
  
    

    [image: ]

  


  

  
    FLY RODDING ESTUARIES

    [image: ]

  


  
    FLY RODDING ESTUARIES

    [image: ]

    How to Fish Salt Ponds, Coastal Rivers,

    Tidal Creeks, and Backwaters

    Ed Mitchell

    STACKPOLE

    BOOKS

  


  

  
    Copyright © 2003 by Ed Mitchell

    Published by

    STACKPOLE BOOKS

    5067 Ritter Road

    Mechanicsburg, PA 17055

    www.stackpolebooks.com

    All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. All inquiries should be addressed to Stackpole Books, 5067 Ritter Road, Mechanics-burg, Pennsylvania 17055.

    Printed in China

    First edition

    10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    Cover photograph by the author

    Cover design by Caroline Stover

    Photographs and illustrations by the author unless otherwise credited

    

    

    


    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

    Mitchell, Ed, 1946–

           Fly rodding estuaries: how to fish salt ponds, coastal rivers, tidal creeks, and

       backwaters / Ed Mitchell.-- 1st ed.

              p. cm.

           ISBN 0-8117-2807-2 (pbk.)

           1. Saltwater fly fishing—Atlantic Coast (U.S.) I. Title.

    SH464.A85M584 2003

    799.1′6—dc21

    2002155840

    eISBN: 9780811751247

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to the organizations and individuals

      working to protect and enhance our estuaries.

      Thank you, one and all.

      [image: ]

    

  


  

  
    Acknowledgments

    [image: ]

    Thank goodness there are people to lean on and learn from in life. Where would a writer be without them? A debt of gratitude goes out to my editor Judith Schnell at Stackpole Books. Thanks Judith for putting my words in print. And thank you Amy Dimeler and Trish Manney at Stackpole as well. A couple of magazine editors come to mind—Scott Leon and Art Scheck at Fly Fishing in Salt Waters and Saltwater Fly Fishing, respectively. Thanks guys. And a special tip of the hat is in order for Chuck and Janet Furimsky and Barry and Gerry Serviente over at The Fly Fishing Shows . Folks, I appreciate being a part of those events.

    A long overdue thanks goes out to Ernie Beckwith, former head of marine fisheries for the state of Connecticut. Ernie, you not only do a fine job with our fisheries, you put up with my endless questions. The fly tiers whose work appears in this book deserve credit too. Thank you one and all, I respect what you do. Thank you Norm Cavallaro and Brian Owens at North Cove Outfitters in Old Saybrook, Connecticut. Thank you Phil Farnsworth, Capt. Joe Keegan, and Ken Lagerveld. And lastly, adieu Angus. I bet the good Lord has a salmon stream all picked out for you.

  


  

  
    Introduction

    [image: ]

    We sat on the deck in the slanting rays of afternoon, making plans for a night of fishing. In the yard, trees swayed in a gusty breeze, the same wind that had carpeted the coast in whitecaps; clearly we had to look for protected waters. The salt pond down the road was high on our list. Not only was this small estuary sheltered, but it was also brimming with bait and striped bass. A check of the tide chart revealed that high tide would crest around 10 P.M., and we could expect an ebbing current an hour or so after. So we agreed to head over to the pond close to midnight.

    Upon arrival, we put on waders and rigged rods and reels in the pale glow of a streetlight. Then we began the long trek in. The moon had been up since midday, but now its journey was nearly done. As it departed, the night grew increasingly dark. High above, the sky had been snapped clear by the brisk north winds, removing every veil from the heavens. And as we moved forward, freely the stars fired down.

    Eventually we came to our chosen spot, a point of land where the ebbing current picked up speed on its journey to the inlet. For a moment we stood in silence, watching the dark waters. Writhing, murmuring in the starlight, the current was an immense black snake slithering to the sea. By now our eyes had adjusted to the low light, and our hearing too seemed to improve. Straining to pick up the least little sound, we listened for the muffled noise of feeding fish. Here and there, during a pause in the breeze, we could hear them. Stripers were nearby.

