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Introduction


On a cold October night, a lone surf caster works a beach along the New England shore. He has been casting a Gibbs bottle plug since 2:00 A.M. when the tide began to ebb. Now the first gray light of dawn is just breaking across the eastern sky.


A bit further to the south, a New Jersey jetty jockey has been working a rigged eel from the rocks and has one fish on his stringer. He will fish till 7:00 A.M., then leave for his day job, where his attention will be focused more on plans for tonight’s fishing excursion and less on the work at hand.


In Virginia Beach, boats leave Lynnhaven Inlet and aim to be alongside the rock islands of the Chesapeake Bay Bridge Tunnel before the sun is up. Once on site, the anglers will cast surface lures to the junction of the rocks and the bay, where schools of fish have herded bait.


Similar scenes will be repeated from Maine to North Carolina, along the rocky coast of the Pacific, and in freshwater lakes large and small. All of these anglers are after the same fish: the striped bass, a creature that has the ability to stir the emotions of men and women from every economic group and every walk of life.


Some people will spend thousands of dollars in their pursuit of the striper, while others will invest in no more than a simple rod and reel, some bait, and hooks. The truth is, stripers don’t much care who catches them or how much they spend on their behalf.


These are democratic fish. They swim close to shore, where even the most poorly equipped angler can catch his dinner. They swim through some of the roughest water on the coast, where anglers need a sturdy boat to reach them. Kids can catch them from a dock, city dwellers can catch them from bridges, and, inland, anglers far from the sea can catch freshwater stripers in lakes and impoundments.


The striped bass is pretty much an American fish. There is a small population in Canada, but most of these fish are born and spend their lives inside the three-mile limit governed by the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission. In the 1970s, this commission began to put in place a management plan to bring the striper back from a precipitous decline. By the mid-1980s, when Governor Hughes of Maryland declared a total moratorium on catching or possessing striped bass in his state, the species was on the verge of economic collapse. Several years passed before every state and commonwealth along the coast joined Maryland, as Senator Lincoln Chaffee from Rhode Island was able to pass a bill in Congress in 1984 that required every member of the ASMFC to follow its regulations or suffer the consequences of a federally enforced moratorium.


The recovery of striped bass is one of the few successful chapters in the history of coastal fisheries management. The fishery was reopened in 1989 under strict regulations and has remained tightly regulated ever since. Today, there are more stripers available than at any time in recent memory. The young-of-the-year classes in the Chesapeake Bay continue to be above average, so barring any natural or man-made disaster, we should have stripers available for many years to come. But commercial fishing once again takes a major toll, and only constant vigilance by recreational anglers will conserve the fishery completely.


Like all fish, stripers can seem dumb as a post one day and smarter than a rocket scientist the next. They are also constantly on the move. The successful striper fisherman will have an arsenal of tactics and techniques to call into play in his pursuit of this fish. In the following pages I will attempt to cover many of these techniques so you will have as much information as you need when pursuing stripers. While I have tried to cover everything, there will be new techniques and products on the market before the book comes off the press. That is the nature of fishing, and the prudent angler will use all the resources available to him in order to keep up with the latest trends. Do keep in mind, however, that Charles Church caught his 73-pound striper from a rowboat, using linen line and a knuckle buster reel on a bamboo rod long before most of us were born.




One


The Biology of the Striped Bass
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This chapter will not be a doctoral thesis. It is rather a brief but thorough description of the striped bass. This fish is a somewhat complicated species that spends part of its life in fresh water and part in salt water. Between these stages it swims through a lot of brackish water and comes into contact with all sorts of obstacles that impede its progress.


The Beginning


Striped bass are born in fresh or nearly fresh water. The females migrate to these areas from the open ocean every spring along with some of the males, while other, younger males are already there to meet them. Some male fish do not migrate with the females and spend their lives in the estuary where they were born.


Once the eggs are fertilized, the female stripers, along with a significant number of male fish, return to the ocean and begin to migrate north. The eggs will hatch and the fry have a few days of sustenance in their egg sack before they have to get their own food.


