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  To my wife, Shirl, who ran a trotline before I ever tasted salt


  
FOREWORD

  The shallow-draft boat glided effortlessly across calm, thin water. The only sound that disturbed the silence and gently broke our focused concentration was the ever-so-slight rush of water past the fiberglass hull. I was positioned on the casting platform—on point in the bow—while my fishing partner, perched above the rear deck, kept us in forward motion with a push pole. Occasionally I would blind-cast to some fishy looking water that more often than not was defined by subtle changes in the bottom contour. We moved slowly and quietly across the flat and approached a point where an elbow formed with the adjacent shoreline. The poling stopped and we watched intently for the slightest signs of fish. The sluggish outgoing tide carried us along at turtle’s pace while we cast flies to weed patches, sand potholes, and other shallow bottom variations that tend to hold marine life. As the fly moved between the light and dark bottom contours an unmistakable form moved from a camouflaged grass lair to inspect the small, fraudulent crustacean tied to my leader. The fish swam to the fly, and I stopped the retrieve. The fish stopped too. We watched the entire drama unfold as the predator slowly approached the crab fly and then circled it with fins erect and an aggressive body posture. At that moment all our senses were on high alert and a singular focus had us one with the fish.

  A slight twitch was all it took, and we both knew what would happen next: the fish’s gills flared as it sucked in the fly. The strip set was vigorous and the ensuing sensation of weight gratifying. Our adversary had nowhere to go but straight away toward the edge of thin water; it sensed deep sanctuary and that is where it headed posthaste. It wasn’t quite a bonefish run but it was impressive enough, and within a few minutes we had our first flats fish of the day: a stout thirty-inch bass. The fish we were after on this day had stripes, and the calm water was a large, Long Island shallow flat not unlike the kind one might find in Monomoy, the Norwalk Islands, the New Jersey backcountry, the Florida Keys, or the Yucatan Peninsula. This scene could have been staged anywhere in the world where fish are drawn to thin water; the drama being the essence of the game many of us choose to play. For those who pursue fish in this fashion . . . on the flats and in skinny water . . . it gets no better. And for practitioners of this form of angling, similar scenarios repeat many times and unfold in many places around the globe for species like redfish and bonefish, tarpon, permit, and yes . . . even bass.

  As you will read in this wonderfully crafted volume by venerable angler and author, Nick Karas, fishing of this style for many represents the epitome of light tackle angling. The rewards of this game are fulfilling and hard to beat. Karas takes the reader on an extended journey along productive fishing flats and shallow inshore waters. It is there the reader will learn that traditional flats and skinny water are not merely the low edge of a channel or that portion of water which comprises the wash off a beach. They are in essence, microenvirons with their own aquatic personalities and characteristics. These are configurations that are technically defined as segments of lean water which are part of a feeding expanse used by game fish as a cruising plateau; formations where they can hunt or root out food and then escape to deeper safe haven. This type of water can be but ankle-deep or range to a few feet in depth, and it is usually also associated with sight fishing: the process of casting to fish one actually sees. This style of fishing is very synonymous with hunting. An angler must engage fish with the utmost of stealth and all of his or her senses, for in this situation the quarry can be as wary as they get.

  A flat more often than not affords access to deeper water; fish move up onto the flat to feed and then exit to the security of the surrounding depths. The deepwater access is also used for defensive purposes. Since most fish sense vulnerability when feeding on a flat, a residual imprint from when they were fry, the security of an escape route is an essential feature of productive flats. Flats can be quite large, as in miles long, or they can be much smaller and on a scale of but fifty to one hundred yards in length. While flats of the southeastern United States and other tropical locations can be extensive networks, many Northeast flats are often small in comparison. They may not hold legions of fish, yet they can be quite productive during certain portions of the day, of the tide and of the season. Classic flats fishing is most always identified with tropical or southerly locations and with places like Florida, the Yucatan, Belize, and the Bahamas. A key element for flats-style fishing is crystal clear water. Anglers must be at the top of their game to play in this arena, and this book gives you a decided advantage.

