mortality by 25 percent went into effect in the spring of 2015 and is a key step in the fisheries’ road to recovery.

Prior to 1974, the all-tackle world record for striped bass was established just twice. Charles Church’s long-standing record for a 73-pound fish caught in 1913 was not challenged until 1967 when Charles Cinto boated another striper of 73 pounds in the same Vineyard Sound waters as Church’s catch. Since The Complete Book of Striped Bass Fishing was published, numerous striped bass exceeding 73 pounds have been landed along the Striper Coast. Captain Bob Rocchetta eclipsed the existing record with a 76-pound fish caught at Montauk in 1981. Just one year later, Al McReynolds topped Rocchetta’s record catch with a 78-pound, 8-ounce striper taken from the Atlantic City surf.

Greg Myerson turned the fishing world upside-down when he recorded the first striper landed on rod and reel over 80 pounds. His 81-pound, 14-ounce fish was taken from Long Island Sound on August 4, 2011, and is the current all-tackle record. That same year, Peter Vican, fishing the waters around Block Island, Rhode Island, landed two striped bass that exceeded Rocchetta’s 1981 record catch. On separate trips in June of 2011, Vican boated fish of 76-pounds, 14 ounces and 77-pounds, 4-ounces.

Some people believe the advances in tackle and electronics are at least partially responsible for the dramatic increase in catches of record size stripers. The equipment used to pursue striped bass today is light years ahead of the equipment used by anglers back in the 1970s. Sealed, waterproof reels bearing price tags near the $1,000-mark are considered standard equipment for most serious surf fishermen these days. They are matched to carbon fiber rods weighing 75 percent less than those used by casters nearly four decades ago. Braided lines featuring little or no stretch provide extraordinary sensitivity and strength, and diameters a fraction of monofilament lines of the same pound-test allow for longer casts and better presentation of baits and lures.

With advancements in tackle and accessories came new techniques as some anglers pushed the envelope in pursuit of their favorite gamefish. It is common practice now on the hallowed striper grounds of Montauk and Cuttyhunk to don a wetsuit and swim to distant boulders, allowing surfcasters to dramatically expand their reach. Some carry their approach to an even greater extreme with a technique dubbed “skishing.” Donning a wetsuit and flippers, these surf jocks swim beyond the boulder fields and share the same water as boatmen, drifting on their backs with the current or using their flippers to propel them along in trolling mode.

The electronics available to today’s striped bass anglers are light years ahead of those used during the 1970s. Plotters allow boatmen to repeat the exact same productive drift or trolling pattern, and return to the same hotspot days, weeks, and months later. Side-scan and CHIRP technology make sounders an invaluable tool in locating fish and structure, and underwater cameras relay real-time images of both fish and structure back to the surface.

Striped bass were once the domain of well-schooled captains and local sharpies willing to put in the extra time and effort required to consistently score with these prized gamefish. These days, the striped bass is everyman’s fish. Advances in tackle and technology, and the availability of what was once closely guarded intel among hard-core regulars, have taken much of the mystery out of the striper game. The striper boom of the 1990s brought party boats into the fishery, and increasingly stringent regulations on other popular species like summer flounder had more casual anglers turning their sights to striped bass. Many found it easier to catch a legal size striper than a legal size summer flounder, and that continues to be the case for some anglers.

Through periods of abundance and decline, and the many controversies over their management, the striper remains king of its inshore domain. They have survived pollution, overfishing, and disease, displaying a resilience that in many ways mirrors the American way of life. Perhaps that is why so many anglers consider striped bass the ultimate catch.

Fred Golofaro, Senior Editor
The Fisherman Magazine


Preface

In the introduction to this book, the reader is invited to view the world of the striped bass as the fish sees it. This technique of viewing the life of a fish through its own eyes and feeling its emotions is not wholly my invention. I first discovered the method in a wonderful book called The Shining Tides, written by Win Brooks. The book is described as a novel, but it is more a biography of a fish, and all the events occur in a very real way. Brooks was a newspaperman of the first order who wrote for the Boston American. Unfortunately, his premature death in 1963 robbed us of more works and this novel was his only book.

His technique so intrigued me that I felt compelled to borrow it. I believe that it is an ideal means of introducing readers to the watery world of this incomparable fish. It is a complicated world that often requires a grasp of scientific concepts and terminology to fully explain and understand. I have not been able totally to relieve the reader of this jargon, and he must bear with me in places where the going might get heavy. But in this new language lie the keys to unraveling the mysteries surrounding this great fish. I hope that the striped bass will be less of a mystery to the angler once he has completed reading this book.

The striped bass fisher is unique among saltwater anglers. He and she are often endowed with a curiosity that reaches far beyond that of the average marine or freshwater angler. The only counterpart they could have of which I know might be the salmon fisherman, found more often in fresh than salt water. Both are interested in their fish and the sport it affords in a way that sets them apart from other anglers. To catch their fish is usually not enough: to know how and why it strikes is as compelling a force as the catching.

It is to satisfy this angler’s curiosity that I have written this book. The initial intent was not so much to tell readers how or where to fish as it was to inform them about the fish itself, to enlighten them about their adversary. It is my maturing belief that you can tell other anglers very little about how to catch fish. But I believe that if a body of knowledge can be made available to a striped bass angler, he or she will ingest and assimilate it like a steak or loaf of bread, and it will become part of him.

There is a wealth of knowledge about striped bass buried in the research reports of a dozen states and several provinces, and cloaked in terminology that seems like another language to most readers. In effect, this information has been inaccessible to those who might use it best to practice their sport. Sharing this information, recast in readable language, constitutes one of the goals of this book.

Describing how this knowledge can then be applied is another goal. The techniques for taking striped bass vary as greatly as the environments in which this great game fish is found. They differ from harbor to harbor, beach to bay, as well as between states, provinces, and coast to coast.