At this time it is critical that the young stripers have a good supply of very small organisms on which to feed. Some years ago, sewage treatment plants along the Chesapeake Bay treated their waste with high amounts of chlorine. This led to some very clean water, but by killing everything, not just the organisms harmful to people, the striper fry had nothing to eat. This problem has since been corrected.


As the stripers grow, the size of their food increases. Fortunately, estuaries have an ample supply of small fish and invertebrates on which the young stripers may feed. Unfortunately for the young stripers, the estuaries have a large supply of predators that feed on them. Very few young-of-the-year get through the first few months of life, but that is why the females lay so many eggs.


In the Chesapeake Bay, where the majority of the Atlantic coastal stock is born, the state of Maryland conducts a young-of-the-year survey. This has been going on since the 1950s and is the standard by which fisheries managers measure the spawning success of stripers. While one or more of the other coastal spawning areas sometimes can experience a good spawn while the Chesapeake Bay has a bad reproductive year, the Chesapeake population is so critical to the migrating stock it will have an effect on all other striper habitats up and down the Atlantic coast.


Stripers spend their first two years in the estuary before moving out to the ocean. At one point, biologists and anglers thought all two-year-old stripers left the estuary, but now we know some may stick around for up to six years. We also thought that all breeding age females spawned every year, but now we know that some do not. If there is one thing you will learn about striped bass, it is that they refuse to be put into a single category. While the vast majority may do the same thing, there will always be some that go against the grain.


Striped bass generally return to the river where they were born. However, unlike salmon that are going to their natal stream no matter what, a striper’s homing instinct is not as strong. No one knows exactly how the bass select their spawning river, but the females will head for one of these areas every spring.


Early Life


Young stripers spend as much time trying to escape being eaten as they do eating. They will be a part of the food chain all of their lives, but during the first years of life they will be somewhere near the bottom.


I had the unique experience of observing this food chain in operation late on a fall day along the Fourth Island of the Chesapeake Bay Bridge Tunnel out of Virginia Beach, Virginia. While I was fishing, I first noticed two anglers hooked up on some good-sized fish right along the south end of the island. I motored slowly over to get an idea of what they had on and what they were using, when I came upon a large circle of tails sticking out of the water. Upon closer inspection they proved to be blue-fish tails, and right below them were hundreds of stripers packed into a tight ball. This defense proved futile, as the blues would pick a striper out of the ball much like a party guest taking shrimp out of a bowl.


Most of the time, a bluefish would bite a striper in half, and one of his companions would swiftly take the remaining part. We quickly broke out spinning outfits, tied on poppers, and began to catch those big blues. Even with three fish on at once, the commotion did not deter the other blues from eating. As we progressed along the island we observed at least three more schools of bluefish feeding on stripers. The blues were in the 15-pound class, and the stripers were between 18 and 24 inches. I have seen a lot of interesting things in my 55 years of fishing, but not before or since have I observed anything like we saw that day.


There has been considerable attention paid to the availability of food for the young stripers in the Chesapeake Bay. The primary target of this concern is the menhaden population and whether or not the industrial processing plant in Reedville, Virginia, has been taking too many of these fish. Some of the young stripers in the Maryland portion of the bay have shown signs of stress brought on by a lack of food, leaving Maryland officials and fishermen looking to Virginia for some relief. Since Virginia is unlikely to provide any help with the menhaden problem, the federal government, in 2005, stepped in and placed a cap on menhaden landings in the Chesapeake. Only time will tell if this action has any effect on the striper health in the bay.


While Maryland and Virginia fight over menhaden, an interesting misrepresentation of the facts occurred concerning the predation of crabs by striped bass. A report on the feeding habits of striped bass stated that stripers ate approximately 73 million juvenile crabs a year. Commercial fishermen immediately jumped on this as the reason for the decline of crabs in the Chesapeake Bay. Further investigation revealed that while stripers do eat 73 million juvenile crabs, that is but three percent of the total mortality of the crab population. On the other hand, commercial crabbers account for 98 percent of the mortality on mature crabs.


