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Dedicated to my family—they’ve been
putting up with this for years.
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I hope your father went all out for you like mine did for me.

My father, Don Churchill, always had time to take me fishing. Whether it was to fool walleye on Oneida Lake in New York, or to accompany me on a fly-fishing trip anywhere, he was there. It’s been my pleasure to share my experience with my dad by hooking him into a big false albacore, speckled trout, or redfish. There is also the rest of my family who have put up with my fishing-obsessed mind for so long—BJ Churchill, Judi Harper, Rick Harper, Katie Lee, and Eamon Lee. My kids, Ella and Will, who know more about fishing than most kids ever dreamed of at their age, if only through osmosis and listening to phone conversations.
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The author and his daughter, Ella, enjoy their time on the water together.

There are many folks who helped me along the way—some who aren’t around anymore. Most notable was Pete Allred. He befriended me, sharing knowledge from his stool behind the counter at Pete’s Tackle in Morehead City, North Carolina. There was a fun gang of addicted anglers who spent a lot of time there, and some of them are gone now too. I think of them often.

Some other great guides and anglers have been there through the years as well. The sharing of information among anglers is really what helps the sport grow, and makes individual anglers better. Some I still talk to almost every day, and some I don’t. Guys like Tom Roller, Richard Stuhr, Bill Douglass, Pete Paschall, Scott Sherron, Rip Woodin, Bryan Pahmeier, Lee Dunn, Chris Ellis, Ryan Rice, Jack Brown, Neill Pollock, Daniel Griffee, Dave Bernstein, Derek Brock, Tyler Cluverius, John Nguyen, Sean Fitzpatrick, David Edens, and Richard Ehrenkaufer make us all better.
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We’ll discount the fact that Rip Woodin is a Carolina fan because he can fish.

I can’t forget some people who have helped me with my writing over the years, like my high school English teacher, Dorothy Baker; others include Steve Peha, Margot Lester, and Monte Burke.

If you find folks who will share with you as much as you share with them, hold onto them, for that is a rarity. If you have family who share your passion, count that as a true blessing.
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There’s nothing better than getting two sweet kids together on a boat.


Foreword

I was a trout fisherman before I met Gordon Churchill. After moving back to the Tar Heel state from northern Michigan, and Wyoming before that, I traded my fly rod and size 18 flies for a tennis racket and golf clubs since there were no trout streams in eastern North Carolina.

After a decade without fishing, my wife wanted a duplex on Atlantic Beach, so part of the deal was I got a little boat and an 8-weight fly rod. I quickly learned that fresh- and saltwater fly fishing have nothing but the principle in common. The saltwater rods are heavier, the flies bigger, the fish much larger, the wind higher, and the casting harder.

I’d been out with several guides, caught a few fish, but hadn’t learned much. Enter Gordo. I found his blog about stalking redfish in the spartina grass at high tide. Sight fishing sounded great, bringing back memories of fooling a 16-inch rainbow on the Henry’s Fork in Idaho. I didn’t do that very often, but the excitement of seeing a trout drift up under my fly was heart stopping. That was until Gordon put me on an 8-pound redfish, sunlight winking off its tail, wagging above the water line as it rooted for a crab on the bottom.

My education in Professor Churchill’s class began. First, it was casting without hooking him on the poling platform. Then, tying a non-slip loop knot so his crabby/shrimpy fly would twitch enticingly. I had a problem with the “trout strike” that freshwater fly rodders usually bring to the salt. One time we were on a flat near Morehead City when we saw a huge red up against the shoreline, pushing grass aside as it cruised the buffet line. I put the fly in front of the fish, it ate, and I gave a mighty trout set. Pop. The 12-pound nylon broke like 7X trout tippet.

“Dude, you just lost the biggest red we’ve seen all year. That trout set looked like you were striking on a tuna!” Gordon doesn’t mince words. After that, I whispered “strip strike, strip strike” every time I cast to a fish.

Gordon has proved a person doesn’t have to grow up in coastal North Carolina to be a good guide. When he moved south, Gordon brought a technical base of knowledge from fishing upstate New York all his life. Learning from the old salts willing to help a brash but humorous Yankee, he started guiding for false albacore.

