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To Renee, you will forever be my ultimate catch.

Mom and Dad: The example you set was the most impactful influence on my life. Thanks for all those trips to the bait store.






Foreword How This All Began


My first memory is of fish. I was three years old and living in Charleston, South Carolina. My father and I were crabbing off a neighborhood dock and fishing for croakers. What I mostly remember was testing the claw strength of the blue crabs we caught, using every big stick I could find to poke into our bucket. I was fascinated by these crazy creatures we plucked from the sea. That was the moment a spark was lit and I became a lifelong fisherman. Almost every day since then I have either been fishing or figuring out how to get better at it. Fishing is at the root of nearly every important life decision I have made. I am fairly certain God put me on this Earth for two reasons: to fish and to teach others how to do the same.

There are a couple reasons for my obsession with fishing. The first is my dad. Tim Sullivan is a career Coast Guard officer who rose to the rank of a two-star admiral. If they handed out promotions for fish caught, he would likely be a cabinet member at the White House by now. He grew up in Wisconsin, fishing in local lakes and chasing down rabbits on foot for fun. His family and era looked to me like a scene from the movie A Christmas Story. He was an all-American boy and proof that anyone in this country can have a shot at greatness. He was and is still the best fisherman I have ever dropped a line with. He taught me and my two younger brothers, Rory and Patrick, how to fish as soon as we were able to hold a rod. These three individuals make up the inner circle of the best fishermen I know. You put the four of us on a boat, you will see a bunch of limits quickly filled. You will also likely hear grown men argue like children, complete with a few immature penis jokes, but I digress. My mom can discuss over tea the intricacies of setting a five-bait trolling spread for pelagics and has been known to tangle with a big halibut or two. Even my older sister, Maureen, who doesn’t fish much anymore, can pick up a rod and work a stick bait for stripers without a break in the conversation. She has landed marlin and mahi-mahi off of Hawaii with me. She married a great guy named Hayden who also loves to hunt and fish. In short, we are a fishing family.

We are also a Coast Guard family. Growing up in a military lifestyle and eventually serving as a Coast Guard Officer myself has afforded me the opportunity to experience living in twelve different states, and I’m still counting. I consider it a rare gift to have lived in some of the best fishing locations in the country, and in the process, I have become a fishing pluralist of sorts. Living in so many states, each for about three years at a time, has allowed me to dial in at the local fisheries level in the oceans on both sides of the continent. By the time I was eight, I had already made weeklong trips into the Pacific, catching offshore species weighing way more than I did. By thirteen, I was working and fishing on local boats out of Niantic, Connecticut, selling stripers to adults who couldn’t figure out how to catch any themselves, which in turn paid for my next trip out on the same head boat. When I wasn’t doing that, I made trips as a sternman on a commercial lobster boat.

Now in my mid-thirties, I have served throughout this great country, holding unique jobs such as commanding a Fisheries Training Center in remote Kodiak, Alaska, and serving as the captain of a 110-foot Coast Guard cutter in the north Atlantic. The Coast Guard also sent me back to school, allowing me to earn a master’s degree in marine affairs at the University of Rhode Island, all because my life still revolves around fish. I have a core group of close friends who share a similar view of the world, as well as my obsession: Josh Boyle, Brooks Horan, Dave Waldrip, Pat Murphy, and my best friend since childhood, Jon Dale, aka the fourth Sullivan brother. I clearly remember the day I met Jon. I was in seventh grade and fishing at the Pattagansett Lake boat ramp in East Lyme, Connecticut. I saw Jon walking toward the same dock I was on with his fishing rod in hand, and I thought to myself, “He is going to be my best friend.” Since that moment, Jon and I have been as close as blood brothers. He joined the Coast Guard as well and we’ve had many great expeditions together as we’ve fished our way through life.

I have angled in most of the major fisheries in America and have an appreciation for all of them, but if I had to choose, it comes down to three “corners”: Alaska, Hawaii, and New England.

