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    This book is a practical text on the subject of saltwater fly fishing along the Atlantic coast. It does not cover offshore angling, but focuses entirely on casting from the beach or close to shore in a small boat. The places mentioned are my home waters and all lie in southern New England. Nevertheless, the information is relevant to fly rodders in many places along the Atlantic.

    This work follows closely in the footsteps of my first book, Fly Rodding the Coast. In the six-year interim between these titles, the fish and the fishing haven’t changed much, and thus both books cover similar ground. I learned some new things during that period, however, and wrote twenty magazine articles on the subject of the salt. All of that new thinking is included here.

    In this book is a greatly expanded section on that wonderful brand of angling madness called fishing for bonito and false albacore, more properly know as little tunny. Given the increasing popularity of these two speedsters, this chapter should prove valuable to many people, be they tyros or seasoned anglers with tuna notches already in their belts. In addition, there’s a chapter on fishing for weakfish and hickory shad, neither of which was covered in Fly Rodding the Coast. Six years ago, there wasn’t much doing for either one; the two have now increasingly made themselves known.

    You’ll also find new information on how to search for a super striper from shore. The aim here is to guide the fly rodder to the bass of a lifetime. And that should interest a great many folks. Also new is a chapter on the seasonal migration of game fish. There is a more extensive coastal planner and a new section on solving common problems that should prove useful.

    One of the most valuable parts of Fly Rodding the Coast, I believe, is the chapter on reading beaches. This book tackles that topic too, but this time around, I not only explain to readers how to find the good water, but show them how to fish it as well.

    One more new item is a brief fishing guide to Lobsterville Beach and Dog-fish Bar on Martha’s Vineyard, which together are, arguably, the most famous strands in all of coastal fly rodding.

  


  

  
    CHAPTER ONE
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    How to Fish for Bonito

    and False Albacore

    [image: ]

    My fly swung across Menemsha Inlet as the blue-green waters ebbed on a cloudy October morn. About me on the jetty wall, a small army of anglers flayed at the water, while to my back on the beach, others did the same. And we weren’t alone. Off in the distance, boatloads of anglers bobbed in Menemsha Bight. Wadded together, their dark forms sat motionless under a canopy of gulls. On the jetty, on the beach, out in a boat—it really didn’t matter. All of us were under the same spell. We were bonito bound.

    The boaters were banging bonito at a fairly good clip. Or so I had heard. From the number of birds aloft, it had the look of a mighty good bite. On the jetty and on the beach, however, things were going nowhere fast. In three hours, only two people had landed bonito. Both of those lucky anglers were in the same spot, right at the jetty’s tip. Unfortunately, there was no more additional room out there; it was already eyeball-to-eyeball when I arrived just after dawn. So I had taken up a spot about midway along the jetty wall, a place apparently no one else had wanted.

    Like the tide, my confidence was running out. Not only had I never caught a bonito before, I was convinced of one thing—that not being at the end of the jetty was the kiss of death. Moreover, I was certain you needed an ebbing flow in order to catch these fish from the wall. The tide was still dropping, but it was about to go slack. Little did I know I was about to be proven dead wrong on both counts.

    The current stalled briefly, then flipped and began to flood in. As it did so, I prepared to pack my bags and hit the road. Suddenly, without warning, the bonito were right in front of me, ripping up the inlet. Running hard, they raced up inside toward the harbor. Before I could get the fly back into the water, they were gone. I made a cast anyway, sure that I had just missed my only opportunity. It was a cast made more out of frustration than anything else.

    Disappointed, I watched my fly glide across midchannel just under the surface. Then it happened. A bonito slowly ascended from the green depths of the channel. It remained suspended for a split second directly below my fly, then quickly rose up and grabbed it. At that instant, the current had caused a large bow to form in my fly line, so I felt no pull, no sensation whatsoever; only my eyes recorded the strike. I reacted as best I could, rearing the rod high. That desperate tactic hooked the fish, but barely. The fight was on for a minute, and then my long-awaited bonito was gone.

    Those events took place well over a dozen years ago. I didn’t get a bonito that day, but a fire had been lit inside of me. I ached to catch one of those elusive and mysterious fish. It was not until the following fall that I actually landed a bonito, and that same autumn I had the good fortune to beach a couple of false albacore as well. Now, many seasons later, I still pursue them both with the same burning desire. And no, I don’t regret that first day on the jetty in Menemsha. Yeah, I made mistakes, but those mistakes and the ones that followed taught me a great deal. As the old saying goes, sometimes you have to fail before you can succeed.

    Atlantic bonito and false albacore (little tunny) are the glamour game fish of recent years, and it’s easy to understand why. Both are powerful opponents, capable of long, lightning-fast runs and sustained fights. At times they are difficult to find and at times difficult to hook. So to be successful, you need to get your ducks in a row. What’s more, the season for them is relatively short, often measured in weeks rather than months. All told, they provide plenty of excitement and plenty of challenge. Who could ask for more?

    FINDING THE FISH
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    Finding fish is always a two-part equation: You have to know when and where to look. The first half involves understanding how fish react to tide, light, and weather, as well as knowing something about the seasons—when the fish typically arrive and leave. Chapter 7 includes a coastal calendar that outlines the seasons for false albacore and Atlantic bonito, as well as striped bass, bluefish, and other species.

    Both Atlantic bonito and false albacore are blue-water creatures, citizens of the open sea, so the majority of them live well away from shore. Fortunately for us, however, in some areas they do come very close to land. And it’s these areas that are of the most interest to fly rodders. But bonito and false albacore are not widespread in the waters near shore. Far from it. Unlike striped bass and bluefish, which prowl all over the place, the action for these two tunas is isolated in pockets.

    Places that attract them near shore generally have three criteria: They hold large numbers of schooling forage fish, they have strong tidal currents, and they are places where deep water is not far away. Typically, in southern New England, these requirements are met by the following kinds of structure: reefs or underwater ledges; inlets to estuaries, especially salt ponds and their adjacent beaches; rips off points of land; warm-water power-plant outflows; and harbors and bays, particularly their entrance areas.

