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Introduction The Intrigue


I have been fishing for as long as I can remember . . . and writing about it almost as long. I have caught bluefish and stripers in New England; trout in Idaho, New York, and Spain; barracuda in Senegal’s winding Saloum River; salmon in Alaska, Scotland, Japan, and Russia; and other fish in other places. When I go somewhere, I look for a fishing opportunity. When I look at water—a river, a stretch of ocean, a lake, or even a pond—I always wonder what fish are there and what they are eating. Some of us find a connection with nature by chasing deer in forests or watching birds in flight. Fishing connects us with a mysterious side of nature that we cannot—at first glance—see. That is part of the attraction: We are trying to outsmart unseen wildlife. Though we cannot see them, we try to predict their movements; it’s like hunting lions in the dark. I’m drawn to the intrigue of trying to penetrate an unknown world. It is a complicated world, difficult to understand, with an order to it and natural laws.
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Part One Catching Fish




My First Fish

I caught my first fish when I was a small boy. Even then, when I looked at a body of water, I wondered about the life below. There was a nearby park with a pond about four feet deep and a small waterfall. I liked to sit by the waterfall and read. But my mind would wander to the depths of the pond.

For a little money, pocket change, I bought a fishhook, a small lead weight, and some fishing line. I thought about just using string but realized that the fish would see it. I tied the hook to the line and the weight a little farther up. I tied the other 10 feet of line to the tip of a dead, fallen branch. I dug up an earthworm in my parents’ garden and cut it in two so I would have two slithering earthworms for bait. Nothing could have been further from my thoughts than the plight of earthworms! I just wanted to catch a fish.

I put one of the worms on the hook and dropped it in the pond. I felt a tug on my arm. If you’ve fished, you know—nothing is more exciting. I have caught fish of many different types and sizes. They all pull with surprising strength. Whatever the size, it’s exhilarating to feel the strength of a wild animal fighting you. This first one was not very big, and its tug was not very powerful. But my arm wasn’t very big in those days, either.

I whipped the stick up and landed a bright little sunfish on the bank. I caught a second one with the other half worm.

I took them home, but my mother refused to cook them.

Undeterred, I had a new idea for the next day. One of the fish had claw marks on its side. There was something down there trying to catch the same fish I did.

The next day I brought one of the rejected sunfish back to the pond. It was now looking less appealing to me, but I thought it might appeal to a hungrier creature.

I tied it on the line with two of the small lead weights and dragged it along the bottom of the pond. When I felt a jerk on the line, I quickly flipped it to the bank and saw that the sunfish now had a pink-and-gray crayfish stubbornly hanging on with its claws. With this one sunfish I caught three crayfish—a better bargain than the two sunfish I had caught with two half worms.

I took them home in my rusty coffee can, but my mother refused to cook these, too.
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The Secret to Catching Fish

We can catch fish because they are hungry much of the time. If there were a thought bubble floating over a fish’s head, it would probably read, “Food! Food! I want some food!” Finding food is one of the main activities in a fish’s life.

To catch a fish you have to know what they like to eat and what time of day is mealtime. It is often said that early morning is the best time to catch fish, but this is not always true. Sunset is often a good time. Midday sometimes works, depending on the weather. Fish do not have eyelids, and so they do not like strong sunlight. In a river you will find them in the shade along the banks. In the Dominican Republic commercial fishers sometimes place a palm tree floating upright attached to a buoy in the middle of the ocean. Fish are attracted to the shade of the tree.

Fish are picky about their food. Some eat worms, some smaller fish, some frogs, some mice, some insects. But you have to know what kind of fish or frog or fly they like to eat, and it may depend on the season or even the lighting. You also have to move that food through the water in a believable way and place it where the fish like to swim. It may be a current, a deep trench, or a shallow shelf. Or a place where something that fish like to eat is hatching. There are many reasons why a fish will pick a certain place in the water, just as a mammal has a favorite spot in the forest.

But sometimes all you have to do is arouse the fish’s curiosity with a certain kind of movement, a bright color, or a metallic shine.

To catch a fish you have to think like a fish—like the particular fish you’re after. That is why fishing is fun—the brain contest (followed by the brawn contest). The novelist John Steinbeck once wrote, “Anyone who pits his intelligence against a fish and loses has it coming.”

But don’t sell fish short. They are not only fast, graceful, and beautiful, they are cunning. Most of the time you will lose. That is why winning is fun. It’s like playing baseball. If you get a hit a third of the time, you are a star. The rarity is why getting a hit feels so good. And the fish always has the home-field advantage.
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Sunfish lurk in the shade along the banks of a river.










Offering Nothing: Fishing Without Bait

You can catch some types of fish with no bait and no equipment. All you need is speed and skill. For example, “tickling” trout is a technique that’s been around for a few thousand years. You will find mention of it in ancient Greek texts; Shakespeare and Mark Twain talk about this fishing technique, too.