I found Hawaii as a young boy, and New England in my early teenage years, but I had to wait until my nineteenth birthday to discover Alaska. New England is just a great salty place all on its own, where working waterfronts still exist among the creeping tide of gentrification. Hawaii and Alaska are the last two frontiers of fishing. They are full of danger, big fish, and extraordinary adventure. To fish these places is to reach back and stand alongside the first nation of fishermen—our ancestors—who plied the wild waters for thousands of years before us. With that in mind, fishing these waters can be a profound experience, demanding of our respect and reverence.

These three corners are both similar and different, and complement each other perfectly. Need a second opinion? In the case of Hawaii and Alaska, just ask the hundreds of humpback whales that swim the meridian lines between the two locales each year, reproducing in Hawaii and feeding on vast schools of fish in Alaska. The human residents of both places are equally as fond of the complementary aspects of the forty-ninth and fiftieth states, traveling between the two often and for similar reasons. New England, and by default our whole country, was founded and funded in no small part by fish, and in hallowed ports like Gloucester, New Bedford, and Point Judith, they still run on this natural resource.

So why do I fish? The fishing lifestyle is a lot of work for what could be picked up more easily at a high-end seafood shop. Realistically, there is no reason to chase down your own meal anymore. A mere dollar will buy all sorts of things at the closest fast-food restaurant. Frankly, most folks just do not understand why you would want to spend your time alone in the wilderness. With each passing year, our species’s connection to our past’s fishing roots grows weaker. Why do we need to get up at 3 A.M. anymore to catch the tide and get that limit of salmon?

Here is my take on why I pop out of bed when that Saturday alarm breaks the silence long before sunrise breaks the horizon: I believe that quietly in each of our souls, beyond the sarcasm, past the consumerism and daily grind, lies dormant a different side of us, the real side of us. For me, it’s the realization that I feel more alone in a congested city than twenty miles offshore. I feel an intrinsic connection to the world beyond the one that humans created, and I want to maintain that. Both for my inner self and for preserving these open waters for my children and beyond. On the practical side, filling a freezer with salmon and halibut, which provides my growing family with the world’s healthiest protein—truly wild caught—just feels right. Of all the waters that I have fished, Hawaii, Alaska, and New England are those special places on Earth where I can pull back the curtain, connect to the sea, and gaze into my own soul—the soul of a fisherman.

Although there are plenty of “how-tos” in this book, I am not writing it as a basic primer on the sport and craft. I am not writing it as someone who has fishing all mapped out in these great expanses of water. I am not the professor instructing his charges on where to drop a line. I am writing this book for the fisherman, the man or woman who scrutinizes the often-limited fishing section of any bookstore, hoping to find more, and for the folks who will walk up to strangers fishing off a pier while on a vacation to peek in their bucket and start a conversation. This book is for the men and women who read how-to guides on hook types and Palomar knots with passion and are ready for something that teaches the technical and then maybe transcends it. It’s for those anglers, my kindred spirits, who use fishing as a vehicle to escape from their daily grind and find themselves with a beaming smile as they walk down the path toward their favorite fishing spot early in the morning.

My desire to transfer my fishing stories to paper is due in large part to being the son of a professional writer. My mom, Teresa, was born in Scotland. Her family followed the American dream, arriving in New York Harbor on the ocean liner the Queen Mary, and she is my inspiration for putting down my fishing rod once in a while and picking up a pen. She raised four kids, often on her own when my dad was at sea, but kept writing. With a deployed husband, she had a major article published in Time magazine. In her late fifties, she applied and was accepted into UCLA’s graduate School of Theater, Film, and Television, and spends nearly every day writing screenplays. That takes drive. Mom, I am fully certain I will never be able to write like you, but I know I feel the passion that you feel.

One final note: being able to go out and explore the far reaches of the sea comes at a price—an opportunity cost, if you will. I count my lucky stars that I married a woman who not only tolerates my passion but encourages it. Renee, this book is one big thank you. As Eddie Vedder put it, “If ever there was someone to keep me at home, it would be you.” Thank you for allowing me to chase dreams of fish, but you are by far my best catch. Anabelle, Brayden, and Will, you have re-taught me the simplest joys of living. I couldn’t imagine my life without all of you in it. We have so many adventures ahead of us.