The angler who has learned what he is after, and how it can be obtained, can then employ the latter chapters of this book, a description of the tackle and the mechanical aspects of bringing the fish from the water into the frying pan. This troika approach to the world of the striped bass—and the striped bass angler—will, I hope, increase both the reader’s understanding of the fish and the pleasure the fish can give him.

Since the first edition was published in 1974, the world of the striped bass has been turned upside down. Environmental forces, not wholly identified, have created a habitat hostile to the production of striped bass, and greatly increased fishing pressure—both recreational and commercial—have brought the fish to a real crisis situation.

This is a somewhat abridged version of the second edition which more fully describes why this great population of striped bass declined so drastically and then began a recovery. It includes a wealth of investigation and research efforts that ensued. These efforts vastly expanded the horizons of knowledge of this fish, its needs and life cycle, and its expansion into realms it had never naturally experienced or has been missing from for decades. If you need to know why, I suggest writing this publisher for copies of that edition.

NICK KARAS
Orient Point,
Long Island, N. Y.
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Introduction

Saxatilis edged closer to the massive granite boulder until its shadow completely hid her body. Along her left side, she could feel the rough edges of barnacles scrape against her scales as she faced into the ebbing tide and settled closer to the rock. Slowly, she let her massive belly touch the rounded pebbles on the bottom. Chasing the blackfish she just swallowed cost her more effort than she had expected. Now, it felt good just to rest, to let the rhythmic motion of the water control her body and lull her.

She was coming to realize that for the past few seasons, she grew tired more easily when the schools she was with chased after food. That was why she now preferred to feed alone. There weren’t many fish remaining with whom she had shared her younger years in Chesapeake Bay, or had made the first trek into the clear, chilly waters of the Atlantic the spring when they were all three-year olds. Now, she liked the solitude of hunting, feeding, and swimming alone. Only when the waters took on a chill at summer’s end did she feel a longing to be with others of her kind. They schooled for protection. But she was now large, larger than most other fish she saw; there was very little she feared.

Old Silas had always been a good place to rest and feed. Saxatilis could always depend upon a blackfish or bergall to swim around the corner of the massive boulder, picking at mussels or barnacles encrusted on the huge glacial rock. The submerged ridge connecting Plum and Great Gull islands was a trove of food for striped bass, and Old Silas was in the middle of the ridge. Her school discovered it on their very first summer of migration. It had always been a favorite hunting spot for her when she was young; now it was a good place to rest. The summer she found old Silas was now a long time ago. Fifteen years had passed since she left Chesapeake Bay, and only occasionally did she now return. It had been three years since she last spawned. Even though spring was still six months away she could feel the primordial urge again begin to well within her body, to leave the salt and climb the river to where she had been spawned. But that was still months to come. It was autumn in New York, the time to feed heavily, to store food for the months of dormancy off the Virginia Coast.

Saxatilis rested against Old Silas until the tide lost its current and the sky began to darken. It was then that she suddenly realized the blackfish was digested and she again felt the urge to feed. The current direction had shifted and she was ready to move. With only the pectoral fins on her sides, she lifted herself off the rocky bottom. The building current carried her from the boulder and through giant fronds of kelp beating with the pulsating rhythm of the water. The tide was now flooding into Long Island Sound and for a while she let it carry her sideways. Suddenly, Saxatilis resented the will of the current and with a flick of her giant tail set her own course.

She wasn’t really hungry, but she knew she must feed often to support her great bulk. She weighed more than 50 pounds. As she worked down tide, the current unexpectedly reversed itself. She was now on the eastern edge of Plum Island, and here the waters separated. Swimming along the north side of the island and against the current, Saxatilis had to use more energy, but she was more powerful than all the other fish of her kind that darted out of her way.

She sensed a taste in the water coming toward her. The tide swiftly carried it to two nostril-like openings on her snout. She couldn’t see where it was but turned into the water that carried the flavor and followed it. In the kelp bed ahead there was a dark, fleeting movement. It was Anguilla. The eel was intent on making headway against the rising force of the tide as it swept around Plum Island and through Plum Gut and didn’t notice the approach of the striped bass.

Like a flash of light, Saxatilis overtook Anguilla. Before the eel could respond, she had grabbed it in her mouth, turned it, and gulped it head first. Saxatilis liked eels; they had a flavor that was incomparable to her. The only food she liked better was lobsters, but Homarus and his kind had abandoned most of the shoal coastal waters this summer because they had been too warm. They were in deeper water, too far away from Saxatilis’s natural haunts, so she gave up lobster for the summer.

After taking Anguilla, Saxatilis wanted to rest. She found the lee of a large boulder and stemmed the current. But even here the tide moved quickly. She moved westerly along the north shore of Plum Island and approached faster-moving water. To her, it seemed that all the ocean was tying to squeeze itself into The Gut, a watery gap that separates Plum Island from Orient Point on eastern Long Island. The bottom gave way and fell to depths beyond her sight, so she slid back to the respite of the boulder. In the distance, she saw a school of squid swimming with the flooding tide. They were too far away. She would have to leave the sanctity of the back eddy to catch them. There will be more food coming along, closer, she thought to herself. All she need do was wait and watch the tide. During the wait, she saw the lighthouse beacon on Plum Island come alive and sweep across the water’s surface only to disappear and moments later reappear.

Unexpectedly, Saxatilis began to feel strange vibrations. Almost simultaneously she heard the whine of two high-pitched propellers coming through the water. As she looked up, Saxatilis saw the darkening aspect of the sky broken by a momentary glow of the beacon sweep over her. As she watched the water’s surface, the black silhouette of a boat’s hull came closer. The vibrations and noise increased in intensity. She knew she was in no danger and didn’t move. There was more than 25 feet of water between her and the surface.