Relentless predators as we humans are, we’ve discovered that trout are particularly susceptible to tickling. And though we say “tickling,” trout are not really ticklish.

To tickle a trout, I might sneak up on one resting on a rock ledge and carefully slip a hand underneath, rubbing the trout’s belly until it becomes still and relaxed; then, in a flick of the wrist, I toss it to the bank. Actually, I have never accomplished this amazing feat, though I have tried and seen it done.

“Noodling” for catfish is a similar technique, but it is more painful. You offer yourself as bait. This is appealing because buying bait or lures is one of the greatest expenses of fishing.

To noodle, one must wiggle a finger—resembling a wet noodle—in the water. The catfish chomps onto the dangled finger, which is yanked up out of the water, catfish in tow. This fishing style is also called grabbling, hogging, or hand-fishing. The hard part of this approach: Catfish are larger than trout. And their teeth are sharp.

Jigging, like these other baitless approaches, is extremely difficult. It is a technique used by highly skilled commercial fishers. I tried it once with inshore cod fishermen in Newfoundland. These were the most skilled fishers I have ever had the privilege of fishing with, and they seemed to share a mystical understanding of the bottom-dwelling codfish.

To jig, cod fishers hold a line in their hands with no rod or reel and lean over the rails of their small, inshore skiffs (a skiff is a small boat that fishes close to land). They lower a sharp, heavily weighted hook (sometimes the weight is shaped like a fish) into the water. The hook is called a jig because the fishers must move it up and down—like it’s dancing a jig—to woo the fish. The aroused fish swims close and gets hooked in the chin. Then the fisher reels up the line on two thumbs. The process is quick if you are good at it. Each fisherman would land four or five for every one I caught.
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A school of cod swims close to the bottom.

This cod jig on a hand line is weighted so it drops straight to where they swim.











Fishing for Money

The only way for commercial fishers to make ends meet is to capture large numbers of fish. This is not, as some suggest, about greed and wealth—it is about earning a living. Since ancient times the goal of fishing has been to catch as many fish as possible. However, modern fishing devices have become too efficient. Every popular species of fish in North America is in danger of being destroyed because of this efficiency. Now the challenge is for fishers to earn a living while limiting the numbers of fish they catch.

Long-lining is one example of a technique that has allowed us to catch too many fish at once. It’s a logical idea. If you catch a fish with a baited hook on a line, wouldn’t it be an improvement to have numerous baited hooks on a much longer line? This became a productive but dangerous way to catch fish. In the early days of long-lining, large vessels would sail to fishing grounds and drop two-person rowboats known as dories. Each dory had a tub with a long line of baited hooks. These small boats would sometimes be overturned by a sudden wave, or become unable to find their way back to the mother ship in the fog, or catch too many fish and sink from the weight of them. Many dorymen were lost at sea.
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The multitude of baited hooks on a longline allows commercial fishers to catch more fish in one go than our oceans can support. The line can be miles long, and it may be a long day’s work to haul in and unhook the catch.






But once ship engines were developed, long-lining changed. As people fished from larger, engine-powered vessels, they could avoid slack in the lines by hauling at a constant speed. This straightened the line and allowed them to fish many more hooks on much longer lines. The average longline is now 28 miles—and many are longer than that. It can take 24 hours to completely haul in a line.

Over time alternative commercial fishing techniques were developed, such as the purse seine, a hanging circle of netting whose bottom edge is drawn together at the center, like strings closing a purse. When a school of fish swims over it, the entire school is caught.



Modern fishing devices have become too efficient, and every popular species of fish in North America is in danger of being destroyed because of this.




Gillnetters put out a wall of netting and wait for fish to try to swim through it; the fish are then snagged by their gills in the squares of netting (see here).

Trawlers, known in New England as bottom draggers, are the most deadly of all. Sizeable ships cruise with large nets trailing behind them, scooping up everything in their path, including fish that no one wants to buy. Much is thrown away, and between long-liners and bottom draggers, many commercially unimportant but biologically important fish, such as sharks, are lost. And as the trawls drag along the bottom, they destroy habitat for bottom-feeders and shellfish.

Most commercially caught fish are not caught because of their desperate hunger. They were just swimming by and suddenly something awful happened. The fishers on a trawler cannot control how much the net scoops up. Trawled fish are probably dead by the time they land on the deck; this means that limiting the amount of fish that can be brought to market, as some environmentalists request, accomplishes nothing, nor does throwing some fish back. If a regulation says that only one thousand pounds of cod are allowed and the trawler catches two thousand pounds, one thousand pounds of dead cod are thrown away.

Most commercial fishers, if they try sportfishing, are not very good at it. It is a different way of thinking. Commercial fishing is hard physical work. It can be exciting, and it is dangerous. Even today, with satellite phones to call the Coast Guard and wet suits that provide flotation, commercial fishing is considered the most dangerous job in America.