    In all of these locations, both species gravitate to what anglers call edges. Edges are an integral part of fishing for striped bass, bluefish, and weakfish as well, and thus they are of critical importance to coastal anglers, especially to those on foot. In brief, edges are places where the bottom or the water itself undergoes some type of marked change. That change might be in depth—for instance, where a shallow bottom drops away to deeper water—or in water speed, such as where fast and slow currents meet.

    Seasonal Changes

    In southern New England, when the fish first arrive, they feed away from shore, but as the season continues, some gradually move closer to land. The trend usually reverses by mid-October, before the fish leave for the season. The fish that were feeding in close move back out to feed in deeper locations. The best locations to look for the fish change accordingly. Reefs, ledges, and the tidal rips off points of land are the first places the tuna show during the season and the last places they hang out before leaving in the fall. They are also most likely to host the biggest bites. A few of the more famous locations in the Northeast include the waters off Montauk Point, the Race and Plum Gut in the Long Island Sound, and the Watch Hill reefs in Rhode Island.

    Inlet fishing starts a little later and ends a little earlier. Still, inlets can be red hot, and it’s in the inlets and their adjacent beaches that shoreline anglers most often get their best shots. Famous locations include Menemsha Inlet and the Gut at Cape Pogue on Martha’s Vineyard; the salt pond openings along the south arm of Cape Cod in Falmouth; the inlets, locally known as breachways, along the southwest coast of Rhode Island; the inlets on the north shore of Long Island, such as Mattituck Inlet and Goldsmith’s Inlet in Southold; and the inlet to Shinnecock Bay on the south shore of Long Island.

    While inlets are without a doubt hot spots, bonito and false albacore do, at times, run up inside salt ponds and even some coastal rivers. But they generally do not go far, preferring areas with deep water relatively nearby and very little freshwater intrusion. Hence, in salt ponds, expect these two small tunas to stay mostly in the channels and rarely reach the back areas of the ponds where salinity is apt to be lowest. And only those coastal rivers with deep water and high salinity in their lower reaches will host these fish.

    Harbors and bays have the same seasons as the inlets. Known ones include Edgartown Harbor, Woods Hole, Point Judith Harbor, Narragansett Bay, Little Narragansett Bay, and Stonington Harbor, to name a few. Much of the fishing may be at the harbor entrances, but if bait stacks up back inside, these tunas are capable of running all the way to the back of the bay or harbor, even at times busting bait under the boat docks.

    The number of bonito and false albacore in southern New England vacillates considerably from year to year. While the size of the stock may have something to do with it, and the natural cycle of boom and bust certainly plays a role, the major factors are likely weather changes and physical events such as the presence of warm-water rings breaking off the Gulf Stream. As a result, some seasons there are tons of tuna up against the beach, and other years you can’t buy a bite. You just have to get used to it.

    The timing of the fish’s arrival at a given location is subject to change. If the fish do not show up when you think they should, don’t give up. Check back around the next moon. Like striped bass and bluefish, bonito and false albacore seem to move inshore and offshore on the stronger tides. Hence, a place that has had no action can suddenly blow wide open.

    GETTING OFF ON THE RIGHT FOOT
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    If you have a fair degree of experience fishing for striped bass and bluefish, you may feel you’re adequately prepared for Atlantic bonito and false albacore. Yes, you can use the same type of tackle and in some cases the same flies, but these tunas are different. For one thing, you can’t simply start blind-casting every shoreline within range. The tuna are not spread out, but rather highly concentrated into a few select spots. Even when you do locate them, the tuna are very often moving much faster than other species, and therefore, you really have to be on your toes, ever ready to move. When they come to the top, they rarely spend as much time there as bass or blues. One moment the tuna are busting everywhere, a second later they are gone. It can be wild. All told, even an experienced angler may get only one shot into them during the course of a day.

    Preparations

    These tunas are going to test not only your fish-fighting skills, but your tackle too, so it’s imperative that your hooks are sharp and your knots strong. All your gear must be in tip-top condition, ready to roll. So check and set your reel’s drag, and check your knots in the leader, to the fly line, and to the backing as well. Stretch and clean your fly lines before heading out, so your casting will be at its best. (Chapter 8 explains how to properly stretch your fly line and how to avoid tangles in general.) Then look at the condition of the backing. It should be wound neatly on the spool. When in doubt, peel off the first hundred yards of backing to make sure the wraps aren’t crossed over each other in a way that may lead to a jam, and reload it neatly under firm pressure.

    Spotting Bonito and False Albacore

    To successfully hunt for these two rocketships, you must be able to recognize signs of their presence. On some days, the tuna can be seen jumping clear of the water. Their football shape is easy to identify, especially if the fish are back-lit. If none jump, however, the untrained eye may confuse a school of feeding bonito or false albacore with a school of feeding bass or bluefish. All of these species can make a considerable commotion on the surface, but an experienced angler knows that these tunas feed with their own signature style.

    Bonito and false albacore rarely stay up on top feeding for more than a few seconds, whereas bass and bluefish tend to stay up much longer. Furthermore, schools of bonito and false albacore travel at a much faster speed—they’re in front of you one moment and a hundred yards off the next. Bass and blues often leave swirl marks as they eat; tuna do not. Bonito and false albacore frequently either tear across the surface, slicing a line through the water, or slam into the bait so hard that water sprays upward. If you are very close to the fish, you might also look for their tails. In bright light, as these two tunas streak by, their unique, black, sickle-shaped tails are sometimes plainly visible.
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    When false albacore feed near the surface, birds often mark the action.

    When a large number of bonito or false albacore come to the top and feed, they are likely to attract a flock of gulls. Bass and blues do the same, but once again, there are differences. Tuna feeding near the shoreline don’t do so in large numbers as bass and blues often do, so they don’t attract gulls. Thus, if you see gulls working in close, say within 200 feet of the shore, the fish are unlikely to be tuna. Out from shore, gulls may be an indication of the presence of tuna.