    With growing anticipation, we waded in. Casting across the current, we worked to find the right range. As we did, occasionally a striped bass would lift from its nocturnal lair and latch on to the fly. The strikes always came as the line tightened below us, but somehow each strike was still a surprise. Instantly the fish was hooked. And just as quickly, it would turn to use the force of the moving water, peeling yards of line from the reel. Some of the stripers were small, and we could fight them by standing our ground. Others were far stronger. Coupling their strength with the power of the rip, these fish forced us to pull up stakes and follow along. Rods held high, we would move down the bank, dragged off into the night by a wild creature, while overhead, the Milky Way coursed the sky like a ragged river of stars.

    Estuaries provide some of the finest fly fishing on earth. Not only do you have a variety of species to fish for, but these fish come in a wide range of sizes, from schoolies to memorable monsters. And you can hunt them in a variety of ways. You can do it under the sun or under the stars. You can probe deep channels with a sinking line or sight-fish in the shallows. You can work from a sandy beach or a grassy bank, or you can wade out on bars and flats. Or you can cover the water from a boat, and in many situations a canoe, kayak, or rowboat does just fine. Estuaries have a world of fishing to offer.

    If you’re a freshwater fly rodder trying your hand at the salt, you’ll find estuaries particularly appealing. The heavy 9- and 10-weight rods used on the open coast are not mandatory here; 6-, 7-, and 8-weight rods, the ones freshwater anglers are accustomed to, are often just right. In addition, the scale of the terrain is more familiar. Estuaries don’t have the endless horizons and menacing waves found on an ocean beach. Rather, these are smaller and more intimate waters. Here you can bite off a little at a time, until you have a feel for the place. Best of all, the angling education acquired on rivers and lakes can be applied here. Believe me, that alone is a huge help.

    Estuaries are, by definition, any place where fresh and salt water merge. All told, they make up only one-half of 1 percent of this planet’s total saltwater environment, yet their contribution to marine life is essential and far-reaching. Simply put, estuaries are both essential energy producers and energy exporters, natural power plants where the richness of the land is fueled back to the sea. That richness results in an abundance of plankton—the single-cell organisms that form the very foundation of the food chain. As a result of that abundance, healthy estuaries are biological hotbeds, nurseries, and feeding grounds for much of the marine life on the coast. As these species mature, they absorb the inherent richness of the estuaries, storing it in their growing bodies. Then, as adults, they migrate to open waters, living reservoirs carrying a precious cargo, ready to be consumed by the larger fish of the coastal world.

    In terms of size and shape, estuaries are diverse. Some are little more than a trickle in the back of a quiet cove, known to only a handful of anglers. Others—such as Chesapeake Bay and Long Island Sound—are huge. In fact, each holds a lifetime of fishing for hundreds of thousands of anglers. Along with this diversity of dimension, estuaries also boast a diverse wealth of fish. Along the North Atlantic coast, they are home—in season—to striped bass, bluefish, weakfish, Atlantic bonito, little tunny (also known as false albacore), American shad, hickory shad, and fluke. Traveling southward to estuaries of the Mid- and South Atlantic coasts, you’ll find many of these same species, but increasingly a new cast of characters begins to emerge. Now anglers find themselves casting flies to red drum, black drum, spotted seatrout, Spanish mackerel, small tarpon, lady-fish, snook, jack, pompano, and other species.

    On the other side of the continent, estuaries hold just as much fly rod potential. In his informative book The Estuary Flyfisher, Steve Raymond reports that the estuary angler in the Pacific Northwest encounters surf perch, rockfish (not striped bass), starry flounder, ling cod, Dolly Varden, coho salmon, chum salmon, pink salmon, and steelhead. And there has long been a band of enthusiastic estuary anglers seeking sea-run cutthroat trout. These fine fish spawn in tidal creeks and streams and spend a fair amount of time in estuaries, providing dedicated anglers with a good deal of enjoyment.

    Chances of catching a salmon on our Atlantic coast are, regrettably, slim to nonexistent, but several states offer opportunities for sea-run trout. In the Northeast, perhaps the best known sea-run fishery is the one at Connetquot River State Park on Long Island, New York. The trout here are rainbows, and the largest ever landed weighed a couple ounces under 20 pounds. New Hampshire’s Berry Brook has a long-established sea-run fishery program, and Maine stocks fish into several rivers, including the Mousam and the Ogunquit. Connecticut started a sea-run program back in the early sixties with imported eggs from Sweden. It produced some monster fish, until problems with egg viability cropped up. Massachusetts once had a sea-run hatchery on Scorton Creek on Cape Cod. Both of these attempts were later halted, although residual populations exist.