Fishing boats are caught in sudden storms, flipped over by unpredictable waves. A fisher can get caught in an outgoing line, dragged overboard, and drowned. I find bottom draggers especially frightening vessels to work on. The net has large, heavy, wood-and-metal boards called doors that help spread it out in the water. These fly across the deck when the net is going out, and if you were to get hit by one, you’d have no chance.

Fishing for the fun of it is something completely different.






Fishing from a Boat

The easiest way to catch a fish is from a boat, though the type of boat makes all the difference. The Indigenous people of New England and Atlantic Canada mastered fishing from artfully constructed canoes of bent wood and tree bark, which is not easy. On the west coasts of North and South America, canoes traditionally were made by digging out a single log. The Nimiipuu, or Nez Perce, of the Pacific Northwest fished the Snake River in dugout canoes, with spears tipped with bone or antler, and coastal peoples throughout West Africa have long used, and still use, dugout canoes for fishing. Since at least 200 CE, Polynesians have been using outrigger canoes, which have a pontoon off of one side for stability. These are particularly seaworthy canoes, but it still takes a great deal of skill to land a large seagoing fish from one.

While canoes were originally used for net or spear fishing, modern-day sportfishers enjoy the challenge of fishing from a canoe with a rod and reel—bass fishing in the lakes of Maine or the demanding sport of canoeing for Atlantic salmon in Quebec and Maritime Canada. It requires skill to position the canoe in the current with paddles and to keep balanced while fighting a strong fish. I have fished in dugout canoes in South America and West Africa and found it to be a tremendous test of balance. Casting is not easy, but once a fish bites the line, the problems really begin.
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Positioning a canoe with paddles in a current while fighting a strong fish is a real feat and test of balance.




Today most anglers cast with medium-length rods from boats with motors; these boats can be easily positioned and controlled. Anglers on boats sometimes use bait, usually chunks of herring or squid. Herring used to be one of the most plentiful fish in the Atlantic. With the seas warming from climate change, herring are vanishing while squid prosper. Squid is good bait, too.

Sometimes, especially for fish that live in fresh water instead of the ocean, fishers use artificial bait made of metal, colorful plastic, or wood.

Dragging a lure (artificial bait) off the side of a moving boat works if you have the right speed. Fish are very sensitive to speed and motion. A little added movement from the rod sometimes helps. It can be a very small movement. For some fish just gently pushing one’s thumb on the rod works. Most lures are designed to move in the water with the help of the fisher, who animates the rod in jerks and dips or small vibrations.

You have to know your fish and what they respond to, which sometimes also means knowing the place where you are fishing for them. This is why hiring a local guide can make a big difference.
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Knowing what the local fish are attracted to makes a big difference in selecting your lure.






Local experts can tell you what colors the local fish are attracted to, a subject anglers love to argue about. Your winning lure might be bright blue feathers, or hot pink plastic, or disco metallic. Lures come in just about every color you can think of. Some people insist that fish don’t care about color at all, that the colors are just to please the fisher. I don’t think color is nearly as important as choosing between a dark lure and a light one, and that may depend on the time of day or the light on the water.

On an overcast day in murky water, if something bright suddenly darts by, the fish can’t help chasing it.



A Sense of Smell

Fish smell underwater to find food. Some are better sniffers than others. Some fish have smell receptors in their noses, others farther back, close to the eyes. Lobsters smell with their antennae. Smelling is determined by olfactory genes. Fish have about 150, which is not impressive compared to humans with 500 or dogs with 1,000. But most fish are better at smelling than at seeing. Their eyes, which offer a mosaic of tiny images but no clear snapshot, are designed to detect movement. That is why jigging works. Odd movements attract their attention.









How a Fish Fights

If you are lucky, the fish will fight you. Clarence Birdseye, the celebrated inventor of the commercial fast-freezing process, also invented a special reel that eliminates the fight. After you get a bite, you flick a switch, and—wheeeeeeee! Up the catch goes into your net. But he did not sell a single one of those reels. The fight is the most exciting and challenging part of fishing—the whole point. A sportfisher does not want it done automatically.

Once hooked, a fish will swim very hard away from you to the right or left. It is surprising how strong a fish is, even an eight-inch trout. Some fish will dive and then rise. The line in your reel is designed to go as far and fast as the fish. If you try to stop the line from unspooling, it will snap. You have to choose a line that is appropriate for the fish—not so thin that it easily breaks but not so thick that the fish does not have a fighting chance to break free. If all you wanted to do was catch a fish, you could use steel cable (usually illegal), but you want a line that offers you an exciting contest.

A smart fish will swim toward you and then quickly away. If the fish loosens the tension in the line, the line will snap when the fish pulls it back. So you have to think like a fish to win the fight. Give more line when you sense the fish needs it. Reel in the line when you sense the fish is doubling back.