The political process has become the leading predator of striped bass. There are so many people who want to use the striper for so many reasons, including some so-called nonprofits that see the striped bass as a fundraising lightning rod, that management has become more a matter of politics than biology. In the latest twist, the striper is being blamed for the decline in weakfish. Exactly how far this ridiculous concept will go rests in the hands of our elected representatives, with a potentially scary outcome. Stay tuned.


On to the Ocean


Once the stripers leave their natal waters they begin to migrate. The Chesapeake Bay stock will, for the most part, join the coastal migration and move north towards New England. The stripers that were born in the Hudson River move to Long Island Sound and some join the coastal migration, while others stay there. The Roanoke River stock will hang around the sounds behind the Outer Banks. Many of the fish born outside the Chesapeake Bay will join the coastal migration, and some of the Chesapeake stock will stay in the bay.


Stripers born in other locations, such as the Delaware River, also tend to do their own thing. Tagging studies indicate that most do join the coastal migration, a few stay in the upper reaches of the river, and some move to the Chesapeake Bay through the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal.


The coastal migration is composed mainly of female stripers and the larger males. They move north in the summer to waters where forage is plentiful and the water temperature is well within their preference range of 55 to 65 degrees. During this time, fishing pressure shifts to New England, and most of the big stripers are taken along the Massachusetts coast. When the State-Federal Striped Bass Management Plan began in 1976, Massachusetts landed more pounds of striped bass than any other state, while Maryland and Virginia landed many more fish. Another interesting fact is that Massachusetts had a ban on gill nets in the striped bass fishery, so all of those big stripers were caught on hook and line. In fact, the commercial hook and line fishery was a booming business for many anglers from New England to New Jersey until the establishment of bag limits.


The striped bass survives because it is willing to eat a wide variety of prey. While in the ocean, it feeds on any finfish it can catch, along with squid, worms, crabs, and other invertebrates. Most of its feeding is done close to or on the bottom, but stripers will chase bait to the surface, especially in the fall when they are feeding heavily in preparation for winter.


I once cleaned a 24-inch striped bass that was so full of menhaden it had forced all of its internal organs behind its head. The belly was distended with the four menhaden it had eaten, and yet it was still trying to eat more. The menhaden were fresh, so they had been eaten recently, because a striper needs one to three days to digest a meal, depending on water temperature. This took place in the fall, and this striper was apparently trying to stock up for the winter in one feeding frenzy.
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Charlie Whitney, a fixture for many years along the beaches of Cape Cod, once told me a similar story. One of his contemporaries had landed a very large striper in the surf and was going after his buggy so he could put the fish in the cooler. While he was gone, a youngster began picking out the mackerel that were protruding from the striper’s mouth. When the angler returned and saw what was going on, he chased the kid away and put all the mackerel back so the striper would weigh more when he sold it at the co-op. Here, too, the striper was so gorged it had fish coming out of its mouth, but still tried to eat more.


Depending on the water temperature and amount of sunlight, stripers will begin their southern migration in the fall. It can begin as early as September in New England and last into December in North Carolina. During this time the fish might follow bait into various rivers and bays, giving anglers some great action. Towards the end of the run, as the water temperature approaches the low 40s, the best fishing will be in the open ocean. Once the water dips below 40 degrees, the stripers stop feeding and hold off the coast of Virginia and North Carolina until spring, when they will once again move towards their spawning grounds.


The Feeding Process


Stripers eat by quickly opening their mouth wide and creating a vacuum, drawing in water and food. They expel the water out their gills and the food goes into the stomach. Their teeth are small, almost like sandpaper, so they don’t chop food into pieces like a bluefish.


Stripers will sometimes strike their prey and stun it, then come back and swallow their victim. I have never actually seen that happen, but I have felt this happen when using live bait and with some lures. You feel a tap followed by a take. The two happen so fast I usually don’t have time to react to the tap and I pull the bait out of the fish’s mouth. Most of the anglers who have reported seeing this happen were live-lining menhaden and saw the striper chase the bait to the surface, stun, and then eat it.