    In recent times, however, some northeastern states have shown renewed interest in sea-run trout. Connecticut has restarted its program, although it now uses Seeforellen brown trout for stocking purposes, since importing eggs is no longer possible. New Jersey got its program going in 1997, and as a result, the Manasquan River gave up an 8½-pound brown in 2000. At the moment, these East Coast runs are small, but should they take hold, they promise to provide the estuary angler with an excellent challenge. And furthermore, these runs take place at a time of year when other angling opportunities are pretty much over.

    Given all of the variety, this book can’t cover everything that estuaries have to offer. The restrictions imposed by time and resources simply don’t allow it. Instead, this book springs from the estuaries I have had the pleasure to see and fish. And though that is certainly a limitation, the pages ahead can still help anglers be successful in a diversity of locations. Whether the shoreline is home to palms or pines, throughout estuary fishing there seems to run a common thread: The way fish gravitate to current and structure, the way their hunting revolves around light and tide, and the way they react to wind and weather hold many similarities.

    Before we head out on our journey, let me present a pressing concern. A few of our nation’s estuaries are in pristine condition. Yet because estuaries sit at the junction of land and sea, the surrounding terrain is frequently highly developed and even heavily industrialized. This proximity to modern civilization means that estuaries are all too often degraded by a great many pollutants. When things are well out of hand, these pollutants may include heavy metals such as mercury, organic solvents, petroleum products, PCBs and other toxic chemicals, bacteria, and pathogens—all in all, an unholy brew. This destruction of essential habitat is—without a doubt—the largest single long-term threat to the future of marine fish. It’s a bigger problem, and one that is harder to grapple with, than overfishing. So if estuaries get under your skin, please work to protect and preserve them.

  


  

  
    CHAPTER ONE
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    Changing Conditions

    Spend time on any shoreline and you’re reminded that we live in a world of constant change. You’ll witness the endless rhythm of the waves and the ebb and flow of light and tide. Perhaps you’ll feel a shift in the wind, witness a school of baitfish swim by, or look up at the sky and see a turn in the weather. These things seem so elemental that we often take them for granted. Fish never do; for them, survival depends on their ability to adapt to nature’s moods. And so it is—as every experienced angler knows—that the fishing can be dramatically different from hour to hour and day to day. It all depends on the conditions.

    Given their proximity to land and their relatively shallow nature, estuaries experience a wide range of changing conditions—more so than open ocean waters. Estuary anglers must, therefore, be adaptable. With that in mind, let’s look at the things you’ll encounter and how to adjust your tactics and tackle. To aid in this discussion, I will mix in a dozen rules to fish by. These are general rules and not absolutes. Be ready for exceptions; you’ll inevitably run into them.

    To kick things off, I want to start by offering the two most important rules of all. Rule One: Treat every day on the water like a treasure hunt. Whether you’re wading, walking on the beach, or riding in a boat, keep an open mind, be alert, be watchful. This is what it really takes to be a good angler, for fishing is, at its roots, a state of mind. Even when the fish have lockjaw, there is something to be discovered. Watch the water, the sky, the birds, the shoreline; what surrounds you is all interconnected. So make each outing a chance to learn more about your waters, to become closer to your surroundings.

    Rule Two: Every fish you catch holds a lesson. Never forget this simple fact. After you release a fish, stop for a second and think about where that fish was holding, the fly it hit, the stage of the tide, and so on. There is something to be learned from the experience. Granted, over time these lessons tend to repeat, especially when you fish the same piece of water again and again. But don’t let that lull you into thinking that you know all there is to know. The next fish you catch may have a new story to tell.