    Atlantic bonito, overall, are a tad more erratic in their behavior, not quite as likely to feed in a discernible pattern the way their cousin the Atlantic false albacore does. Thus bonito can be harder to figure out. Compounding the difficulty, bonito are more difficult to hook. And even when you hook one, a fairly high percentage of them get off. This is because they do not take the fly very deeply, as a false albacore or a striper normally does. Rather, a bonito seems to prefer to grasp the fly well forward in its mouth, using its teeth to lock on to it. Hence, the fly is in a very narrow and bony portion of the jaw, which makes driving home the hook more difficult.

    For this reason, bonito flies should not be tied so that the tail or wing extends well beyond the hook bend. This would only encourage short strikes. Instead, keep the wing or tail fairly short so the bonito has to take the hook into its mouth in order to hold the fly.

    Even this, however, will not solve all your hooking troubles. Bonito do not always approach the fly from the rear. At times, they slam the fly from the side. This also makes your job more difficult, because as the fish closes its mouth down on the hook, it may well roll flat so that the point of the hook is facing toward the teeth instead of into the jaw. There’s nothing you can do about that.

    TACTICS FROM SHORE
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    Years ago, I was walking back to the car after a morning of searching the beach for bonito. The fish had never shown up, and several anglers including myself had spent a couple hours casting over empty water. It happens in this game. I was just about in the car when one angler stopped and said, “Face it Ed, this tuna game is strictly for boaters.”

    It’s understandable why he made that remark. No question, boaters take the lion’s share of bonito and false albacore each year. Nevertheless, you can catch them from the beach, and doing so is one mighty big thrill. So if you’re the kind of person that is willing to face tall odds, and to be patient and perseverant, I highly recommend you try taking tuna from terra firma. There are big risks but big rewards.

    The first step in fishing for these speedsters—from shore or from a boat—is to determine which are the prime weeks of the season. The season for these tunas, especially from shore, is a limited one, far less generous than the season for striped bass or bluefish. Expect it to be anything from a few days to six weeks total. Supplement the information provided in this book’s coastal planner by talking with local fly shops. If there’s a tuna bite from shore in your state, they’ll know about it and can tell you exactly when to be on the water.

    With a limited season, you must pick the beaches to fish with the utmost care. Location is everything. Therefore, you should focus on places with an established history of being productive for these two species. Ask around, particularly in the off-season, when anglers tend to be more talkative about their exploits. Atlantic bonito and false albacore can conceivably show up on any type of shoreline, but inlets and their immediate adjoining beaches are by far the best bets. Inlets are narrow gateways through which tremendous quantities of bait migrate with the changing seasons. That bait may hang near the mouth and along the nearest shoreline for weeks before leaving for open water.

    Once you know when and where to fish, you’re zeroing in on success, but there’s still plenty more to learn. Above all else, you cannot hope to hit the bull’s-eye unless you have some idea how to properly fly-fish a variety of different types of shorelines. In fact, this skill most clearly defines the coastal fly rodder’s game.

    After you’ve picked a beach or inlet to fish, it may seem that the business of selecting a location to fish is over. It’s not. Expect every shoreline, even the ones with the finest reputations, to contain microcosms, smaller pieces of real estate that are in reality the prime fishing grounds. These are the edges—those changes in the bottom and the current that game fish love to prowl. And because these edges are so important, you’ll see local experts constantly jockeying to fish in specific spots.

    With bonito and false albacore fishing, this phenomenon is often very pronounced. The reason for it is simple: These two tunas prefer their food on the run, often eating in a high-speed drive-through style, and they frequently run along the same bottom contour lines time and again. Consequently, they generally come within fly-rod range only in a few specific places. Thus one 50-foot section of shoreline can consistently give up over 50 percent of the fish caught on that beach during the season.

    When tuna run a beach, they are not going to attract a flock of gulls, so watching the birds won’t help you determine exactly where to fish. The most effective way to uncover the right spots is to fish the same beach several days in a row. Ideally, you would try the morning bite, take a siesta, and then return for the matinee. In that way, you can learn exactly when and where the fish show up most often in that location. Experience pays off. If you simply can’t spend the necessary time learning a spot well, befriend someone who has. Much of this tuna terrain has a fanatic following, a handful of hard-core anglers who rarely miss a good tide. Knowing one is a giant step in your angling success. You can not only get the inside track on how the fish react in a given location, but by staying in touch, you can learn when the action picks up.

    Regardless of what type of shoreline you select, the same basic rules apply. Don’t wait for the fish to show up before you start casting. Keep the fly wet; work the water. Periodically stop and double-check your tackle. Does the tippet have a wind knot in it? Is the hook point still sharp? Is the drag still properly set?

    Often a fish strikes suddenly after a long lull in the action. When this happens, it can catch you off guard. To avoid missing any precious strikes, here are a few things to do. Make it a habit to keep the rod tip down—even touching the water—so you’re always in contact with the fly. To avoid having the line yanked from your grip, dry your hands occasionally. And whether you use a one-handed or two-handed strip, make a conscious attempt to grasp the line firmly between your fingers during the retrieve.

    Typically, the fish suddenly erupt on the surface with little warning. If you’re lucky, you’ll get a cast into them before they disappear, but whether you get a shot or not, don’t leave. The tuna are likely to return to the same spot in a short time—perhaps twenty minutes or so. Once the tuna disrupt the schools of bait, they zoom off to look elsewhere. Meanwhile, the schools of bait reform. Once the bait is balled up again, the tuna return for another attack.

    Jetty Fishing

    Since a lot of bonito and false albacore fishing centers on inlets, a great many of the tuna caught from shore are caught by anglers casting into an inlet while standing on a jetty wall. In this situation, I usually opt for a fast-sinking line, especially when the current is strong. I cast straight out or slightly upcurrent in order to give the fly a chance to sink. I then place the rod up under my casting arm in preparation for the retrieve. While the fly is swinging with the current, I retrieve at a moderate pace. Once the fly hangs below me in the flow, I wait a moment before bringing it back for the next cast. If you’re using a sinking line that has a floating running line, try to mend during the swing to remove the bow in the line caused by the current. And always keep the rod tip pointed down at the water.