  The pure excitement of this game is the visual aspect of it all: you need to see the fish to which you are casting. The real exhilaration comes with being part of the aquatic “passion” play. The ability to spot fish on a flat in time to make an effective presentation of a fly or lure is the most critical element of the encounter. All too often an untrained eye misses the ephemeral form that is either moving along the flat or just feet from the boat. Learning how to spot not only the entire fish form but also pieces and parts of the whole is crucial to success. Feeding fish will usually travel about the flat searching out a meal or remain positioned in a feeding lane waiting for food to come to them. Striped bass especially will often feed this way and orient their posture toward a favored holding area. I have watched striped bass root out sand eels at dusk in the same manner that redfish or bonefish will feed on small crustaceans, crabs, and baitfish. If the water is skinny enough you can even see their backs and exposed tails. When that happens, try to maintain your composure. Karas now reveals his tricks of the trade and preps you to make each cast count.

  Sight Fishing the Flats and Beyond offers something for every angler, regardless of one’s level of fishing experience. While this book is an excellent primer for those interested in learning the tactics of skinny water fishing, Karas’s extensive experience as an angler, author, ichthyologist, and guide helps to unlock many of the mysteries of successful flats fishing that even seasoned anglers will find helpful. As someone who regularly enjoys the thrill of shallow water sight fishing along the Northeast coast, I especially enjoyed the chapters on mini flats and tidal ponds. But beyond that there is a veritable treasure trove of useful information contained within the pages of this book. Karas had studied marine species all his life so the chapters on Fish are seen uniquely through the lens of an ichthyologist and are, therefore, quite revealing. From there the author goes on to cover a wide array of essential subject matter that will open up the doors to the sport for anyone wanting to master this form of fishing. Boats, tackle, flies, lures, and other gear are well presented, as are tactics, techniques and strategies.

  Enthusiasm for flats and sight fishing has spread well beyond the traditional bastions of the sport that at one time were limited to the southeast and the tropics. Extensive opportunities and a growing corps of followers can be found along the mid-Atlantic Northeast coasts, as well as along entirety of the west coast and many international destinations. As an example, the arrival of sight fishing to the mid-Atlantic Northeast regions occurred in the early 1990s simultaneous with the resurgence of bass stocks throughout the entire range of the Striper Coast. Many anglers had, at that time, converted from freshwater to saltwater with the hopes of catching larger and more abundant fish. And yet others took the challenge further: onto the flats and beyond. What surprises many anglers is the readily available access to skinny water and sight casting. Sometimes those opportunities exist almost within minutes of one’s home. Most harbors, backwaters, bays, and small islands hold some form of fishable flats structure. And many of those places are accessible by shallow draft small boats, kayaks, and via wading. Find a few wade-able flats and you are in store for some wonderful sport with virtually no barriers to entry. A fly rod, reel, some flies, and wading gear are all you need. Match your tackle to the available species and predominant size range of fish and you are sure to enjoy yourself.

  Within the realm of sport fishing very little else compares with the enjoyment and fulfillment that comes with casting to fish that venture onto flats and feed in very thin water. Nick Karas devoted his entire life to the study of fish and understanding their behaviors. As a writer and author he was passionate about passing that wisdom on to anglers in ways that both educated and enhanced their overall on-the-water experiences. He was a kindred spirit whose zest for fish and fishing was infectious. His inspiration, knowledge, and love all things aquatic live on in the pages of this book.

  Angelo Peluso

  Long Island Sound, 2015


  
INTRODUCTION

  In the minds of many nonanglers and even some anglers, fishing is just one jerk on the end of a line waiting for a jerk on the other. This may be true of some fishers, but it isn’t necessarily so if you become a fish hunter. A fish hunter aggressively seeks out fish instead of waiting for them to assault the lure or bait. In a real sense, this kind of angler becomes a predator, in many ways resembling the fish he or she is seeking, because this type of fishing works only on predatory fish.

  Sight fishing, also called finesse fishing or fish hunting, is at the cutting edge of recreational fishing’s rapid expansion in the marine environment. It is here where real innovations in fishing technique are occurring almost daily. The basic philosophy shared by all sight-fishing anglers is that what you catch is less important than how you catch it.

  The concept of sight fishing probably originated in Florida’s mangrove “forests,” a coastal perimeter that surrounds the Sunshine State from St. Augustine south to the Florida Keys, then north along the Gulf coast to Pensacola. These chlorophyllous inhabitants of a mangal—a community of compatible subtropical and tropical plant species—include both bushes and trees that readily take root in depositional marine, tidal, and coastal environments. These areas, which contain fine sediment with a high organic content, are protected from the brunt force of waves by barrier beaches. The mangal plants develop an elaborate root system in the spaces between the sand or mud bottoms and the high-tide water level. What is important to anglers about these groves is that their roots are inhabited by snook, a genuine predator fish that makes sight-fishing possible.