The reel also has a role to play. It has a device called a drag that determines the ease with which the line leaves the reel. The fight is a contest between you and the fish for who will tire out first. If the drag is tight it will be very tiring for the fish. But if it is too tight, the fish might break your line or your rod.

If the drag is too loose, the fish can run long distances without tiring, and the angler tires out trying to reel it back in. The fish could even take all the line.

You have to let the fish run, then feel when it is tiring and start reeling it in again. In a good fish fight, the fish will go out any number of times, get reeled partly back, and run again. The hope is that slowly you will gain on the fish. When the fish is tired out, it lets you reel it all the way to where you are ready to scoop it up with a handheld net. But sometimes, right before you’re about to net it, it seems to realize what is happening. Sockeye salmon often make this last stand. Seeing the net, the fish quickly darts out on one last run, taking much of the line you worked so hard to reel in.
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A salmon takes a fly gently. The fisher must pull hard to secure the hook in the fish’s mouth—but not so hard that the fly is yanked out. Once the salmon realizes that it is not food, he fights the hook fiercely.











What a Smart Fish Knows

A smart fish knows whether to get unhooked or break the line. Getting unhooked is a matter of a gymnastic tumble, a flip or a somersault. This is why the first thing the fisher must do is called “setting the hook.” This is a matter of a pull or a jerk to get the hook firmly embedded in the fish’s mouth. If you set too quickly or too hard, you will pull the hook out yourself. This often happens.

You have to know the fish. For bluefish, set hard the instant you feel the bite. For Atlantic salmon, wait a few seconds and then pull firmly to the side. An Irish guide once told me to say, “God save the Queen” before pulling, a most un-Irish formula. It would work as well to say, “God bless Ireland,” as some Irish fishers do. Setting the hook is one of the most important battles in catching a fish.

Smart fish seem to know that the way to unhook or break the line is to create slack. Fish can do this by swimming toward the fisher, forcing them to reel madly to try to keep the tension on the line. Another nice trick for fish is to jump in the air. It is almost impossible for the fisher to keep the line taut when the fish is jumping.

Once, on Idaho’s Big Wood River, I saw a rainbow trout circle a fisher several times until the man was tied at the ankles. But the fisher swooped down his landing net and caught the fish anyway. It is always a mistake for a fish to swim within range of a landing net.

This fight can take more than an hour with a good strong fish. The fish is furious, fighting for survival. A fish rarely gives up until its last ounce of strength is spent. Or perhaps not the last ounce, because the fish struggles furiously once it is landed, too, still trying to escape when the effort is clearly futile.


[image: Captioned image]

Salmon can leap five feet into the air to catch insects, pass over dams, or toss off a hook.










Fish Fighting Styles

Some fish are better fighters than others, regardless of size. Cod and flounder are very pleasant fish to eat but not that much fun to catch. They just give up, and you can reel them in like pieces of wood. Once, fishing from shore in Gloucester, Massachusetts, one of the great codfish capitals of the world, I thought I had a cod on my line. It didn’t fight or struggle, but I could feel its weight as I reeled in. It turned out to be just an old blue shirt. A cod fights as hard as a wet shirt.

The better the fighter, the more fun the fishing. Anglers will fly all over the world for a good fight with a fish. Here are some fish worth traveling for.


Bluefish

Among my favorite fighters are bluefish, sharp-toothed mad dogs of the sea that tear at everything and fight furiously. While trout may be loved for their grace and charm, a bluefish’s appeal is raw fury.


Striped Bass

I have probably caught more striped bass than any other fish. They are native to the Atlantic coast of North America. I have caught bass in Connecticut, Rhode Island, and Massachusetts.

European colonizers at first mistook these impressive fish for salmon. Like salmon, bass are anadromous, which means that they hatch and grow in fresh water and then spend their adult lives at sea. They hatch in the freshwater system of the Chesapeake Bay and in the Hudson. Then they make their way north, sometimes all the way to Canada.

The striped bass is a large and strong fish. It will not go easily to the boat and will break your line if you don’t play it carefully. I have caught them in the surf, by boat, and while fly fishing. They hungrily eat both shellfish and smaller finfish such as herring, sardines, and menhaden (known in Maine as pogies, where they are used for lobster bait). Stripers can be caught with lures that are silvery and have a lot of movement. But I have caught more with live bait, a chunk of herring, or menhaden. They are, along with salmon and halibut, one of my favorite fish to eat.

With climate change striped bass have become increasingly common in the northern US, including in Maine, where they are not welcome because they swim into rivers and eat the young salmon, a population that Maine is trying to restore. They also eat a lot of lobster, which is Maine’s leading industry. So Mainers are very happy to have sportfishers come and fish for stripers.
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