As she had seen many times before after a boat passed, two silvery lines sliced the water behind the craft. She was always concerned about them because she didn’t fully understand how they were able to move. Then she saw what looked like a squid, swimming rapidly behind the boat. It moved with irregular, jerking movements and she thought it looked good to eat.

Saxatilis changed her position as the white, pulsating squid-like phenomena came closer. She felt the force of the tide as she moved beyond the protection of the boulder. It discouraged her. The “squid” were moving fast and now were too far away. Besides, there was still Anguilla to digest. Saxatilis was lazy and returned to her lie behind the boulder as darkness flooded Plum Cut. The night held no fear for her. Rather, she preferred this time. The bothersome bluefish would not beat her to the food she wanted. Nor did she need light to find squid. They were bountiful in The Gut. All she required was her keen sense of taste.

Near midnight, her satiation wore off as the tide began to lose its direction. In a fit of hunger, Saxatilis moved from behind the rock and drifted into the Sound with the tide, and into deeper and deeper water. Without warning; she suddenly drifted into a school of squid. Through minute sensors along the lateral lines on her sides, she could feel the entire school pulsating, moving in unison. Saxatilis gorged herself until she could eat no more. In a burst of energy, she returned to the rocks under the lighthouse. The current along the shore had already shifted direction. Saxatilis took a new lie on the opposite side of the boulder and let the water ebb as she digested the squid.

That night, the weather above Plum Gut turned cold, colder than any night since spring. Even a dozen feet below the surface Saxatilis was sensitive enough to feel the difference. And, in the morning, the sun rose on the horizon in a slightly different spot than it had the day before. The urge in her to move south became uncontrollable. During the following week, she passed along the east side of Gardiners Island and turned southeast to Montauk Point. There she felt the bitter sting of sharp hooks in her mouth as she took a plug in the surf at Turtle Cove. But the plug had been too small for her and the line too light. She broke it without effort.

The hook still dangled from the side of her mouth as she worked past Shinnecock Inlet. She tasted the water from the bay and felt it sweep over her skin. It was colder than the water that surrounded her. That changed her mind about entering it to feed. The hook irritated her because she didn’t understand it. Why had the fish she thought she had taken suddenly become a part of her jaw? She pouted and refused to eat even though it wasn’t in the way. She was losing weight. A striped bass as large as Saxatilis must eat often and in large quantities when she is so active.

Off Moriches Inlet, as she headed farther west along the south shore of Long Island, the hook in her jaw fell victim to the acids in her mouth and stomach. It quickly rusted and fell free. When it happened, it was as if someone had signaled her to eat. She had been tagging behind a school of younger striped bass, fish 20 and 30 pounds in size. They had been feeding on a school of Brevoortia and she could taste the oily flavor of these menhaden for miles behind their school. Now it was her turn. The smaller bass forced the bunker into a deep pocket between the beach and an outer bar. Saxatilis wanted her food and charged over the bar as a wave broke. Her belly scraped on the sand and she felt the momentary coldness of the air. The feeding bass parted to let her in and she slashed at the first menhaden that appeared. One, two, then three fish later, she had enough. They were large bunker—2 to 3 pounds. The big ones were reserved for her and her voracious appetite. She didn’t rest after feeding as she had done before. The chill experience of the cold air she felt while crossing the sand bar was a vivid reminder of how cold this part of the Atlantic would become. She must continue south.

During all of December, Saxatilis swam. She took a short cut across the New York Bight for Sandy Hook, over deep water, because she no longer feared sharks. She could out swim them in a burst of speed. Off Cape May she was bothered by a school of porpoise, but they let her alone when they spotted the mackerel school. By New Year’s Day, Saxatilis was off the mouth of Chesapeake Bay. She tasted the water in which she had spent the first two years of her life.

For a moment she wanted to turn west, slide past Fisherman’s Island, swim in the bay’s turbid waters, but she hesitated. She had felt the swelling slowly enlarge in her abdomen as the millions of eggs she carried continued to grow. But the maternal feeling was still premature; it would be four months more before she would spawn. The coolness of the water from Chesapeake reminded her that winter was overtaking her home. She would find the warmth she needed only in deep water, farther south.

In just a few days, she had passed the numerous piers jutting from the beaches in Virginia and North Carolina and spent a frenzied afternoon feeding on a school of small Brevoortia. Saxatilis had arrived at the tumultuous waters off Cape Hatteras. The waters here were cool, but warmer than those off Chesapeake Bay. Another current from the south mixes here with cooler currents from the north and helps temper their sting. Still, the waters continued to cool, and she spent the next week feeding whenever she could. Gradually, the chill was slowing her metabolism. She needed less and less food.

Eventually, Saxatilis drifted a few miles off the beach and joined other large bass. There she met a few with whom she had shared her home river. There were fish from the Roanoke as well, and even a few from the Hudson River. She had never seen very many North Carolina fish go north with the spring migrations. Saxatilis spent February, March, and part of April in the semi-dormant state with thousands of other striped bass. In April she sensed, the water beginning to warm, and the bulging in her abdomen had grown larger. It had filled most of the area her empty stomach had lost.

As the water approached 45 degrees, Saxatilis and the other large fish began to move from their winter grounds. It was a short swim into Chesapeake Bay. She felt good. She was eager to spawn. When she was younger she had been an active spawner, every year since she was seven. Only within the past few years did she quit the act. She now did all things more slowly.

The bay’s shallow waters were silted because of the spring flooding of the numerous rivers that feed this large inland sea, and strong March winds riled the waters where they shoaled. Even so, she could separate the tastes of all the rivers that fill the bay and mixed with its slightly saline waters. She especially knew the taste of her river, and at Smith Point turned west and entered the Potomac. She saw schools upon schools of younger bass, fish no larger than 5 or 6 pounds, all males, passing her, racing for the spawning grounds. There were other large females with her, but only one that was larger. There were very few small females, they waited their turn in the bay and would come to the river after the larger fish had spawned. Once past the big bridge near Morgantown, Saxatilis could sense a current in the river that before had been too weak to feel. Gradually, the taste of salt left the water. She could now savor all kinds of exotic sensations. They reminded her of her youth.