[image: Stripers have a large mouth and suck in their food along with a large quantity of water.]



Stripers use their senses to find food. They can see it with their eyes, smell it with their nose, and hear it with their ears and lateral line. The lateral line first alerts a striper to a potential meal. When you clean a striper and remove the skin, you will notice a line of dark meat running down the side of the body. On the skin just above this dark layer is the lateral line that is used to detect low-frequency sounds. The ears in the head are used to detect high-frequency sounds.


Sound travels much faster in water than it does in the air, so the sound of a nearby prey is the first thing a striper senses. It can be a low frequency sound, like the beating of a tail, or a high frequency sound, such as the splashing of a popper across the surface of the water. This is part of the reason why some lures work better than others: they sound like food to the fish.


A striper’s eyes are set alongside its head, and this results in both binocular and monocular vision. There is a blind spot right in front of the fish and along its side and back. A bait placed in the blind spot will spook the fish and make it go away.


The vision a striper does have down its side is monocular, so it cannot judge distance very well until the target moves directly in front, where the fish has binocular vision. This is why a striper will often miss a lure when attacking from the side.


A striper will usually feed with its head facing into the current. The water carries information the fish needs to survive; by using the current to move the water past its nose, ears, and lateral line, the striper can gather that information with less effort than it would expend by swimming. This is the process a deer or other mammal would use by facing into the wind instead of running.




[image: A striper can hear the sound made by the tail of this plastic bait long before he can see the lure.]



The striper has the ability to home in on its prey by sound until it gets close enough to see what’s for dinner. At this point the fish can react favorably and eat, or it can react unfavorably and go away. This flight or eat reaction may be triggered by the sight of the prey or by the smell. If something does not look or smell right, the striper will either ignore the bait or take off for parts unknown. Remember, stripers, even big ones, still have a built-in defense mechanism that reacts to anything unfamiliar, because strange objects could pose a threat.




[image: Contrast is the most important element when a striper looks for a meal.]



The older a striper becomes, the more lazy it gets. Old stripers seldom chase bait across the surface—they wait for the scraps to fall to the bottom. They also won’t expend energy pursuing a small bait and will wait for a big bait to gain more protein for their expense of energy. If you want to catch a really big striper, you will have to fish slow and deep with a big bait, because big stripers get that way by eating large meals that they don’t have to work very hard to acquire.




[image: A black lure will stand out very well against a dark sky because a striper has excellent night vision.]



Why should fishermen care how or why a striper eats? Because if you break fishing down to its basics, we are trying to convince a fish to eat something with a hook. Since plastic lures fit with hooks are not part of the striper’s regular diet, we have to fool the fish by making it eat something it really does not want. The more we know about the striper’s feeding process, the better prepared we are to catch one.




[image: This lure combines sound, flash, and color, all three critical to helping a striper find your bait.]



At times catching a striper is so easy it really can’t be called a sport. A school of young stripers feeding on baitfish that they have pushed to the surface or cornered behind some structure will hit just about anything that resembles their current prey. On the other hand, getting an old cow to take a big plug or spoon can take a lifetime.


Striped Bass Management


In 1976, I was part of the State-Federal Striped Bass Advisory Panel composed of recreational and commercial fishermen, along with fishery managers from Maine to North Carolina. My position was the recreational fishing representative from Delaware.


At our first meeting in Salisbury, Maryland, we were asked to give our assessment of the primary problem with the striped bass fishery. Everybody knew exactly what was wrong, and, surprisingly, it was always someone else’s fault, never our own. The recreational fishermen blamed the commercial guys, the commercial guys blamed the environment, and everyone blamed the government.