    The jetty’s tip is often a good place to hit pay dirt, particularly on an ebbing tide. Unfortunately, it’s often crowded for that reason, but there are other places to fish. Pay special attention to any offset in the wall. Bends cause current changes and provide places for bait to hide. And as a rule, where the bait is packed in, so go the tuna. Also occasionally turn and fish the opposite side of the jetty wall, the one facing away from the inlet. Fish may show up on this side of the wall as well. Regardless of where you fish along the wall, try to avoid areas densely packed with lobster pots. Tuna have a real talent for tangling you up on these things.

    Always scope out a safe route down to the water before you start fishing. You’ll need it to land your prize. And always be very careful on rocks covered with seaweed or algae. It’s very easy to take a fall. Steel cleats and a wading staff can be mighty handy for that reason. Use care; go slow.

    As good as the inlets are, there are times when the tuna prefer to race back and forth along the beach to either side of the inlet. Chasing them on foot is nearly impossible, but careful observation will help you discover specific portions of the beach that get more of the tuna’s time. One of the most consistent gems is the bowl formed where the beach meets the jetty. Schools of bait often ball up in this pocket, and the tuna know it. In fact, one of the best things you can do when fishing a beach is to stay near the bait. In other words, fish only the portion of the beach where the bait appears to be the most concentrated. The tuna target these areas.

    When working on the beach, I’m more apt to swap the fast-sinking fly line for an intermediate one. I cast out, give things a moment to settle, and then start my retrieve. A moderate speed is fine, something on the order of a foot of line a second. And once again, I like to place the rod under my arm during the retrieve. The strike could come at any time and frequently does so with little or no warning. Remember that story I told you about my first bonito? Always be ready for the fact that these speed demons like to show just when you least expect it. So even when the fishing is slow, don’t drop your guard. Remain alert, and keep in touch with the fly at all times.

    Typically, things go like this: The tuna suddenly appear out of nowhere and slam into the school of bait, dispersing it. If your fly is in the water at that moment, you have an excellent shot at a hookup. Within seconds, however, expect the tuna to tear off toward a different location. As I mentioned before, don’t leave at this point. Gradually, the bait in front of you will re-form its school, and the tuna will likely pay a return visit. Note, however, that the interval between attacks could be upward of twenty minutes. Be patient.

    Any place you fish has its own idiosyncrasies, little quirks that can improve your odds of catching fish. And the only way you learn them is by being observant of your surroundings. On one jetty I fish, during slack tide the local lobsterman shows up to pull his pots. As he lifts his pots, the bait in the trap falls into the water. After filling them with fresh baiting, the pots are returned back down. In effect, the lobsterman is creating a chum line. Soon schools of baitfish concentrate in the area and you have a chance of bonito making a pass through. So I follow the lobsterman down the wall, fishing where the pots have just been reset. There is only one downside—there’s a risk that a tuna will wrap me on a pot, but it’s a chance worth taking.

    When Things Are Slow

    If fish do not show up in a location where they’ve been seen regularly day after day, keep your eyes peeled. Look in the water. Has the bait moved? Schools of bait may relocate up or down the beach a ways from day to day, especially if there has been a day of high wind. Expect the fish to follow. Therefore, when a normally hot spot goes cold, start searching around for the bait; it might be a short walk from where you’re standing.

    Still can’t find the bait or the fish? If you’re fishing an inlet with a deep channel, try going down with a fast-sinking line. Cast and then count the line down, allowing it to sink a long, long way. These tuna do not always feed on the surface. In fact, they may do a lot of their chewing well down out of sight. So it’s possible that the tuna are right in front of you, but running deep along the bottom. It’s always worth a shot.

    When Fishing Is Hot

    When the fish erupt all over the place, don’t get buck fever. Stay cool. Use the same smooth casting rhythm you’ve used right along. Any attempt to boom out a cast often results in a tragic tangle. When you feel the fish take, concentrate on getting the line on the reel while maintaining some tension. Once the fish is running hard, swing your stripping basket out of the way. Now, if necessary, you’re ready to move. As the run slows, lower the rod tip a bit under tension. Then, when the fish turns toward you, lift the rod tip gradually as needed to keep tight while you reel.

    TACTICS FROM A BOAT
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    Even though bonito and false albacore can run right along the water’s edge at times, most of these fish are caught from boats. These include a variety of crafts: seaworthy center consoles, tin boats, rowing dories, inflatables, kayaks, and canoes. I use a McKenzie drift boat, the same fly-fishing craft so popular on the rivers of the West.

    Gear and Flies

    Never get onboard a boat with your rod still in a tube. Always have it assembled and strung up with a fly ahead of time. This is for two reasons: It’s easy to rig a rod on land and much harder in a rocking boat, and you may well hit fish a short ride from the dock. And those fish may be the only ones you encounter all day.

    It’s a common custom to store all gear under a hatch, under a seat, or in the console. That’s fine, and it makes sense, but a small amount of critical gear should be on your person ready to go. In your jacket pockets, carry a box of flies, a spool of tippet material, and a hook hone. And on your belt should be a pair of pliers in a holster. In that way you are ready to operate as soon as fish are found.

    Reading the Birds

    It’s important for a boating angler to learn to read the behavior of the seabirds. Birds know where the fish are long before you do, and thus by watching the birds you can greatly increase your success ratio. That goes for bass and blues as well as for bonito and false albacore, although the birds behave a bit differently around tuna.

    The bird that most aids anglers is the ever-present herring gull. Herring gulls do follow these tunas, but often you’ll see more laughing gulls taking on this type of chase. Laughing gulls, unlike herring gulls, have black heads, and for that reason they are also called hooded gulls. Laughing gulls outcompete the herring gulls on tuna chases likely because they are more agile and therefore better equipped to chase these high-speed, erratic fish.