  Hunting the mangroves for snook with bait quickly became popular among local Floridian fishermen. Some even began hunting them with lures and flies. The thrill of fishing the mangroves was eventually discovered by fly rod—toting northerners trying to escape the cold and hoping to extend their fishing season. Upon returning north, these anglers began searching for predator fishing on their home turf. Although mangroves don’t grow north of Florida because of their susceptibility to frost, northerly haunts composed of vast stands of sedges and phragmites house a variety of other predator fish that can be taken by the same fish-hunting techniques on the flats and back bays.

  The basic sight-fishing scenario is one in which you see a fish before you catch it. It is an effort whereby one predator (the angler) is chasing a half dozen other predators (the fish). In the Northeast, these predator fish might be striped bass, bluefish, bonito, albacore, weakfish, or fluke (summer flounder). In the southeastern Atlantic, around the southern tip of Florida, and as far west as Texas, you’ll find sea trout, bluefish, redfish, jack crevalle, barracuda, ladyfish, snook, permit, bonefish, and tarpon. In all, there are sixteen species of fish that haunt the shallow tidal flats in search of food.

  Some practitioners like to describe the sport as fish hunting, because stalking the fish closely parallels the experience of stalking a deer, with a fly rod (or, in some cases, a spinning rod) taking the place of a rifle or bow. But whereas deer hunters use their senses of hearing and sometimes smell, eyesight dominates the fish-hunting game. The adrenaline rush upon sighting the prey is incomparable to any other fishing experience, but it produces a high that is equivalent in some respects to buck fever. I have seen anglers on the bow platform of a boat suddenly freeze at the sight of a dozen 15- to 20-pound striped bass casually swimming in their direction, moving unhurriedly under the bow of the boat, and swimming out the other side in just 3 feet of crystal clear water.
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  Searching the flats for fish movement requires intense concentration by both the angler and the navigator.


  
PART I

  The Fish

  It has been alleged that sometime during the fourth century, as a Roman army was poised on the north side of the Alps, preparing to oppose a mob of attacking Germanic tribes, a young centurion approached his commander and asked, “How, Sir, should we repulse their attack?” The general paused for a moment, then responded, “Know thine enemy and he is yours.” Obviously, neither the general nor his subordinate knew much about the invading barbarians because they lost the battle and were driven south, and so began the decline of the Roman Empire.

  Although the stakes in sight fishing are not quite as high, there is much that sight fishers can learn from this advice. If you really know the habits of the fish you are seeking—how, when, and where it feeds, and what it likes to eat—your chances of catching it are vastly improved. This is especially true for predator fish. This book will help you get to know thy fish without even getting your feet wet. In addition, there are scores of books available on almost every species of fish, magazine articles dedicated strictly to these fish, and the Internet. Reading, digesting, and assimilating all this information is the first step.
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  Wading and casting from shore can produce fish, but nothing in comparison to what an angler with a boat can do.

  The next step is getting out and doing the fieldwork, which can be accomplished in one of two ways. The first way is to learn from someone who has already been infected by the sight-fishing bug. If you can’t find an angler with a boat who’s willing to take you out for free, hire a guide who specializes in sight fishing and learn from an expert. The second approach is to gradually learn on your own, but this can be a slow process. Again, use this book to guide you.

  WHAT ARE PREDATOR FISH?

  Predator fish are those that overtly seek other fish or marine animals with some degree of mobility and aggressively chase and feed on them. A predator fish is one that uses all its senses—sight, smell, taste, and hearing—to catch its meal. Paramount among these four senses is sight. In most instances, sight is the first sense that locates the prey, allowing the predator to actively seek and attack its prey. Some predator fish can continue feeding into the night. Though their sight is diminished, they can use sound to help locate prey. Fish have no exposed eardrums, but they do have a subcutaneous line of sensory organs (neuromasts) located along each side of their body that closely follows their lateral lines. These very sensitive organs allow fish to feel or hear sounds made by other fish. Taste and smell can be long-distance guides to locating food, but they are used primarily to lead the predator near to the victim; then sight takes over.