    WATER TEMPERATURE
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    With few exceptions, fish are cold-blooded. No wonder water temperature plays a profound role in their lives, dictating where they can go, when they can go there, and how active they will be. Every species has, for example, a temperature range outside of which it can’t successfully survive. This range is often referred to as the species’ thermal niche. Inside that range, there is a much smaller band of temperatures in which the species is very active and most likely to come to a fly—the fish’s preferred comfort range. In estuaries, the waters are subject to swings in temperature, so the fishing is often highly seasonal in nature. The fish come and the fish go. And even where a particular game fish is a year-round resident, the fishing for that species is rarely good year-round. During some months, the fish are responsive to a fly, but during other months, they are more or less dormant.

    Here’s a look at the preferred comfort range for many of the popular estua -rine species of game fish. For striped bass, the range is roughly 52 to 68 degrees F. Bluefish like it a bit warmer, 55 to 80. Red drum are similar, at 55 to 85. For Atlantic bonito and spotted seatrout, it’s 65 to 75. Little tunny and Spanish mackerel like it hot too, preferring 65 degrees or higher. Weakfish are most active between 55 and 68, and so are hickory shad. I’m not sure what sea-run trout prefer out in the ocean, but they seem to run into estuaries when the water is pretty cold, often on the order of 45 degrees or less. These are preferred comfort ranges, not the only temperatures at which you can catch these fish. Striped bass can be caught, for example, in water down to 45 degrees or so. And I have caught bluefish and Atlantic bonito at 50. Still, the farther the water temperature is from a species’ comfort range, the more you can expect that species to be hard to find and hard to hook.

    When water temperatures are at the margin of a species’ comfort range, those fish have to adjust, and so do you. Whether temperatures are borderline too cold or borderline too warm, focus your fishing on the deeper locations. Here the water temperature is apt to be more to the species’ liking. Tide and time of day have an effect as well. For instance, in the heat of summer, the water near shore may be too hot for good fishing. But an incoming tide will bring cooler water to the shallows and greatly improve the angling. Likewise, those same shallows are going to be cooler during the low-light portions of the day. So even if the fishing is poor at noon, it may be fairly good at dusk and dawn.

    Shallow water cools off and warms up more quickly than deeper water. Because of this, fish may migrate from shallow to deep and back again in order to seek optimum conditions. During the warmth of spring, game fish often move from deep locations to shallow ones in order to benefit from the warmer water found there. Conversely, on cold fall days, those same fish may drop out of the shallows to deep water where warmer temperatures prevail.

    TIDES AND CURRENTS
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    Even when the water temperatures are in the comfort range for the species you seek, it doesn’t mean fish will be everywhere in the estuary. Nor does it mean that fish will greedily whack a fly at any time of day. Far from it. Game fish regularly restrict their active feeding to advantageous times and places; this is a critical part of the survival game. And often they pick those times and places based on two factors: the stage of the tide and the presence of current.

    The tide plays a pivotal role in saltwater fishing. It does so in several ways, but perhaps the most significant is this: Tides influence the movement of bait-fish, and where the bait goes, so go the game fish. The tide accomplishes this magic by moving and concentrating plankton—the stuff that many baitfish feed upon. Plankton is, for the most part, very small and hard to see with the naked eye. Yet what plankton lacks in size, it makes up for in quantity. Truth is, plankton constitutes the overwhelming bulk of life in the sea, and it is exceedingly abundant in estuaries. And that is why estuaries can support enormous schools of baitfish. Plankton is largely at the mercy of the tide and current. A rising tide pushes plankton closer to shore and farther up inside an estuary. On an ebbing tide, the reverse happens: Plankton is pulled toward the lower end of an estuary and away from shore. Because plankton is what baitfish depend on, baitfish tend to move with the tide. So you can expect schools of bait, followed by the game fish, to swim up inside an estuary on the flooding tide and ride back down on the ebb. That explains Rule Three: On an incoming tide, the angling action often moves farther up inside an estuary; during the ebb, the action moves back down closer to the estuary’s mouth.

    Rule Four: Regardless of the tide’s direction, focus your fishing where there is current. Tidal currents are responsible for moving the plankton, but they do something else too: Currents funnel and thereby concentrate the plankton. And because the plankton is concentrated in the lanes of current, that is where the baitfish concentrate too.
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    On a rising tide, fish tend to move farther up inside an estuary, and then on the ebb, they often drop back.