As Saxatilis continued upstream, she could feel the current mount, and old, strange feelings begin to stir within her. As she passed the narrows at Quantico the water was still too cool to risk spawning, but here is where she would drop her eggs. Thousands of small male bass milled around and came close to her. They never would have dared do that in the open bay or ocean. For six days she stemmed the current of the Potomac off Quantico, as water temperatures slowly rose. Then one night, upriver, near Hagerstown, it rained heavily. The Potomac was suddenly swollen with warm rainwater. It took two days for it to reach Saxatilis, but when it did she responded.

The young male bass became brazen and began bumping and pushing her as she tried to maintain her position in the current. Some would leap toward the top of the water and splash about until the water was foaming. Even Saxatilis experienced a schoolgirl’s delight and began racing about with the males. She turned on her side and slapped her massive tail on the surface and sent a geyser into the air. Males were everywhere about her, pressing on both sides and smothering Saxatilis. Together, they sank to the bottom and as she relaxed, millions of tiny eggs flowed into the Potomac. The males about her exuded milt and together they churned the eggs and sperm until they were well fertilized.

Quickly, the eggs swelled in the water and a preordained phenomenon began to unfold within their clear, green envelopes. They drifted slowly downstream with the current, on their way to where Saxatilis, too, had started her life. The cycle of life had come a full turn.
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What Is a Striped Bass?

There is a saying among military strategists that if you can get to know an opponent, he is yours. This holds true for striped bass. If you can get to know the striped bass—its anatomy, life cycle, the numerous forces that motivate it, the environment that surrounds it, and its responses to food, heat, cold, shelter, fear, and love—it is yours.

If you know the anatomy of a striped bass, you then have some idea of predicting where it will swim, how it swims, how it feeds and upon what, and why it inhabits the waters it chooses. If you know its range and distribution, you know where to intercept it, when to be there. If you know where and how it reproduces, you will understand why it is on the Roanoke River in April, why it is in the Cape Cod Canal in June, and why it is resting off Cape Hatteras in January. If you know the foods it prefers, you will know what baits to feed it, what lures to select, and what levels in the ocean at which to present them. If you know what factors control the population of the striper, you can estimate its abundance and your own fishing productivity.

In the Introduction, I attempted to communicate something of the nature of the fish by following a single, typical, sea-wise female through the months leading up to her spring spawning. But, for a true understanding of the striped bass, a more conventional and ordered discussion is necessary. This chapter begins with the basic attributes of the fish’s physical characteristics.

ANATOMY

Striped bass are fusiform fish. That is, their bodies are shaped much like a torpedo, rather round but a bit deeper in relation to width. Some fish are laterally compressed, from side to side, like a scup, permit, or sunfish, and are extremely maneuverable. Others may be dorsally-ventrally compressed like flounder. This shape is best for fish which lie on the bottom much of their time, or fish which “float” through the water hunting, like skates and rays. Neither body form is very swift. Fish almost round in cross-section are the fastest, but they lack real maneuverability. Examples in salt water are tuna and bonito, and trout and salmon in fresh water. Striped bass fall between these extremes in shape, and are a somewhat average, unspecialized fish. This lack of specialization, however, means that while they may not be at their best in certain unusual situations, they can cope very well with the average conditions they face in daily life. Specialization may make life immediately more successful but it has its drawbacks when one considers their always-changing environment.

In all, the striped bass has a generalized fish body, the trunk of which is three-and-one-half to four times as long as the body is thick, from snout to its caudal peduncle (base of tail). The back is only slightly arched, while the bottom of the body has a sway to it, especially in older examples and in adult bass that have lived in strictly freshwater environments. The caudal peduncle is rather stout and gives rise to a large but only slightly forked tail. This large rudder gives the fish the maneuverability it requires for life in fast-flowing rivers, the pounding surf, in strong ocean rips and currents, and in placid estuaries.

Striped bass have a large, long head, almost as long as the body is deep. The moderately-pointed snout isn’t long enough to cover a slightly projecting lower jaw. The mouth is set on an oblique angle, making surface feeding a bit easier, and extends back under the eyes. Two spines on the posterior margin of each gill cover (operculum) are located on a level with the eye and seem to make the head extend even farther back. Large eyes are set high on the head, again making surface feeding or looking up easier.

Fins

Two dorsal fins on the back are of equal length and barely separated from each other. The anterior or forward dorsal fin is triangular in shape, much like a sail. It is supported by nine or ten stiff spines. The posterior or rear dorsal fin is supported by 12 to 14 softer pieces of cartilage called rays. They look as if they had been clipped by scissors because of their even edge. The rays grow smaller in size from front to back. The anal fin, on the underside of the striped bass just behind the anal pore, looks a lot like the reverse of the soft dorsal fin. The fin has three short spines at its head and the remainder is supported by 11 cartilaginous rays.

During the course of the evolutionary development of striped bass and other temperate basses, the paired pelvic fins migrated forward on the underside of the body to a point just behind the pectoral fins. They are of moderate size, similar to the pectorals. The paired pectoral fins are just behind the gill covers, on a line with the mouth.

Scales and Stripes

Scales on a striped bass are rather large compared to those of most other fish and cover the entire body, the head, cheeks and operculi. Along the lateral line, they number anywhere from 57 to 67, depending upon the origin of the fish. They are ctenoid (toothed) in type and grow rings (annuli) each season which are helpful in determining a bass’s age.