    Whichever gull happens to be present, by watching their behavior you can get a sense of what the tuna are up to at the moment. When the fish dive deep, the gulls circle around, flying in all directions. As the fish come nearer to the top, the gulls tighten their formation and slowly descend toward the water. If you see the gulls dipping to the water or sitting right down on the waves, the fish are feeding immediately below them. And if the gulls actually sit on the water, you can be sure there are no bluefish around. No gull would stick its feet into a bluefish blitz.

    Not only can gulls alert you that the fish are about to surface, but they can also tell you where they went. As a blitz goes on, a school of bait may split up into two or more groups that move in different directions. When that happens, the feeding pattern suddenly changes as the tuna charge off in pursuit of the various schools. In such cases, the birds will split up and follow too. By watching them, you can determine where the action is headed. And by noting where the birds are most numerous, you can pinpoint the hottest action.
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    In a heavy current, bonito and false albacore may rocket to the top and then go straight back down. If you cast to the explosion, you’re too late; the fish is already gone.

    Presentation Is Important

    Even when you’re casting right into the fish, you may fail to get a hookup. When this happens, anglers quickly blame the fly or the size of the tippet. In truth, the problem is more apt to be presentation. Because bonito and false albacore accelerate to the surface, smash bait, and then dive deep, all without shifting gears, fishing blitzes can be difficult. If you cast directly at a busting fish, by the time your fly arrives, that fish is back down. Casting directly at the spot where you saw the tuna break is like shooting at the tail of a duck; you miss a lot. A better tactic is to gauge which direction the fish are headed, and drop the fly in front of them. Learn to lead them a little.

    The shape of a tuna’s tail gives it great speed but does not offer enough surface area for it to make high-speed turns. Tuna can make tight maneuvers when cruising at lower throttle, however. Frequently anglers find themselves casting at right angles to the direction in which the tuna are headed. If the tuna are in turbo mode, your hookup rate may not be as good as you’d like. A better presentation is one that drops the fly into the school’s path and then moves it parallel to the herd. It not only looks natural, but it also makes an in-line target. A fly hanging in the current or slowly sinking can be deadly too. In all cases, you want to present an easy meal, one the fish lock on to and then nail on the run.

    Running and Gunning

    Once you’ve located the fish, you need to get a fly in front of their faces. To do it, power boaters like to employ a tactic called running and gunning. The motor is popped into neutral and left idling. Then all aboard start scanning the water for signs of life. As soon as the fish erupt on the surface, the motor is immediately engaged, and the race is on. The idea is to get to the quarry as quickly as possible, before it has a chance to go back down. As the boat nears the spot, the motor goes back into neutral, and all aboard cast like demons.

    This tactic is as old as the hills and probably got its start with boaters fishing blitzes of striped bass and bluefish. But whereas stripers and blues tend to stay on the surface for minutes at a time, unfortunately these tunas are frequently up for only a matter of seconds. Hence, if this method is to work well on tuna, the casters aboard must be able to deliver the fly the instant the boat stops. Any delay, and your hookup ratio takes a nosedive.

    This running and gunning has other problems as well. For one thing, the commotion often puts the fish down. Worse yet, if several boats are working the same school of fish, these boaters can find themselves in direct competition. Soon tempers flare, for inevitably one boat cuts another off en route to the fish. Things then get ugly. Last summer in Vineyard Sound, during one of these bouts of “reef rage,” a boat deliberately rammed another at full speed, putting a hole in the other boat’s hull. Crazy.

    When two or more anglers start casting wildly, trouble is a-brewing, with tangled lines and hooks where they shouldn’t be. Because this method is as chaotic as a Chinese fire drill, it’s an invitation to broken rods and even gear lost overboard. When the captain signals it’s time to move, rather than reel up the fly line and store the rods in a rack, anglers place their equipment on the floor of the boat. Not only is it quicker, but when they reach the fish, the rod and line are ready to go. The downside is in what can occur as the boat is traveling. A pounding boat can do a job on both rod and reel, and if the rod is left near the back of the boat, it can bounce right off the stern. If the wind sucks your fly line overboard behind the boat, it may wrap on the prop and instantly be severed, and if enough line gets into the water, it can create sufficient force to take the rod with it.

    Positioning the Boat

    There are alternatives to running and gunning. Both bonito and false albacore tend to be pattern feeders. Once you find them, expect them to repeatedly attack the area in a predictable manner as the school of bait is scattered and regroups. If you sit back and watch, you can see it happen. Typically, false albacore explode first at the head of a rip, along the edge where the glassy water meets the turbulent waters of the rip. Seconds later, they reappear farther down the rip, explode on top again, only to disappear again. Then they reappear even farther downcurrent. After a lull, the false albacore return to the edge at the head of the rip and repeat the process. They usually work in the same direction as the current, so expect them to come at you from uptide.

    Once you understand the pattern, you can set up the boat to take advantage of it. One way to do it is to position the boat at the head of the rip, immediately upcurrent from the edge where the fish regularly appear. Holding the boat in this spot can be accomplished by either stemming the current with the motor or dropping anchor. In both cases, the bow should be pointed into the flow. Of the two methods, dropping anchor requires more care, since anchoring in a current can be very dangerous. Never anchor in a navigation channel or any other water where there is heavy traffic.

    When done correctly, anglers can cast off the transom so their flies swing through the exact area where the fish were seen previously. Don’t wait for the fish to return before casting. The idea is to keep the fly in the water as much as possible so that the instant the fish return, it’s directly in their path. It’s even possible to leave the fly hanging straight back in the current. I’ve seen it work.

    At times, schools of baitfish may seek refuge by hiding directly under the hull of your boat. This is a problem, since there is no way to present a fly to any tuna feeding on this bait short of just hanging it over the side. If the bait stacks up heavily under the boat, try quickly moving the boat to one side and then having everyone immediately cast back to the spot where the boat was a moment ago.