  WHERE ARE PREDATOR FISH FOUND?

  Three marine sight-fishing environments exist where the techniques described in this book can be effective in catching predatory fish: inshore, nearshore, and blue water. These environments differ in two ways: water depth where fishing takes places, and distance from shore, be it an island or the mainland.

  Inshore fishing takes place along the immediate shoreline, both outside and inside barrier beaches and in sounds, bays, deltas, and tidal estuaries. Here, anglers fish from shore, using wading to expand their range. Of the three sight-fishing environments, fishing from shore is the least effective. Although fishing from the beach is easy and fun, keeping your feet stuck in the sand and being limited in range by your casting ability can greatly reduce the scope of your fishing realm.

  The nearshore environment is composed of the same basic conditions that prevail when fishing inshore, but angling is done from a small boat. The same waters are fished, but from the outside in. In addition, boat-equipped anglers can venture farther offshore among islands or around points of land with relatively deeper water around them. With the mobility of a boat, anglers can cover more water and even follow fish as they move about. Of the three environments, this one is fished most often and is most productive.

  The so-called blue-water environment is an area that extends seaward from the barrier beaches into deeper water. Here, fish are sought on shoals that rise from deeper water or around islands or the waters between them and the mainland. (True blue-water fishing involves big-game fishing farther offshore in the deep waters over the continental shelf and its canyons. This is not sight fishing, because even though anglers might be casting to a school of fish on the surface, they are dependent on random or unexpected encounters with fish or utilize chumming to draw fish to the boat. Fishing for these true blue-water predators is done from large boats capable of safely venturing as much as 70 miles offshore.)

  More than two dozen species of fish are available to sight fishers; however, not all species are found in the same waters. These waters can be roughly divided into six areas: (1) along the Atlantic coast from Maine to the Cape Hatteras, North Carolina; (2) from Hatteras south to the tip of Florida; (3) the Gulf of Mexico from the southern tip of Florida, north along the coast to Texas, and on to southern Mexico; (4) the coast of Central America and the Caribbean, across central and northern South America to the heel of Brazil; (5) the Bahamas and the Windward and Leeward islands of the Caribbean Sea; and (6) Bermuda, where serious bonefishing began.

  Even within these areas, conditions can vary, and pigeonholing which fish species are found where is not easy. Some migrate only short distances from their summer and winter waters, and others make a grand swim that is well over 1,000 miles. In general, in inshore and nearshore environments in the northeastern Atlantic, predator fish are more prone to migrate. They spend spring to fall in shallow-water bays and estuaries or within a few miles of the beaches. The rest of the year, they are found in the southern part of their range, and some may travel as far as the Florida coast. In the Southeast and Gulf of Mexico, predator species are available in all three environments throughout the year, but even here, there is some southward-northward coastal movement with the seasons.


  
CHAPTER 1

  Atlantic Inshore Species
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  Striped bass (Morone saxatilis)

  
STRIPED BASS (Morone saxatilis)


  Regardless of what fishing techniques you employ, the striped bass is the number-one gamefish along the Atlantic coast from Maine to northern Florida, although they are most numerous from Cape Cod to Cape Hatteras. Unlike the other fish you might encounter in marine waters, striped bass are freshwater fish that have evolved a unique kidney, giving them the ability to swim in either fresh or salt water. However, to reproduce successfully, they must spawn in fresh water.

  Striped bass are the perfect prey for sight-fishing anglers because they are schooling fish that prefer the inshore habitat. Almost the only time they are found in blue water is when they are migrating, crossing from one point of land to the next. The exception is when many of the large spawners, primarily bass originating from the Potomac River, winter over in deep water offshore, 30 to 40 miles east of the Virginia—North Carolina border.

  The majority of striped bass tend to inhabit marine estuarine environments, primarily from spring to fall. Contrary to what many anglers believe, the general populations of striped bass are not highly migratory fish. Most make short, seasonal food migrations down their freshwater rivers to the estuary and bracket each side of the bay in a saline environment. In addition, there may be short seasonal migrations into salt water based on rising water temperatures in the river. The exceptions to these migration patterns are striped bass populations spawned in the Potomac River, a major river entering the northwest corner of Chesapeake Bay, and in a few associated rivers nearby. After the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal was enlarged for oceangoing vessels in the early 1920s, these fish developed a proclivity to wander north out of Chesapeake Bay into Delaware Bay. From Delaware Bay they head north along the coast to summer in the waters between Montauk Point, Long Island, and Buzzards Bay, Massachusetts. Reverse migration occurs in the fall.