The rigors of being a full-time ocean guide and having a growing family forced him to think creatively. He researched how tailing redfish were pursued in South Carolina, which had an innovative guiding community. Gordon put a platform on a beat-up johnboat before he got his Ankona Copperhead microskiff and took clients on the myriad flats off the Intracoastal Waterway. Word got around.

Within a few years, Gordon had shared his skinny-water secrets with a few captains who began showing up on the flats in their own technical skiffs. Other guides weren’t the only people to notice the new fishing grounds. Commercial fishermen, long at odds with recreational anglers, began setting nets at the mouths of creeks, harvesting schools of redfish as “by-catch” to flounder fishing. Instead of seeing eight or ten fish on a trip to the flats, the number dropped to five, then three.

One beautiful late afternoon, we found a nice-sized red floating dead in the water. Gordon hauled it out to show me the fresh diamond-shaped marks on the fish where it had been entrapped by a large mesh gill net. The netter probably caught more redfish than allowed and tossed this smaller one to keep the larger fish. “It’s so wasteful,” he said, adding several expletives to describe how North Carolina poorly manages its fish resources. “We’re the only state on the Atlantic and around to Texas that allows so much inshore gill netting,” he explained.

So besides learning to fish a little better, Gordon Churchill got me interested in conservation. He was an early voice for responsible fisheries management. He was posting videos of wanton gill net destruction on YouTube shortly after the popular website opened. A few guides agreed with his fiery crusade, but most didn’t want to earn the emnity of the commercial crowd. Now there is hope for meaningful reform since the political pendulum of fisheries management appears to be swinging away from the prior “harvest every fish” mentality.

Anglers can still take classes from Professor Churchill by following the tips in this book, which reflects his belief in sharing fishing knowledge, just as the old salts did with him years ago. We don’t fish as guide/client any more. I grin at his vociferous opinions on everything from ACC basketball to politics, and am glad to count myself among his friends.

—Rip Woodin


Chapter One

The Scenario

The alarm goes off at zero dark thirty. Instead of punching the snooze, your feet hit the floor in seconds. It’s not a workday. You’re going fishing. As you brush your teeth, you start running through your preparations. Flies tied? Check. Rods rigged with new leaders and flies? Check, check. Boat gassed up? Definitely. Sandwiches and drinks? Yup. You get a text from your buddy: “On the road.” You’ll be meeting up with him in about 30 minutes. The boat trailer is already hooked up. Grab your coffee mug and out the door.
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A sunrise like this portends great things to come.

Arriving at the ramp, your buddy is already there. He’s juiced up on caffeine and breakfast sandwiches too. Launch the boat and blast off from the ramp. It’s about a 40-minute cruise to the fishing grounds this morning. You sit back and enjoy the ride. The sunrise is gorgeous over a clear, azure sky. The wind is barely stirring. You instinctively know the way through the narrow channels and deeper parts of the flats. About a quarter-mile away, you shut down. Early morning fish don’t put up with engine noise. It’s too shallow to use a trolling motor so you pole. It’s not too far and the effort will pay off.
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Pole to those fish.

A Splash and a Pop

When you’re about 150 feet away, you see the first sign of life. A nice splash with a popping sound is a sure indicator of a feeding fish. Small minnows are schooling up against the shoreline. Your fishing buddy has a small streamer tied on that is a perfect match for these baitfish. About 80 feet out he starts his first cast. He drops it on the edge of the baitfish school and starts his retrieve. It’s then that you look a little farther out and see the fish, several dozen in the 6- to 9-pound range. “Pick up and cast again. Eleven o’clock. Ninety feet. Point your rod tip.”
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The first run is intoxicating.

Just as he points, there is another smack. “I got it.” He throws a really nice cast right in there. Strip, strip. Tight line. Strip strike. Fish on! First fish of the day. The first run takes it right away from the shoreline and into slightly deeper water. You smile and take pictures of your buddy working the fish. It finally comes to the boat after a spirited fight. He has a bit of a struggle getting his hand around it at boatside and gets splashed in the face. That makes for some chuckles. You get a couple hero shots. He mugs for a selfie to send his wife or post on Instagram. “Your turn now bro,” he says.