In general coloration, a striped bass is white on the bottom with a gradual darkening up the sides toward the back. The darkening occurs because the seven or eight narrow, dark stripes come closer together as they approach the back. The color on the back ranges from a dark olive green to a pale blue on some fish, black in others, while the stripes or lines on the sides are more black. Three of the stripes are below the lateral line, beginning behind the gill cover and the pectoral fin, tapering but not reaching the caudal peduncle. The longest stripe is that on the lateral line and extends to the very beginning of the tail fin. Three or four stripes above the lateral line extend rearward, merging as the body narrows.

Stripes under the scales are rather uniformly lined with only an occasional interruption. These stripes, as well as the scales on the back, will often take on a brassy, reflective sheen, especially in live fish. The fins and tail are somewhat dusky. Striped bass in a strictly marine environment are often light in color. Those that have been in an estuary for a while, especially an estuary with a dark bottom, tend to deepen in color, and so do striped bass living entirely in fresh water.

Head and Teeth

The head is triangular is shape, quite bony, and comprises 24.5 to 27.4 percent of the total body length. There are 24 vertebrae in the spine, not counting the urostylar vertebra at the base of the tail. In the larval stage, striped bass are equipped with huge teeth to catch fish. But as they develop, the teeth regress. Adult striped bass do have numerous small, sharp vomerine teeth (the vomer plate is in the roof of the mouth) and maxillary teeth along the jaw. They also have a set of small teeth positioned at the base of the tongue in two parallel rows or patches. None of these teeth are used for biting or tearing but only to hold food in the mouth.

Anadromy

The ability of fish to live in both fresh and saltwater environments is a function of a specialized kidney. When a striped bass is bent on spawning and enters fresh water, its body is faced with the problem of a salt loss in its bloodstream. There is also a tendency to absorb too much water. In order to make the change, the osmotic pressure—a force created by dissolved salts and minerals in the bloodstream—must be adjustable. Anadromous fish possess glomerular kidneys which have the ability to respond to differences in urine volume that result from different salinities. These fish also possess gills and membranes in the mouth cavity that can handle the uptake and secretion of ions in the blood and tissue, and protect it against undue diffusion. The glomeruli, small masses of capillaries within the kidney, take urinary wastes out of the blood, maintain an isotonic balance, and thus allow striped bass to change environments at will. In many anadromous fish, the change requires a conditioning time, but in striped bass, it seems to be very minimal.

Sight

Like all other predacious fishes, striped bass feed primarily by sight. They do this very well and it may be because of its eyes. The eyes of a striepd bass are comparatively large, with a diameter equal to 16 to 23 percent the length of its head. It may use its hearing or sense of smell to find food, but the final approach or attack is made with its eyes. They are well placed and designed for surface feeding or feeding under its prey, but not set so specialized that the fish cannot see well ahead and to some degree below.

The eyes of a striped bass are a lot like human eyes. They can readily adjust to different intensities of light by controlling the size of the pupil. Fortunately for a striped bass, its eyes are also constructed with two types of light-sensitive cells in the retina, the area at the back of the eye. These cells, called rods and cones from the character of their shapes, are used for seeing under different intensities of light in much the same manner as do the rods and cones in the human eye.

Most other fishes have cone cells that are sensitive to color and are used primarily during the day. Fish with only cone cells become inactive at night. However, the striped bass is an extremely active fish that feeds throughout the night. This is made possible with the rod-shaped cells. The rod-shaped cells are buried behind the cone cells during the day because they are extremely sensitive to light. But as night approaches they rise to the surface and replace the cone cells as the prime light gatherers.

The striped bass’s night-time vision is basically black and white; there’s no need for color vision at night. With little light available to illuminate any colored objects, color vision at night would not give the striped bass any great advantage over other fish or escaping prey.

Unlike the lenses in our eyes, the lenses in the eyes of a striped bass are round instead of flattened. The effect of such a lens is to make the striped bass nearsighted. Without muscles to control the shape of the lens, as in our eyes, fish cannot adjust their eyes and focus on far objects. This is one reason why lures and baits must be presented at close range. Even so, striped bass get along rather well with myopic vision because most of the waters in which they swim have poor visibility; even the clearest salt water is filled with suspended particles. To find its prey, striped bass initially rely on the other senses, and their eyes become important only when they move in for the kill.

Striped bass lack complete binocular vision because their eyes are placed on the sides of their head rather than in front. Each eye gathers about 180 degrees of scope because the round lens projects slightly beyond the wall of the head. In many fish, there is often a blind spot directly in front of the head because they do not truly gather 180 degrees of vision. The field of vision is interrupted by bony structures used to protect the eye. But in striped bass, the eyes are placed slightly forward high on the head, and so it can watch the action on the surface without undue effort. This gives the eyes a bit of overlap, and a small degree of binocular ability and depth perception. It also explains why striped bass are so fond of surface lures and spend more time looking up than down.
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A graphic rendering of a glomerulus that is typical to all anadromous fish.

Smell

Like a dog on land, a striped bass in the water lives in a world of smells. When an odor is water-borne, taste and smell are synonymous and may be used interchangeably. This is probably the most highly developed of a striped bass’s senses, followed closely by hearing. Considering the environments it inhabits, one could almost guess that a striped bass can smell better than it sees. In the large bays and rivers, the waters are turbid. Once in the open, a bass doesn’t go far from the beach, and in the wash there is always sand in suspension. Therefore, a striped bass is likely to smell food before it sees it. If the bait is artificial, it better leave a trail of good vibrations in the water to make up for a lack of smell.

Reasoning in the other direction, we can tell a lot about how a fish feeds from the type of nostrils it has developed. We know, from the construction of a striped bass’s eyes, that it has the ability to feed well after dusk. To go along with this feeding on the dark side of the world, striped bass need a good sense of smell to locate what they cannot readily see, and they have developed one of the best systems of smell and taste of any fish.