    Setting Up a Drift

    Another approach is to drift down through the rip, traveling over the water where the fish are seen most often. This is perhaps the best method of all. Once again, don’t wait for the fish to surface. As the boat drifts with the current, constantly cover the water to either side, hoping to be in the right spot at the right time. If conditions are fairly calm, you may want to position the boat so it drifts broadside to the current. This allows for plenty of room between a caster in the bow and a caster in the stern. Once you reach the tail end of the rip, circle the boat back to the head for another drift. Do not drive directly over the water you want to fish. Travel out to the side, giving other boats plenty of casting room.

    Occasionally you find schools of false albacore feeding in open water where there is no discernible current. Even here they may well feed in a pattern, repeatedly hitting the same areas. Since there is no current with which to set up a drift, position the boat upwind of the fish, and then allow the breeze to push you through the prime water while you blind-cast.

    Bonito versus False Albacore

    False albacore not only seem to be more numerous than bonito, but they seem to be able to outcompete them, too. When the false albacore move into town, the bonito often become hard to find. So if you want to find bonito, it’s best to focus your efforts when false albacore are not around. This is true regardless of whether you’re fishing from a boat or from shore. Here in southern New England, generally in August false albacore have yet to appear, but bonito are available. After the false albacore depart in the fall, there is another short window of opportunity for late-season bonito. This is tough fishing, as the bonito tend to stay deep after the water dips below 60 degrees. But these fish are usually the biggest bonito of the entire season.
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    The author with an early November bonito caught off Watch Hill, Rhode Island. CAPT. MIKE ROBACK

    If you want to target bonito while the false albacore are in town, there are some things to keep in mind. Since false albacore are more powerful and more aggressive than bonito, when both feed in the same area, the bonito may be pushed deep or to the side of the main action. If you’re determined to catch a bonito, the best bet is to fish deeper, under and often to the side of the false albacore blitz. It seems that the bonito follow the false albacore, feeding on what the false albacore leave behind much in the way stripers may follow marauding bluefish. This tactic has worked for me several times. Fishing through an area vacated moments earlier by blitzing false albacore can also result in bonito. So as the false albacore action tapers off, stay around and work your fly deep to see if bonito are passing by.

    When Things Are Slow

    As wonderful as it is to have the tuna on the top, you are bound to run into days when the fish simply are not cooperating. The popular solution to this problem is to put the boat in gear and do some exploring. Try to visit all the known feeding spots within a given locale, attempting to hit each of them at a good stage of the tide. You may get lucky immediately, but that’s not always the case. It’s best to have the gas tank topped off, because this may take some real searching. I know of guides who have covered over 60 miles of water in a single day trying to get their clients into the action.

    Besides slow days, there are slow periods—several days, weeks, even an entire season when the tuna are hard to find. When this happens, you have to rethink things. While there is no easy answer to this situation, there’s one tactic that has worked for me. Typically, boaters blow into an area, and if they don’t see tuna on top within three minutes, they hightail it to another location. But even when the fishing has been good in a general region, the tuna may show only every fifteen minutes or so. The key may be to bite the bullet and wait—possibly for an hour or more. Like beach fishing, this is definitely not a game for the impatient. I start by picking a place that is well known as a false albacore hangout in most years. Upon arrival, I start scanning the water for signs of tuna. If nothing is doing, I set up a drift and begin blind-casting the water, all the time looking for the least sign of my quarry.

    Using this tactic, on several occasions I have caught a brief glimpse of the tuna. In one location, after a considerable wait, I saw a band of false albacore pass through immediately as the current began to flood. Their numbers were few—about a dozen fish—and they attacked a particular spot where silver-sides schooled up in the water flowing around the corner of a small island. Within ten minutes, the false albacore were gone.

    That initial visit resulted in no hookups. But the next day, I arrived just before the current started and set up the boat within casting distance of that corner. On cue, the fish showed, just like the day before. And I got one fish before the action shut down. On subsequent days, things went about the same—one hookup per trip. No, that’s not fantastic fishing. Still, the fish I got came at a time when other boaters, even some of the most knowledgeable ones around, went fishless.

    The Mystery Days

    There are times when the fish are visible but you just can’t get them to take any fly in your box no matter how you present it. So what is going on? Everything we throw at these fish is designed to imitate baitfish, but these fish also eat other things. And I think that is why we encounter these mystery days.

    On occasion, you’ll come across false albacore gently rolling on the surface. You see their backs, the dorsal fins appearing and then disappearing, followed by their tails. This rolling maneuver is done in an out-of-character, slow, easy manner. And when you see it, the fish can rarely be provoked into striking the typical streamers and epoxy flies that so commonly work. Clearly, their prey in these situations must be slow moving. That would appear to rule out baitfish. And so it is not surprising that the usual flies are of little value here. So what are they eating? In southern New England waters, we have crab hatches in September, which release thousands of these tiny creatures to drift with the tide. My guess is that these crab hatches are the main reason for this mysterious feeding behavior. But there could be additional things on the menu as well, including other small crustaceans, such as shrimp, or possibly jellyfish.

    THE RIGHT TIDE AND TIME OF DAY
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    The Right Tide from Shore

    When fishing from shore for either bonito or false albacore, I prefer a rising tide. It frequently brings the fish closer to shore. This is especially true when fishing an inlet. On the ebb, the bonito and false albacore tend to feed outside the inlet and are therefore outside casting range, except perhaps for a few anglers at the jetty tip. When the tide turns incoming, those same fish may rush inside, practically at your feet. Don’t forget that when fishing an inlet, the time of current and the time of tide can be considerably different.