You gladly relinquish the push pole. As you gracefully (maybe not gracefully) navigate around opposite sides of the microskiff to reach the bow, you can tell the fish are still there. But now you’re up, and you’ve got a small popper on one of your rods. Your buddy softly speaks, “There they are, 12:00 o’clock.” You get up on the very point of the bow and false cast—once, twice, and shoot your fly toward the feeding fish. Pop … Pop … Pop … Slurp. Strike. Fish on again. The fact that this is a bigger fish is immediately apparent since it’s into your fly-line backing in a matter of seconds and is heading for the horizon. You take your time and let the fish do its thing. As long as you don’t do anything like clamp down on the reel or the hook doesn’t pull for some reason, you’ll catch this fish. The hardest parts—knowing where to go, how to get there, how to approach, what fly to use, how to cast, and how to present the fly—are all done. Now you just enjoy having done it all correctly.
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One of Chris Ellis’s favorite things about fishing is going to the places they live.

This Isn’t Far-Fetched

Do you like this scenario? Does it seem far-fetched? It’s not. Happens every day. You don’t have to go to the Bahamas or some other exotic island to catch a big fish on a fly, you can do it right in North Carolina, South Carolina, or Georgia. A geographical range from the southern end of Pamlico Sound, North Carolina, in the north to St. Augustine, Florida, in the south is marked by warm southerly currents and marshes ringed with spartina grass. Much farther up the coast, the northerly currents predominate, and the striped bass holds sway inshore. Below St. Augustine, you get into mangrove creeks with snook and tarpon.

Our type of fishing is never easy. Neither is calculus, but it’s important, and this is way more fun. You need to know what species you want to target, what rod and line combo works best, which flies to stock, and most important, where and when to do it. The only thing I’m not going to give you here is specific places to go. You should be able to put enough pieces together to find locales that will work for you. If you get all those right, then you can still mess it up if you can’t present the fly properly. It’s why we play the game. Otherwise what’s the point, right? We could just chunk a hunk of meat out there. But no, we’ll do this the right way. Learn all the variables, put them together, practice our casting, get out on the water, and catch a nice fish on a fly.
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Just can’t beat it.

We’re going to start inshore and work our way all the way out to the Gulf Stream. (I’m assuming basic knowledge here of knots, leaders, and casting. If you need help with those, there are other books I will recommend.) I have fly fished the Atlantic Seaboard from Cape Cod to Key West, but the focus of this book is along the coasts of North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, and North Florida primarily. It is a land of spartina marsh that has not been taken over by exotic plant species like you’ll often find further south. The climate is moderate due to southerly water currents, and you can fish twelve months a year. The fish species that you can target are pretty consistent along this whole stretch of the Southeast. The way to approach them is consistent everywhere and we will focus on that approach.


Chapter Two

Largemouth Bass

It was a perfect evening. The frogs were croaking, the crickets chirping. It was the third of July, and my regular fishing partner, Griffin, with whom I normally fish at this pond, was out of town with his parents. Oh yeah, he’s the thirteen-year-old son of a best fishing buddy. We were here a week prior and spooked a really nice fish in a shallow corner of the pond. The only things around to see me now were some goats and an old horse. I stood back about 30 feet from the edge and stripped about 60 feet of line onto the grass and started to false cast. After I had all the line out, I dropped my little hand-crafted popper onto the surface in that corner. Pop. Pop. Pop. Bloosh! There he was! It was a really nice fish of about 3 pounds. It gave a little run out into the middle and jumped, earning a nine from the judges. It hung in the air for a second to give me a nice image to remember. I worked him in, snapped a quick photo with my smartphone, and laid him in the water. He hovered there for just a second then darted off. What a perfect start. It was even better when I sent the picture to my buddy and told him to show his son while they were stuck in the car.
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That was a nice evening.

Golf Course Ponds

Near the coast, my favorite place to fish for largemouths is in golf course ponds. There is something perfect about watching the life around the pond on a gorgeous spring or summer evening as I toss a popper into the bassy spots. It’s serene as the sun sets, but then the water explodes when a 5-pound bass comes out of nowhere to attack the popper. That’s pretty cool. It’s also a really great way to practice your casting and get a kid interested in fly fishing. There’s not a lot of wind to deal with, you don’t need a boat, and you can stop anytime you want to just hang out and goof off. That’s usually what kids like to do anyway.
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Put a fly rod in their hands.