In truth, it was everyone’s fault. After several years of trying to establish regulations to stop the decline of striped bass, only to have states pay no attention to the problem, Senator Chaffee from Rhode Island introduced a bill in Congress that would impose a federal moratorium on any state that failed to comply with regulations established by the Atlantic States Marine Fishery Commission. In addition, Governor Hughes of Maryland declared a moratorium on the landing of striped bass in his state. Delaware quickly followed suit, and the beginning of the striped bass recovery was underway.


In 1989, the state of Maryland young-of-the-year survey found a large number of stripers at the Hambrooks Bar site, and this specific fishery proved to be so productive that the overall average size was high enough to allow the reopening of the striped bass fishery. However, the fact that two of the three principle sampling regions were well below the needed average did not matter—the politicians wanted those stripers back in the nets of commercial fishermen and on the lines of charter boat patrons.


Fortunately for the striped bass, regulations were in place to keep over-fishing from occurring, and, finally, in 1993 and 1996, we really did have dominant young-of-the-year classes. These are the 40-inch and larger fish we are now catching, as of this writing, in the spring of 2006.


There have been several more dominant year classes since 1996, and the stock of striped bass in 2005 was as high as it has ever been. There have been many attempts by commercial fishermen, politicians, and some recreational fishing groups to weaken the regulations, but so far they have failed. Currently, the striped bass management plan is written and administered by the Atlantic States Marine Fishery Commission. This is backed by the federal government and requires the states to follow the plan or suffer a moratorium. As with any management plan, some people are unhappy, but for the most part, we go along to get along.


There have also been some misguided attempts to cut the catch. One was the idea that there were not enough big fish in the population during the 1990s, so we must not allow any big stripers to be taken. A little thought will reveal why there were no big stripers. It takes ten to fifteen years for a striper to reach trophy size. In the 1980s, there were no little stripers, so in the 1990s there could not possibly be any big stripers. No need to curtail the catch of big stripers then, because there were not any big stripers to catch. But in recent years, there have been more big stripers showing up all along the coast. As an example the Commonwealth of Virginia has established a new state record striped bass every year since 2004.


Another hot topic is the opening of the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) for striped bass fishing. State-controlled waters run from the coastline out three miles. In locations such as the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay, the state waters begin on the line of demarcation and continue out for three miles. The EEZ extends from the three-mile limit out to 200, and it is controlled by the federal government. After the moratorium began in Maryland, commercial fishermen were still landing striped bass and claiming they were caught in the EEZ. The Maryland legislature passed a law prohibiting the landing of stripers in the state no matter where they were caught, and shortly thereafter the federal government closed the EEZ to striped bass fishing.


With so many stripers currently available, there is a push from some quarters to reopen the EEZ. The state of Massachusetts wants the area open so anglers can fish the EEZ between the state’s outlying islands. But opponents fear the coastwide opening of the EEZ will increase the recreational catch to the point that stronger restrictions will be needed.


In this angler’s opinion, the EEZ should be open for recreational striped bass fishing. The commercial fisherman is governed by a strictly enforced quota, so where he catches his fish does not matter, given how stripers move around. Keep in mind that the recreational fisherman has a two fish per day limit and a 28-inch minimum size, so he too can only catch so many fish. Why should sport fishers be shut out of federal waters? Right now many recreational fishermen are fishing in the EEZ because they know the odds of being caught are slim. The Coast Guard is charged with enforcement of the ban and they have a few other things to worry about.


Tides, Currents, and Moon Phases


Stripers spend most of their time in tidal water, and even when they move to the spawning grounds, they still feel and respond to the movement of the tides. Along the Atlantic coast the semidiurnal tides change four times a day: two highs and two lows. The movement of the tides varies from one area to another with the highest and lowest tides in the north. The tidal range will vary from fifty feet at the Bay of Fundy to five feet along the southeast coast.


Along the Gulf coast the diurnal tide changes twice a day, one high and one low, and the levels are quite low, somewhere in the range of two feet. The West Coast has what are called mixed tides. They occur four times a day, two highs and two lows, but the levels are not the same. As an example, the first low of the day at midnight may be considerably higher than the next low at noon. The first high at 6:00 A.M. may be higher than the next high at 6:00 P.M. The range of the tide will be five to nine feet with the highest range in the south.