Instead of one pair of nostrils on its snout, such as many fish possess, the striped bass has a double pair—two on each side. The sensation of smell is carried in the water and picked up by olfactory cells in the lining of the nostrils. These cells number a half-million to the square inch. The water that enters the nostrils of the striped bass doesn’t go out the same entrance through which it arrived, but it runs into the throat similar to a human nostril. Each nostril has an exit port. This means that the fish is always tasting or smelling a fresh supply of water passing over the olfactory cells. This is extremely important to fish that feed primarily by smell or feed a lot at night when the sense of smell becomes more important than other senses.

A striped bass’s ability to smell in the water is hundreds of times better than our ability to smell odors in the air. Things that we perceive from a dozen feet away in the air, stripers can smell for miles. Few experiments have been conducted to check the olfactory ability of striped bass, but it is very good—perhaps nearly as good as that of the champion Jimmy Durante of the fishes, the American eel. Eels have been shown to respond to alcohol when one-billionth of a drop was diluted in a large swimming pool. This accounts for an eel’s ability to smell the Hudson River from as far away as the Sargasso Sea off Bermuda.

Striped bass possess a homing instinct for natal waters and can find their way back to a parent stream in much the same way a salmon heads home. The homing instinct is probably a highly developed sense of smell that can identify the chemistry of a river as the place where the fish was spawned.

Hearing

Striped bass need a sensory system that will work in the black of night and in waters so polluted that the sense of smell is often disrupted to the degree that it is dysfunctional. A sense of hearing is important, too. And, like the interchangeability of taste and smell in a watery environment, hearing and feeling have the same effect on the sensory organ that interprets these sensations. The striped bass’s auditory system is acute and it can hear sounds well below our own range. One reason is that sound travels more than five times faster in water than in air. The auditory range of a striped bass is also extremely broad, from as low as 15 to as high as 10,000 cycles per second (and some fish can hear far above that). Our range in the air is between 20 and 20,000 cycles per second.

There are two types of sounds in the world of the striped bass: those that attract, and those that make it run in fear. One means food, and the other means a predator. Fish have ears, but they don’t protrude. Their ears are buried in their skulls, slightly behind and below their eyes. There are no external openings through the skin, but sound is transmitted to the inner ear through the flesh and bone on the skull. In addition to their ears, striped bass have lateral lines that function in pretty much the same manner. In striped bass (and in most other fishes) the lateral lines contain a series of sensitive canals. The sensors in the canals respond to low-frequency vibrations. The lateral lines are used by striped bass to pinpoint sources of sound like a radio directional finder.

Taste

The sensation of taste is closely related to that of smell in both man and fish. Like man, a striped bass can differentiate between sweet, sour, salty, and bitter tastes. The two senses do differ in range. The sensation of smell can be called the long-distance receptor, and taste the short-distance receptor. The sensation of taste isn’t too important if you are fishing with plugs or other artificial lures. But if you use live bait, the way it tastes to the fish is important because striped bass discriminate. If the bait is alive, then the taste sensations will take care of themselves and won’t be alarming to a striped bass. But if you use dead, frozen, or cut bait, its condition is important. A striped bass will reject foods that it finds displeasing in taste. There is a diminishing order of preference in baits: live bait first, followed by freshly dead bait, frozen freshly-dead bait, frozen old bait, and lastly, just plain old bait that has been in the sun without ice. Some fish—sharks and bottom scavengers—don’t mind the state of a bait, but gamefish such as striped bass prefer live bait to all others.

One of the most effective ways to catch large striped bass is with live menhaden (bunker). Bass will greedily and readily take them. But fishing a bunker in a heavily-running tide quickly wears out even the lightest-hooked bunker. The bunker develops “lock jaw” and drowns. Striped bass immediately shun the dead bunker and pick only those lines with live fish. It seems that the smell and taste of death carries in the water.

Fish taste flavors in much the same manner we do, but their taste buds are not restricted to the tongue. A striped bass has taste buds on its tongue, in the throat and around the roof of the mouth. But they don’t stop there. It also has a battery of external taste buds on the end of the snout and lips. A bass can taste its food before opening its mouth, and that may explain why at times they seem to be “mouthing” but not taking a bait. The fish may only be nosing it to see how fresh the bait is before it feeds.

Sensitivity to Temperatures

Most fish are cold-blooded animals and have no heat-regulating mechanisms within their bodies. The temperature of a fish’s body is the same as that of the ambient water surrounding it. When a fish undergoes strenuous exercise, its body temperature may rise a few degrees, but for the most part it has no real control over its temperature. Living a life in equilibrium with the environment may be one reason why fish are so sensitive to temperature and temperature changes. Research has shown that fish are sensitive to as small a change in temperature as 1/50 of a degree. This doesn’t mean that they must respond to the change, just that they are aware of it and can use this sensitivity when selecting optimum water for spawning, migrating, feeding, or resting. Fish feel temperature through minute nerve endings in the skin. These cells transmit the temperature to the brain.

The temperature of the water affects the temperature of the striped bass, which in turn affects the fish’s metabolism, vital functions of breaking down food, transporting oxygen, and removing excrement. The higher the temperature, to a point, the more active is a striped bass’s metabolism. As temperatures fall, the body’s activities slow down. As these activities slow down, so does the demand for food to fuel them.

The active temperature range for striped bass is quite wide when compared to other fishes. Striped bass wintering in the St. Lawrence River and in New England have been observed feeding in water close to the freezing point—that is, the saltwater freezing point, which is even a few degrees colder than fresh water. There’s a record on one Connecticut river, while water temperatures were 35 degrees, of a striped bass taking an artificial lure. However, most striped bass go into a somewhat dormant state once temperatures drop below 40 degrees.