The Equipment

Start with a 6-weight fly rod. You can use heavier if you want, but most of the fish you catch will be less than 5 pounds so there is no need for a bigger stick. When I have tried a lighter rod, it becomes a chore to cast the poppers and buggy flies I like to use. A floating fly line will do perfectly. For flies, I like to use a popper most of all. Make sure you bend the hook barb flat to facilitate an easier release. Pond bass really respond well to poppers beginning during spawning time in early spring right through summer. When they are on the beds thinking about love, they hate anything floating over them. In the summer, careless frogs swimming on the surface get eaten, so the popper that mimics them gets nailed. It’s really what fly fishing is all about.
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Homemade popper, homemade bamboo rod.

The Technique

Your first cast should be right against the bank where you are going to be fishing. Stop 10 yards from the shoreline, then drop your fly in the water right in front of where you are planning to stand. There is nothing worse than walking up to a pond and watching a nice fish swim away from you. Not until you have covered the area in front of you should you approach the bank.

Next cast down the shoreline, working around the pond like a clock. It’s an old cliché that you should work the water along the shoreline first before casting out in the middle, but old fishing clichés get tossed around because they usually are true. A strike could happen at any time. Keep your rod tip low and strip your line sharply to make the fly pop. I don’t like to make a huge splash. Remember the water is shallow; any kind of noise will be noticed. When a fish hits, strip-strike with your line hand, try not to lift too much with the rod until you feel the weight of the fish.
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Stand back from the water for your first cast or the first fish you see will be silently swimming away.
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After you hook up, you’ll get a nice jump or two. You should be able to play the fish by stripping it in with your hand. I don’t like reeling in loose line unless it’s a big bass that takes most of it out. They always seem to get off when I do that. When you get the fish to your feet, grasp its lower lip and lift it straight up without bending its lower jaw down like the bass pros do on television. This hurts the jaw. Pop the hook out, then watch it swim away: A perfect time.

“Dad, can we fish today?”

My daughter, Ella, was catching the fishing bug. “Dad, can we go fishing today?” There is only one appropriate answer to that question. She had been catching some small bass on a little spinnerbait with a push button rod. She really wanted to get one with a fly rod. I started her out in a spot where the sunfish were swarming around a drainage pipe. She had a natural casting inclination and was throwing 30-foot casts sooner than a lot of adults would. The little wet fly she was using was an easy mark for the sunnies. I had her slowly skate it across the surface so they’d hit it. This was how she caught her first fish ever on a fly. Next was the bass. I put on a small grasshopper fly. She cast it along the shoreline as we walked along. There were so many small bass in the pond that I knew it was just a matter of time. And it sure was. Her first bass on a fly was about 10 inches long. She grabbed its lower jaw, holding it up for a picture just like a pro. Awesome!

The most difficult part of pond bassing is finding a pond to fish. Check mapping apps to see what’s there. Hit up friends and family who live on golf courses. Or even do what one friend of mine has done. He actually got a membership at a country club pool, ostensibly to go swimming, but mainly to fish the ponds on the back nine in the early morning. Always check with the pro shop. Explain that you’ll move off when golfers get close. The answer may still be no, but it’s better than being chased off by a red-faced guy in a golf cart.
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Proud kid.

Alternative Locations

There are other places and ways to bass fish on the coast. Largemouths live in cypress swamps and rivers, which can be great places to fish in the spring before the shad runs start. I don’t do much of it anymore, but they can be targeted with big streamer flies. You’ll need a weed guard of some kind because you’ll be casting back under cypress knees. It can be great fishing. It’s not uncommon to catch dozens in a day.

On the Roanoke River near Williamston, North Carolina, the boat ramp is next to the paper mill. It didn’t smell very good that morning, but we weren’t there for very long. We took off upriver at 60 miles per hour in my friend’s sparkling bass boat. We came to a side creek and made a long, sweeping turn in. After another five minutes, we came off plane. Thirty minutes at 60 miles per hour gets pretty chilly in February. My friend is a bass-fishing maniac, complete with bait-casting reels and soft plastic jerk baits. I had a variety of big streamers with guards to protect them from getting caught in the cypress branches overhanging the water.
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