    The Right Tide from a Boat

    When fishing from a boat, tide selection is slightly less important than when fishing from the beach, but you do want moving water, not a slack tide. If you plan to fish the waters immediately outside an inlet, then an ebbing current is probably best. Again, keep in mind that there is a difference between the time of current and the time of tide. If you are going to fish rips over reefs or off points of land, then generally speaking, either tide may work well. Be prepared to learn, however. Some rips are much more productive when the water rolls in one direction versus the other. Local knowledge can be very important. It’s always a good idea to talk with other anglers who have recently fished a location you have in mind. Often feeding patterns develop where only a certain stage of the tide hosts the action. Knowing that ahead of time is in your best interests.

    The character of the fishing may change as the tide progresses. As the current builds, expect the fish to become increasingly aggressive. That’s the good news. But there is a downside. The more the current increases, the more the fish tend to feed in increasingly tighter lanes. Because they are so concentrated, you’re either right in them or out of luck.

    During stages of the tide when the current is not strong, the fish and the bait are likely to be more dispersed throughout the rip. Oddly enough, this may actually improve your chances of hooking up. With scattered bait and no strong current to fight, the tuna may be more spread out and more willing to travel farther to inhale your fly.

    The Right Light Level

    Both species are capable of feeding right through the daylight hours, but generally speaking, the fishing you will experience has peaks and valleys during any given day. While tide plays a significant role in that, so does light level. Surface activity usually peaks during those hours when the sun’s light is striking the water on a slant, from early to midmorning and from mid- to late afternoon. Likely the angled light produces more contrast near the surface and allows predators to better see their prey. Undoubtedly a considerable amount of feeding also takes place deep, but it’s difficult to take advantage of it since you can’t be sure where the fish are.
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    John Wadsworth holds a false albacore he caught from the author’s drift boat in Long Island Sound in early October. The fish hit in the early morning—often the best time for false albacore and bonito—on a running tide.

    Since both light and tide are elements in the game, it makes sense, whether you fish from a boat or from the shore, to fish when the right tide coincides with the right time of day. For example, when fishing an inlet, shore-based anglers should pick a day with flooding current during either the early morning or early afternoon. Anglers on a boat working the inlet would want an ebbing current instead. Whether you are onshore or afloat, I think morning tides hold the better bite. Expect the fish to begin feeding actively immediately after the sun breaks the horizon, spilling light over the waters.

    As the light fades each day, the tuna seem to disappear. Likely they go out a ways from shore and sit near the bottom in a school, waiting for dawn in order to resume their feeding. Though I’ve never heard of anyone hooking up in total darkness, tuna have been caught under the lights at night in the out-flow to Millstone Nuclear Plant in Waterford, Connecticut. I’ve also witnessed them being caught in the false light just prior to dawn, in a location where the false albacore had been busy regularly during the daylight hours. It was late October, forty-five minutes before the scheduled sunrise. These fish gave no sign of their presence—no jumps, no splashes, nothing. It appears that they were slowly cruising around. Anglers would pick them up by simply covering the water. In such cases, blind-casting pays off.

    Another year, in this same spot, this false light action lasted into the second week of November. The best bite came under clear skies and a bright full moon. I got six, but the anglers standing in the prime spots on a rock wall got as many as twice that. You could actually look down in the water and see the false albacore cruising by eating peanut bunker in the moonlight. Once again the tuna made no real ruckus. And they would take any fly you threw at them. Things got going around 5:00 A.M., an hour and a half before sunrise. By 7:30 A.M. it was over. In the dark, a slow retrieve worked best, but as things brightened, you had to pick up the speed. It was just like a predawn bite of striped bass. Amazing.

    FIGHTING AND LANDING BONITO AND FALSE ALBACORE

    [image: ]

    False albacore commonly hit the fly so hard that they are hooked and running before you have a chance to do much of anything. Most of the time, false albacore hook themselves, and barring a bad knot or a tackle malfunction, you’re likely to eventually bring the fish in. Bonito, on the other hand, are hard to hook and hold, likely because they tend to grasp the fly in the forward portion of the mouth rather than inhale it. Since you won’t know which tuna has taken the fly, try to set the hook with the rod as the fish turns and runs.

    Get in a Safe Position

    If the boat is pitching in a choppy sea, it’s best to bend slightly at the knees and brace yourself. Flats-style boats, particularly those with neither a bow rail nor a casting brace, are tricky in this regard, since there are few places to grab hold of. Often the only solution is to step down from the casting deck. This places you lower in the boat, where you’re less likely to take a fall.

    When fighting fish in the sea, high-sided boats are excellent, as they permit you to lean against the gunwale. Ideally, this gunwale should extend above the kneecaps and have a padded combing. Then you can lock your knees as you lean on the side of the boat.

    The Long Run

    Both of these tunas are as fast as greased lightning. As a rule, the false albacore can run farther and is more consistent in making a long run. I’ve only ever hooked two false albacore that did not burn straight away into the backing. Both of those fish turned out to be chock full of immature menhaden. A small percentage of bonito you hook won’t tear off on a lightning-fast run, but will fight relatively close. This is especially true of those under 5 pounds. And overall, the bonito are a smidgen less powerful and more apt to run in an erratic fashion. Nevertheless, both of these fish will test your skill.

    Once you’ve cleared the line through the guides and the line is on the reel, let the fish run under steady pressure. A false albacore of 9 pounds or larger has the strength to sprint between 100 and 150 fifty yards in a single burst. If it looks like the fish will go farther than that, have the captain immediately put the boat in gear and go after it. But boat speed must be only as fast as you can retrieve line.

    If you’re using a direct-drive reel, as most anglers do, it’s imperative to keep your hands clear of the reel handle during the run. With an antireverse reel, this is not a problem. Whichever type of reel you use, avoid touching the backing as it races off the reel; it can burn or cut you. This is especially true with the new ultrathin backing materials.

    Eventually the fish will stop and turn around, coming toward you slowly. Reel quickly to keep the line taut. Some of these speedsters will make a second or even a third run, but rarely is it anywhere near as long.