  Striped bass production from the Potomac and associated rivers is so great that for nearly a century it overshadowed the more typical life cycles of fish produced in other coastal rivers from the St. Lawrence to the St. Johns River in northern Florida. It wasn’t until an extensive tag-and-release program was inaugurated by a New Jersey brewery, involving the voluntary efforts of hundreds of recreational anglers, that the river origins of striped bass along the Northeast coast were finally determined.

  From late spring to early fall in the Northeast, striped bass are hunted by sight fishers in two environments—the flats and the mini-flats located immediately adjacent to the true flats. During early spring, after spawning, striped bass migrate north along the Atlantic coast and are most vulnerable off beaches associated with flats. In late fall, the opposite direction is in play. When spring waters get too warm for bass, the fish move off the flats. This is the beginning of the mini-flats or structure-fishing phase, involving deeper waters off points of land and around islands. Here, the flats are usually narrow and quickly drop into deeper, cooler waters. The fish move onto the flats to feed late in the day, throughout the night, and for an hour or so after sunrise. In late July and August, when water temperatures on the flats and even on the structures rise above 70 degrees, bass stay in even deeper, cooler waters. They usually approach the shoals to feed only on a flooding tide that comes in from the cooler ocean.

  As noted, striped bass are temperature sensitive. The majority of their feeding takes place in water temperatures ranging from 60 to 69 degrees. This becomes crucial when fishing on the flats. Bass are attracted to these shallow-water habitats in early spring because they follow their food. However, when water temperatures reach 70 degrees, they avoid these flats because water 71 degrees and warmer can be lethal to large bass. Smaller bass can withstand water temperatures a few degrees higher, but not for long. Conversely, when water temperatures drop below 50 degrees, striped bass become lethargic and seldom feed. This is especially true at the tidal mouths of streams and rivers, which the bass will ascend in the spring to spawn. If the estuary has relatively deep water, striped bass may use this environment to winter over, even though it may be ice covered.

  Fly-Fishing for Striped Bass

  Rods. The best weight rod to use when fly-fishing for bass on the flats is a 9—10-weight rod with a fast tip and a butt extension. This combination-weight rod is ideal, because you never know how large a bass you might run into. There have been times when I’ve watched a school of more than 100 fish, all 8- to 12-pounders, swim past the bow of my flats boat. Then a few miles farther down the flats I’ve run into another school of bass, but this time, they were all 18- to 20-pounders. And still farther on, another school might be all 5- to 7-pound fish. The reason for this variety in weights is that striped bass often school by year classes. That is, all the fish produced in one year seem to stay together in subsequent years. The 9—10-weight rod won’t overpower the smaller bass but will give you a good chance of landing a 25-pounder if that school comes along. Bass may school in large numbers on the flats, but an average school is usually composed of two to three dozen fish. But note this rule of thumb: the larger the fish, the smaller the school.

  Lines. Floating lines with weighted-forward tapers work best most of the time. If you delight in throwing a popper or a bug or a large fly in 2 to 3 feet of water, you might opt for the same line with a shorter taper. This allows the line to turn over more easily, especially if you’re casting into the wind. You can even buy a saltwater taper that is shorter than a bug or rocket taper. If you are working the edge of a flat, following the tide as it rises and floods the flat (see chapter 16), you might want to have another rod handy, again loaded with a floating line but with a sinking tip. The heavier tip gets the fly into deeper water, where the bass are likely to be watching.

  Leaders. If you plan to fish the flats with a guide, he or she will ask you to come prepared with 10- to 12- foot tapered leaders. The longer the leader, the more difficult it is to cast accurately, and accuracy is vital when casting to striped bass. I usually use heavy leaders, 15- to 20-pound-test, but cut the distal end short, down to 6 to 8 feet long. I like the heavier butt section of these heavy leaders because they make casting a bit easier. To compensate for the shorter leader, I use longer tippets, usually 4 to 5 feet long and always constructed of fluorocarbon. To the distal end of the tippet I use a clinch knot to tie on the lightest snap I can find. The snap allows you to change flies quickly, and it won’t deter a fish from gulping the fly.
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