On the high range of the temperature scale, striped bass have been known to tolerate water as high as 80 to 83 degrees, but they become extremely sluggish. The optimal ranges for striped bass are from 55 to 68 or 70 degrees. Adult striped bass cannot tolerate temperatures above 72 degrees for a protracted period, but bass under 18 inches seem not to suffer in temperatures in the low 80s. Their preferred spawning temperature is 64.5 degrees, and this may well be the optimal feeding temperature when they are not preoccupied with spawning.

One researcher found an interesting temperature effect on fish while working with tuna. In a struggle to rid itself of a hook, a tuna’s temperature might rise 10 to 15 degrees. The total mass of the fish’s body is so great that it cannot cool itself quickly, and it fatigues rapidly. Fish can take changes in temperature, but the adjustment is slow. If the change is too quick, fish will go into shock. Fish with large heads and small bodies can dissipate heat readily, but fish with large body areas, like the striped bass, cannot rid themselves of the heat quickly enough, and they succumb rapidly. Thus a striped bass taken while the waters are still cool (not cold) puts up a good fight because the water helps it dissipate heat. The same size bass, taken in warm water during August and early September, is less likely to put up a good fight.

Locomotion

Striped bass are excellent swimmers because of their generalized body shape. A fish swims by undulating the muscles that make its body move in waves. A wave starts behind the head and moves toward the tail. Often another wave is started before the first is completed. The real power for sudden bursts in speed and for maneuverability, however, lies in the tail. The tail is supported by a series of bony rays found on a broad peduncle. When snapped, the tail pushes the striper ahead.

Striped bass have been known to migrate as much as 12 miles per day, but can move faster with sudden bursts of speed. They can reach a top speed of 14 miles per hour. A few fish, seen chasing fleeing menhaden, have been clocked at 20 miles per hour. When a burst of power is needed, striped bass derive an immediate energy source from a unique muscle along the lateral line. It separate the dorsal (top) row of muscles from the ventral (bottom) row. If you filet a striped bass, you can easily see this distinct wedge-shaped muscle in cross section, darker in color, and even red in most fish. It also exhibits the distinct oily or fishy taste that is associated with marine species.

Sizes of Striped Bass

Striped bass can grow to great sizes. In past years, there have been numerous records of fish weighing over 100 pounds being taken by commercial fishermen. There is a well substantiated record of the largest striped bass ever hauled ashore from the waters of the Roanoke River. In April 1891, not one but several striped bass over 100 pounds, the largest a 125-pounder, were taken in a seine at in the western end of Albemarle Sound, near Edenton, North Carolina. Another record comes from Nauset Beach, near Orleans, Massachusetts, of a bass weighing 112 pounds taken on a handline. And, in 1887 a 100-1/2-pound bass was taken in Casco Bay, Maine. (See Chapter 9.)
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Distribution and Migrations of East Coast Striped Bass

Striped bass on the East Coast are found from the St. Lawrence River south to the St. Johns River in Florida; on the Gulf Coast from the Homosassa River in Florida west to the Brazos River system in Texas, almost on the Mexican border; and on the West Coast from Ensenada, Mexico, north along the United States to several streams in lower British Columbia.

Striped bass are still found over much of their original range, but in greatly reduced numbers, and no longer spawn where they once did. There are token spawnings in the St. Lawrence River in Quebec that are independent of the rest of the population. There is spawning in several streams in New Brunswick and Nova Scotia, and even occasionally in Maine. But for the most part, spawning is restricted to the Hudson River, a weak effort in Delaware Bay that at first was composed of fish from the upper rivers in Chesapeake Bay that expanded their breeding sites into the Chesapeake & Delaware Canal, and a greater concentration in Chesapeake Bay. In North Carolina, spawning bass are restricted to streams that flow into Albemarle and Pamlico sounds. These include the Roanoke Neuse, Tar, and Cape Fear rivers. From South Carolina to the St. Johns River in Florida on the Atlantic side, and from streams in western Florida to Louisiana, striped bass are truly endemic fish, living most of the time in the rivers and only occasionally visiting the sea. The farther south along the coast the distribution, the more prevalent this endemic characteristic becomes.

Striped bass live and travel great distances up freshwater rivers in the United States and Canada. The most distant inland freshwater range on the Atlantic Coast has been recorded in Quebec’s St. Lawrence River at Lake St. Pierre, approximately 400 miles inland. However, as late as the early 1800s, striped bass were recorded by New York’s Gov. DeWitt Clinton, an eminent naturalist as well as politician, and several well-known writers of that era, as being fairly numerous in eastern Lake Ontario, especially in the vicinity of the Thousand Islands at the head of the St. Lawrence River. Genio C. Scott, a fairly accurate recorder of recreational fishing during the 1840s and 1850s in the United States, noted that he and others frequently fished for striped bass in the “… upper portion of Lake Ontario.” This was near the entrance to the St. Lawrence River and long before the first stocking attempt in the lake by the state of New York. These bass must have been descendents of the original migrants.
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Distribution of striped bass in the marine waters of the United States.

Other inland limits on the Atlantic side include the Hudson River above Albany, Little Falls on the Mohawk River, some 75 miles above where it flows into the Hudson. The falls was not insurmountable to striped bass and the fish probably traveled farther west in the Mohawk. However, this ended about 1820 with the completion of the first part of the Erie Canal with its accompanying dams and locks. Fish were also recorded on the Delaware River, as far upstream as Port Jervis, the Susquehanna in past years to the Pennsylvania/ New York border, the Potomac at Great Falls, the Roanoke River to Roanoke Rapids, and the Alabama River to Montgomery and above. On the West Coast, striped bass have been recorded 250 miles up California’s Sacramento River.