    Clearly, if you’re going to plan your angling adventures with tide and current in mind, you must understand the tides and currents in the area where you plan to fish. Some of this information can be obtained from tide charts or software, or by getting advice from local experts. Still, some of your education must come from personal observation. Nowhere are tides and currents more complex than in estu-aries and backwater locations. Tide tables are widely available for open stretches of coastline, but finding a detailed tide chart that covers smaller bodies of water may be far more difficult. In some cases, they simply don’t exist.

    Learning about tides and currents is not difficult. Here are some basics. The moon’s gravitational pull causes the ocean’s level to rise and fall; hence the moon is the master of the tides. This rise and fall are what we know as high and low tide. During the new and full moon phases, the moon gets assistance from the sun, and the ocean rises and falls to a greater degree. These are called moon tides. The weaker tides during the first and third quarters are referred to as neap tides.

    Rule Five: The greater the tidal range, the more powerful the currents, and the farther fish travel with the stages of the tide. The extent to which the ocean’s level rises and falls in a given location is known as the tidal range; this is usually clearly mentioned on any tide chart. Some sections of the coast have huge tidal ranges, on the order of 10 feet or considerably more, while on other parts of the coast, the tidal range is minuscule by comparison, barely 2 feet. Obviously the experience of fishing in an area where the water level fluctuates 10 feet is quite different from that of fishing an area where the tide rises and falls only 2. Large fluctuations in water level and strong currents also pose safety issues for boaters and wading anglers. Thus failing to understand the tidal range not only will cut deeply into your angling success but may put you at risk as well. Know your local waters.

    The published tidal range for any area is the average rise and fall; it does not take into account the larger tides associated with the new and full moons. At those times, the tidal range is often significantly greater, upward of 40 percent or so in some cases. This increase in water depth permits game fish to spread out to a greater degree in their hunt for food, reaching areas that might normally be too shallow for them to enter. This may also make them harder to find than usual, especially in broad, shallow bays and lagoons. Conversely, the ebb tides during these moons pull tremendous amounts of water out of shallow locations and thereby force the fish into increasingly smaller areas. This may make fish easier to find than usual.

    In a few places, wind may be more important than tide in determining water levels. Here is a hypothetical situation. Some estuaries are very shallow bodies of water, with tidal ranges less than 3 feet. Imagine that your navigation chart indicates that at mean low tide you can expect 2 feet of water in the north corner of a large lagoon, enough to navigate with a shallow draft boat. But on a day when the wind is strong from the north, at low tide there may be only 6 inches of water back there. Similarly, down at the south end of the lagoon, where the chart tells you there is 3 feet of water at low tide, there may be 5 feet or more under that same wind.
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    Expect fish to spread out more during the greater tidal ranges associated with moon high tides.

    Beyond tidal range, you must also learn the schedule of the tides in your area. The times of high and low tides published on the local tide chart are typically for one specific spot, and that spot only. The time of tide for a place only a mile away from the one mentioned on the chart could differ by an hour or more. For that reason, it pays to obtain a tidal chart with information for as many different places in your area as possible. Acquire an up-to-date tide chart; last year’s chart will do you absolutely no good.

    In most locations along the Atlantic, a high tide follows a low tide every six hours and twelve minutes. Or think of it this way: There are two high tides and two low tides in just over twenty-four hours. These are called semidiurnal tides. Other coastlines may have a quite different tide schedule, however. For instance, the Alaska coast, the Gulf of Mexico, and the coastline of the China Sea have diurnal tides: one high and one low tide a day. Our clocks are set to a twenty-four-hour day, but it takes the moon twenty-four hours and fifty minutes to completely circle the earth. As a result, with rare exceptions, the time of tide advances each day. In areas with semidiurnal tides, it moves ahead roughly an hour.

    Linking Moon Phase and Time of Tide

    Since the beginning of time, moon and tide have moved hand in hand. And because of this, you can look at the moon and know the time of tide. Here’s how to do it. In a given spot, the time of high tide on the day of the new moon is about the same as on the day of the full moon. Furthermore, the time of high tide on both moons remains unaltered throughout the year, although you’ll need to adjust for daylight saving time. Likewise, the times of high tide on the first and third quarter of the moon remain fixed in a given location year-round as well. Once you’re in tune with this celestial connection, a glance at the moon tells you the time of the tide.