    Running under the Boat

    Once you get the fish in close, it may attempt to run under the boat. If your drag is set a bit tight, things can get hairy. The rod bends sharply, but worse yet, the pressure on the leader increases greatly. When this happens, some anglers get the jitters and attempt to loosen the drag. Don’t! If you think you’re at risk of popping the tippet, back-reel instead. Back-reeling is a simple trick that works beautifully, although only with direct-drive reels. With the rod tip pointed down at the water, turn the reel handle slowly in the opposite direction, releasing line to the fish under tension. Two turns is normally all it takes. The forces on the rod and leader will instantly subside. What’s more, you’ve lost very little line and can quickly regain it as things settle down.

    Another thing to remember when a fish dives under the boat is to keep the rod from touching the gunwale; the rod could snap instantly. Try to move as quickly as possible to either the bow or the stern of the boat, whichever is closer. In order for you to move, some line has to come off the reel. Here again, back-reeling is a great help. When you reach the end of the boat, guide the rod tip around the hull so you can continue the fight on the opposite side of the boat.

    A fly rod’s long length is a real help in making this maneuver, although it has its drawbacks too. This rod length is especially welcome when you’re forced to go around a transom with an outboard motor, making it easy to pass the line safely around to the other side. In recent years, this is even more of an advantage, because many boat manufacturers now build their outboard models with transom brackets that set the motor even farther back. These brackets may help performance, but they are a real nuisance for serious anglers.

    At the Gunwale

    Perhaps the hardest part of the fight happens just when you think the war is won. As these members of the tuna tribe sense the end is nearing, they invariably sound, diving deep and refusing to come up. This leaves you standing at the gunwale with the rod doubled over. Now a fly rod is a great angling device, and it has its advantages, but a great lifting tool it is not. If you doubt me, these fish are going to prove it to you. So if you hope to win these boatside tug-of-wars, you need to maximize the lifting ability of the fly rod by pumping the rod. It’s the same basic tactic you’ll use with bass and blues as well, although with tuna there is one added twist.

    With the fish directly below the boat, lower the rod tip gradually to the water while reeling in line. The rod must remain bent and the line tight at all times. Once the tip reaches the water, stop reeling and then slowly lift the rod to a roughly horizontal position. As you lift, keep the line from exiting off the reel by pinching the fly line tight to the rod blank with the index finger of your rod hand. If your reel has rim control, you can palm the reel instead.

    You don’t want to lift with so much force as to pop the tippet, but at this stage the fish is weak, and smoothly applying pressure rarely results in problems. Once the rod has been lifted, reel back down to the water, releasing your grip on the line if necessary. Then lift again. Repeat this process until the fish is at the surface.

    Now here’s the twist with tuna. During the final stage of the fight, these fish will not only bore deep, but they will swim in circles. It’s helpful to time the lifting of the rod to correspond with the moment when the tuna’s circle brings it closest to the boat. Holding the bent rod approximately horizontal to the water, wait until the tuna starts to swing toward the gunwale. As the fish nears, quickly reel while lowering the rod tip. During this procedure, the rod must remain bowed, and the line should have no slack. As the fish passes by, lift the rod smoothly back to the horizontal. In so doing, you will have lifted the fish’s head nearer to the surface and thereby forced it to circle higher in the water column. In a sense, you are trying to unscrew the fish out of the water column.

    Landing and Releasing

    Some boaters use nets to land their fish, but I rarely do. For one thing, most of the large nets made for salt water are rough and scrape the fish’s sides. If you plan to release the fish, this reduces its chance of survival. It’s best to use nets only if you plan to keep a fish for the table or if the seas are so rough as to make reaching over the gunwale difficult or dangerous.

    Once they become tired, both of these tiny tunas are relatively easy to land by hand. Simply wait until the fish is at the surface on its side. Lean over the gunwale carefully, and reach down and grasp it at the tail wrist. If you’re alone in the boat, do whatever you can to unhook the fish rapidly. If you have help, hold the fish horizontal to the deck, with its belly skyward. It should remain fairly quiet. Then have your partner remove the hook.

    If you want to release the fish alive, get it back in the water pronto. Don’t cradle the fish in the water the way you see anglers release trout. That technique can be used with bass and blues, but it’s not effective with these fish. Reach over the side of the boat, holding the fish by the tail wrist, with its head pointed down at the water. The fish should be a distance of 2, even 3, feet from the surface. The idea is to accelerate the fish into the water so it receives a blast of water through the gills. In fact, I recommend that rather than simply letting go, you propel the fish downward toward the water with a little force. These fish are not very buoyant and sink readily. When done properly, you’ll see bubbles pour out the fish’s gills during the descent. Expect the fish to level off and zoom away.

    If you’re helping a friend land a tuna, don’t leave your fly hanging in the water, particularly where there is current. A fly hanging in the current is an attractive target for a false albacore, and if one of these tunas yanks on it, you could lose your rod and reel.

    Gauging the Weight of Your Fish

    It is common practice these days to discuss fish in terms of length rather than pounds. For one thing, most anglers have a tape measure on hand, but far fewer have an accurate scale. And if you try to guess the weight by looking at the fish, you are often wrong.

    These tunas are much heavier per inch than a bass or bluefish. When a striper reaches 30 inches in length, it usually tips the scales at around 10 pounds. A blue is about the same. A false albacore might, on the other hand, weigh upward of 12 or 13 pounds at that same length, and a bonito about 11 pounds.

    Big Flies, Big Tuna

    Big bass and big blues like big flies. Turns out these tunas do too. Sure, bonito and false albacore are size selective at times, and carrying flies to match the prevalent bait is de rigueur. But the biggest bonito and the biggest false albacore I’ve ever caught were both taken on large white flies of about 7 inches in length riding 3/0 hooks. Both events took place late in the season. In the case of the false albacore, I had been fishing a large school for hours and taking some with a small fly. Just for fun, I put on the big fly and cast it into the melee. A big false albacore greyhounded across the top, coming from 30 feet away to nail it. It proved to me that these fish, like striped bass and blues, sometimes like a lot of feathers. So don’t leave the full-figured flies at home.
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