CANADA

The St. Lawrence River has always held an endemic population of striped bass whose cyclic abundance does not seem to be affected by what happens along the remainder of the Atlantic Coast. Head-of-tidewater on the St. Lawrence is a widening of the river midway between Quebec City and Montreal, called Lake St. Pierre. Bass spawn at the rapids at the head of the lake in late June and July, then summer in the tidal river below Quebec City. In the fall, there is a migration out of this estuary and back up the river to the lake. At one time, striped bass were netted through the ice on Lake St. Pierre. Striped bass have occurred regularly up the river as far as Montreal. In 1865, a striped bass was even taken from Lake Ontario at the head of the St. Lawrence River by journalist/ angler Robert A. Roosevelt.
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Distribution of striped bass in fresh water, by states.

Striped bass are not found north of the Gulf of St. Lawrence, above the Laurentian Channel separating Labrador from Newfoundland. In the Gulf of St. Lawrence they are found down river in many of the streams that flow into the bay. In New Brunswick striped bass have been found in the Miramichi River system. The Petitcodiac, Tabusintac, Koucibouguac, Buctouche, Tignisk and Richibucto rivers all have spawning populations. On Prince Edward Island, stripers are found in Malpeque Bay and Summerside River. In Nova Scotia, striped bass are found at Cheticamp and the estuary of the River Philip. On the outer coast of Nova Scotia they are found on the Canso and in Mira Bay, Chedabucto Bay, and Mahone Bay. In the Bay of Fundy stripers are found in the Minas Basin area, along the shores of St. John and Yarmouth counties, as well as in the St. Croix, Digdeguash, St. John, Kennebecasis, Shubenacadie, and Annapolis rivers, and even in Shubenacadie Lake.

On the St. John River in New Brunswick, striped bass at one time made an extensive up-river spawning run to the village of Mactaquac, just above Fredericton. In 1965, the huge Mactaquac Dam was built astride the river, exactly where the fish spawned. The immediate effects were devastating, and while striped bass have claimed some of the river section below the dam, spawning there is now only a token of what it once was.
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UNITED STATES

From Maine south to the St. Johns River in Florida, striped bass are either seasonal or residential fish in fresh water at one time or another during the year. The greatest concentrations of striped bass along the Atlantic Coast is between Cape Hatteras, North Carolina, and Cape Ann, Massachusetts. During summer months, from June to October, this concentration centers in the north half, between eastern Long Island, New York, and Cape Cod. Before the opening of the Cape Cod Canal in 1914, Buzzards Bay and Vineyard Sound were about the northern limit of the migration. Since then, striped bass have readily used the canal to expand their range. One of the most recent users of this short cut have been Hudson River striped bass. Catches of tagged fish reveal they have ventured as far north as Nova Scotia. During the colder months of the year, most striped bass are concentrated just off Virginia and North Carolina, and in Chesapeake Bay.

Maine

Striped bass in Maine are all virtually seasonal migrants with only some slight winter holdover. At one time, there were records of striped bass spawning on the Saco, Kennebec, Androscoggin, Sheepscot, Penobscot, and St. Croix rivers. But barrier dams at the head of the tide or even in tidewater eliminated these historic spawning sites. In a few instances, rivers have been cleaned, especially of pulp process by-products, and dams have been taken apart. On clean rivers, where dams haven’t been removed and salmon have been stocked, fish ladders have been built. To the chagrin of salmon fisheries managers, striped bass have no difficulty in ascending fish ladders. Some spawning has been reoccurring, but only in minimal proportions.

The concentration of striped bass in Maine’s coastal waters varies from season to season, dependent upon water temperature, the appearance of baitfish upon which striped bass feed, and the size of the coastal migratory stock. When the fish do appear, the Saco is consistently one of the best rivers. Generally the fish appear from Kittery to Calais.

New Hampshire

In all of New England, striped bass are seasonal migrants except for occasional holdover fish that become somewhat dormant and contribute only slightly to the fishery. In New Hampshire, distribution of striped bass is limited to the bays along this state’s short coast. At one time there was a fishery on portions of the Merrimac River in New Hampshire, but this has disappeared.

Massachusetts

During most years, the waters of Massachusetts are the northern limit for the summer migratory stock of striped bass. The fish are distributed at the estuary formed by the Merrimac River and from Plum Island south to the waters surrounding Cape Ann and Gloucester. The greatest concentration appears in waters off Cape Cod, on the north side and in all the bays, inlets, and estuaries along the seaward and southern sides of the hook. During the summer, striped bass are well dispersed about Nantucket, Martha’s Vineyard, the Elizabeth Islands, and the numerous bays of Buzzards Bay, as well as inside the Cape Cod Canal.

Rhode Island

Rhode Island has good striped bass distribution in the waters of Narragansett Bay as well as on the outside, along the beaches from Sakonnet Point to Watch Hill. At times of low numbers of Chesapeake migratory bass stocks, the western edge of Rhode Island, near Watch Hill, also appears to be the western limit for summering populations of striped bass. However, despite reduced numbers of Chesapeake stocks since 1980, Hudson stocks have moved eastward in increasing numbers. Their production has been high and this nursery has become the dominant contributor in the past three years to the New England fishery.

Connecticut

Connecticut’s waters receive striped bass from two sources. The Atlantic coastal migratory stock expands in late spring and early summer into its eastern waters in Long Island Sound when Chesapeake stocks are high. Along the western coast of the state, striped bass are more likely to be summering stock from the Hudson River fishery. From Bridgeport to Old Lyme, there is an overlap in the composition of fish from both the Hudson and Chesapeake Bay. This line has moved eastward in recent years. Striped bass fishing activities are concentrated at the mouths of the Connecticut and Thames rivers, at Bartletts and Hatchett reefs, among the offshore islands in western Long Island Sound, and at the mouth of the Housatonic River.

During the last decade, efforts to reestablish runs of Atlantic salmon on the Connecticut River have had an unusual side benefit. As in Maine, the cleaning of waters, along with building fish ladders and removal of a few barriers, has encouraged striped bass to re-enter the river with salmon. Fish counters as far as Vermont and New Hampshire have revealed small numbers of striped bass running with salmon. Considering the characteristics of
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