    Throughout this education, you also need to focus on how fish react locally to tidal changes. In addition to the fact that as the tide rises, game fish typically tend to move up inside an estuary, there is another general trend as well.

    Rule Six: As the water rises, game fish typically move from deep locations such as channels to shallow structures such as flats and bars. Conversely, as the tide ebbs, fish typically exit shallow areas and move back toward deeper structures such as channel edges and holes. Here are a couple of examples. If you were fishing for redfish in the extensive salt marshes of the South Atlantic coast, look for the fish up in the flooded Spartina grass during the highest stages of the tide. Then, as the water recedes, those reds will exit back out of the grass and congregate in the adjacent waters, often picking deeper holes near points and oyster bars. If you were fishing for stripers in a Massachusetts salt pond, expect them to move to the shallows at the rear of the pond as the tide rises, and drop back toward the inlet during the ebb, often holing up along the deep edges of the channel.

    Rule Seven: When game fish relocate—whether from shallow to deep water or from the mouth of an estuary to places up inside—they like to use the same route again and again. These preferred paths or travel lanes are typically associated with deeper sections of bottom structure such as channels, valleys, and trenches. If you know where these preferred paths are located, you can intercept fish as they relocate. This is a very effective tactic, especially in the larger estuaries, and particularly on flats.

    [image: ]

    Along shallow shorelines, the fish typically move closer to shore as the tide rises and then drop back to deeper locations on the ebb.

    Slowly but surely, you can apply your growing knowledge to specific pieces of structure, be they bars, holes, or flats. In that process, you may discover that some hold action on both the incoming and outgoing tides. It is far more typical, however, for a specific structure to be consistently productive on only one direction of the tide. The only way to discover which direction is best is to fish the place often; let experience be your guide.

    Time of Current

    Current strength has a significant role in where fish congregate. In the majority of situations, fish feed most actively in a particular spot when the currents are strongest. After all, that’s when the plankton is most concentrated too. Typically, that translates into the middle hours of the tide. So the second, third, and fourth hours of the flood or the ebb are frequently prime times to wet a fly. But calculating when the tidal current should run can be trickier than you might think.

    It would seem intuitive that the ebbing current should start shortly after the time of high tide. This is not always true, however. Very often in an estuary, the time of current lags well behind the time of tide. So, for example, the ebbing current may begin two or more hours after the scheduled high tide has crested. Likewise, the flooding current may begin two or more hours after the time of low tide. The amount of delay varies from estuary to estuary and is to a degree controlled by the size of the inlet and the area. On stronger tides around the new and full moon, the delay is apt to increase noticeably.

    LIGHT LEVEL
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    Rule Eight: When planning your time on the water, consider light level in addition to tide. The feeding behavior of game fish is influenced not only by the rise and fall of the tides, but also by the rise and fall of the light level. Experienced estuary anglers are keenly aware of this, and they know that the finest fishing in a given location often takes place when a particular stage of the tide or current occurs at a particular time of day. With that in mind, they study their tidal charts for days to determine when the right combination of light and tide will take place and then plan their fishing expeditions accordingly.

    If sight fishing is on your menu, naturally you need to plan your outings around the hours when there is adequate daylight. Typically, during the first few hours after sunrise and the last few hours of the day, there is not enough illumination to see fish on the flats. The strongest light occurs when the sun is directly overhead. Though this can be a good time of day for sight fishing, I find that when the sun is high but still angled—say from roughly 9:30 to 11 A.M. or 1:30 to 3:30 P.M.—the visibility is often best. The slanted rays create more contrast and make it easier to spot fish.

    Say, for instance, that your favorite sight-fishing flat is most productive during the first hours of the flooding tide. You would then select days when that stage of the tide arrives sometime after 9:30 A.M. but no later than around 1 P.M. Since the tide advances an hour a day, you should find that there is about a three-day window of opportunity. Furthermore, this window will happen again in about two weeks’ time, which means that this combination of light and tide happens twice a month, for a total of six days’ fishing. Not bad.