The moon and the sun are the primary causes of tides with all other celestial bodies having a small impact. The gravitational pull of the sun and the moon create a tidal wave on the surface of the water. As the earth rotates this wave moves around the globe creating high and low tides all over the world. During the lunar cycle the highest and lowest tides occur when the moon and the sun are aligned at the new and full moon phases. These are called spring tides. When the moon and sun are at a 90-degree angle to one another the tides move the least, and this is called a neap tide.


The moon also plays a role in fishing other than creating the tides. Most surf fishermen like to work at night during a full moon because the light takes the fire out of the water. This fire is actually created by tiny organisms that glow in the dark and make the lure and line appear to be on fire. I know some surf casters who like to fish the up side of the moon while others prefer to fish the down side. As for me, I fish both sides.


The movement of the tides creates currents. These currents are a bit harder to predict than tides themselves because, while they do follow the tides, the currents run into above- or under-water obstructions. As an example, if you have a shallow bay where the only outlet to the ocean is a narrow inlet, the current will flow in and out of the bay well behind the times of high and low tides at the inlet. The further up the bay from the inlet, the later will be the tide changes from the changes at the inlet. Think about a bottle with a small neck. It takes more time to fill and empty the bottle through the neck than it would if you cut off the top and just poured the water in and out.


These restrictions to the current flow create feeding opportunities for all fish, not just striped bass. Small fish and other food items will move with the current and stripers can take up station to pick off a meal. Most of the time these stations will be outside of the strongest current flow, behind a bridge piling, rock, sandbar, or other structure.


As the tide and current move the fish will change feeding stations. A mud flat on low tide can be a hot fishing spot on the high tide. The entrance to a creek or gut may not be good on the flood but will be dynamite on the ebb when all sorts of bait wash out to the waiting fish. This constant movement is why every angler must be aware of the tides in the places where he or she plans to fish.


Often this means figuring the tides and current flows on your own. I have fished Indian River Inlet for more than fifty years so I have a pretty good idea when the current flow will change as compared to the tide. Here the current will go slack and change direction about one to one-and-a-half hours after the tide changes. The reason I cannot be more specific is because of the different current flows as the tides move from spring to neap and back again. I do get close enough to be there in time for the changes.


Keeping with Indian River Inlet as an example, in the days of my misspent youth, when I would climb out on the jetty, it was important to be there just as the tide began to fall. During high tide the rocks were covered with water and the waves would wash across the jetty, so I would wait for the water to fall and leave the rocks exposed. As the water level fell I would continue out on the jetty until I could reach the end. The next trick was to move back in as the tide rose without getting trapped on the end. Because the tide would rise and fall before the current would change direction I was able to fish the slack at both ends of the cycle.


My days of jetty hopping are in the past (old bones break easily and heal slowly) and now I fish from the safety of the nice, dry, flat sidewalk. Here, too, the angler should know when the tide and current will change. The current flow in Indian River Inlet is quite strong and it is often impossible to get a bait or lure to the bottom during times of peak current. For this reason I like to fish from the change of tide until slack current. This is when the current flow is slowing down and fishing with a lure is easier. As the water moves in and out of the inlet, it fills and empties Indian River Bay. My family had a camper in a park on White’s Creek, a tributary of Indian River Bay, for seventeen years so I had to know the times of high and low water there as well. No tide charts were available for this location so I had to base high- and low-tide times on personal observations. The tides at White’s Creek followed the times at the Inlet by about two hours. This meant I had to add two hours to the times of high and low tide at the Inlet to determine the high and low tides at White’s Creek.


Using these examples you should be able to figure tides and current flows for anywhere you choose to fish. All it takes is some time and close observations of the water to compute the information you need. Keep in mind that the highest tides and strongest current flows occur a day or two after the full and new moons.
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The growth rate for striped bass.
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Stripers have a large mouth and suck in their food along
with a large quantity of water.
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