    If sight fishing is not on the agenda, your plans would likely be quite different. Frequently the hours of low light—from dusk to dawn—hold the most consistent fishing, particularly for anglers working from shore. This general rule holds especially true during the warmest months of the year but is less the case in spring and fall. Suppose that you know a point of land where a nice rip current forms shortly after high tide. You also know that sunrise is at 5 A.M. You might then search the tidal chart for a day when high tide occurs around 2 A.M. If you get there around 3 A.M., the tide should be ebbing, and the strongest currents will take place just prior to first light. Nice.
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    The rise and fall of the light can be as important to fishing as the rise and fall of the tide.

    TIDE LINES
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    In an estuary, fresh and salt water sometimes meet head-on. And when that happens, these two opposing forces may, for a moment, form a line. You’ll often encounter this, for example, in the lower end of a river during the early hours of an incoming tide. If you study the water, you’re apt to find a place where the force of the incoming tide is temporarily stalled by the pressure of the outgoing water. The intersection of these opposing forces is called a tide line.

    A tide line typically shows up as a line of foam and floating debris. If the fresh or brackish water is discolored, the tide line is marked by a color change as well. These lines vary in shape and size. Some run fairly straight; others are as curved as a traveling snake. Some are barely a hundred feet long; others run upward of a quarter mile or more. Regardless of shape and size, tide lines are worth investigating and may save the day when the action has been slow elsewhere. Nutrients and plankton are concentrated at these lines, and as a result, schools of predator and prey hang out here.
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    The vertical band in the right third of the image is a tide line. These areas may hold good fishing.

    FORAGE
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    Rule Nine: Game fish follow forage wherever water temperature and water depth allow. Game fish are opportunists; they chow on a lot of things. Still, the bulk of their diet is usually composed of baitfish, and when and where baitfish are abundant, game fish are likely to be found. The reverse is true too: If there is little bait around, game fish are often hard to come by.

    Estuaries are baitfish factories, and because of this, they regularly attract plenty of game fish. But even in estuaries, baitfish populations rise and fall from month to month and year to year. And the fishing fluctuates with those changing conditions. So it is essential that you understand what types of baitfish are found locally, which ones predominate, and where those baits tend to congregate. Furthermore you must understand the effect that season has: When do the baitfish appear? When do they go? You also need to know the size, shape, and coloration of these baitfish so you can match them with appropriate flies.

    In the Northeast, several types of baitfish dominate the estuarine food chain. They are the Atlantic silversides, bay anchovy, menhaden, mullet, mummichog, river herring, sea herring, and sand eel. In all cases, these baits are present—at one time or another—in either adult or juvenile stages or both. With the exception of mummichogs, all these baitfish migrate with the seasons. River herring—alewives and bluebacks collectively—are some of the first forage of the year, entering coastal rivers as early as March. By April and May, some adult menhaden are moving in. By late May and early June, sand eels and silversides have arrived inshore for the summer. This is about the time juvenile sea herring are schooling up to leave salt ponds for the open ocean.

    Come autumn, estuaries experience a massive exodus. Nearly all the baitfish must travel either offshore or southward along the coast to avoid the onset of cold weather. Game fish have been shadowing the bait all season and are ready for this event as well. As a consequence, the autumn migration of bait sparks perhaps the finest fishing of the year. The wise angler is well informed on the timing of these migrations. In the Northeast, the exodus typically kicks off as bay anchovies push out the inlets in early September. Look for sand eels and silversides to hold off until the first heavy frost of October. Menhaden are extremely hardy and will stay into November and perhaps even December in some years.
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    Sand eels are important forage items in much of the Atlantic.

    [image: ]

    Birds can often lead you to feeding fish.

    Rule Ten: When you’re on the water, constantly scan the surface for signs of feeding fish. Given the critical link between predator and prey, it is imperative to keep a sharp eye out for signs of bait, and above all, for bait being attacked. Watch the water like a hawk. If you’re observant, you’ll catch more fish. After all, the single biggest issue we face is finding the fish. It’s a simple reality that goes to the very core of all successful saltwater fly fishing. And sometimes it’s simply a matter of opening your eyes. Diving birds, jumping fish, swirls, bait spraying across the surface, and slicks are common clues. When you see one or more of these things, where to cast is obvious.
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