To the rest of you, let’s get to it.






Chapter One New England: Hallowed Waters


All I felt was a slight pinch as the tuna kicked up its tail and sent the serrated knife through my left hand, slicing it open, beginning at the webbing between my thumb and pointer finger and ripping it right down to about the middle of my palm. I looked down in a moment of detached awareness and observed that the inside of my hand was hollow between the palm in the front and bone on the back. That void quickly filled with blood, which was flowing down my arm and onto the deck. I was alone, fifteen miles offshore, and in trouble. Checkmate.

The phrase “big game hunting” invokes an image of a hunter battling for life or death with a large and often dangerous animal. For better or worse, the image of big game fishing seems to always invoke the angler subduing a spirited, yet physically harmless fish. Make no mistake, when you hook a marlin, halibut, or tuna, it is usually a fight to the death for one of the two parties involved. For those of us who pursue these fish off smaller boats, the risk that you could actually get hurt in the process goes up remarkably. I learned this truth the hard way, fishing in the giant tuna capital of the United States: Gloucester, Massachusetts.

My first encounter with bluefin was fishing with Dave Waldrip on the famed southwest corner of Stellwagen Bank. Dave, a retired Coast Guard officer, had invited me, my dad, and my brother Patrick out on his thirty-one-foot Eastern boat named the Relentless. I had recently moved to Gloucester and had one goal in mind: to become a bluefin tuna fisherman. Dave had commercially fished for tuna in his earlier days and was now running a very successful charter business, but he wanted to take a fun trip out that day to introduce us to the fishery. We had launched out of Green Harbor, Massachusetts, in search of the tuna. Perched high above the water on the flying bridge of the boat, we trolled the waters while scanning the horizon for breaking fish or bird activity. As we pushed farther out, we saw exactly what we were looking for: tuna on the surface. Dave maneuvered the boat to have it pass ahead of the fish while our lures ran right over them. I expected the fish to turn and attack the rubber squids on the spreader bars with reckless abandon, but instead they didn’t seem to pay much attention to them at all. I was dumbfounded. As the day went on, we encountered similar situations—hundreds of tuna surrounding the boat, but none willing to feed. It was both impressive and maddening at the same time. No matter what lure or technique we tried, the results were the same. These fish were not like other species. They were smart and extremely finicky, and I was hooked.

First things first: If I was to live and fish out of Gloucester, I needed to get onto a boat. Although we almost always owned a boat growing up, and my professional career revolved around being on them, ironically, buying my own was a big step. After a few months of searching, I settled on an older, but reliable 1988 Invader: center console, single engine, single battery, with just a few soft spots in the fiberglass deck. Although it lacked curb appeal, it was a heavy, over-built hull and the price was right. This was my ticket to getting offshore to the tuna grounds.

I spent the next season cutting my teeth on bluefin fishing, chalking up some near misses and lost fish, but I felt confident that I was going to have some success in the fall. My dad and I hooked one a few weeks earlier, fishing in some snotty weather while trolling on Stellwagen. It was a wild and sketchy ride just getting out to the bank due to the seas that day. We took a few good waves over the bow, but slowly picked our way through them out to the area. Unfortunately, that fish came off during the fight, but we were getting it all dialed in.

Every summer, bluefin migrate from the Mediterranean Sea and the Gulf of Mexico to the cold waters of New England. Like whales on their annual migration to Alaska, the mission is simple for tuna: pack on as many pounds from the rich bait-fish stocks. From June until November, bluefin are everywhere and nowhere. A clandestine fish that doesn’t stop swimming, they will never be exactly where you think they are. At times, giant bluefin will be calmly swimming below the surface, showing no interest in feeding, just sightseeing. Other times, they will explode out of the sea, chasing bait and striking any lure presented to them. It can be a maddening fish to pursue, and I have spent many trips working waters that seemed to teem with everything but tuna. My focus was on learning to predict their movements and intercept them. Like anything else, the more you are out there, the more you begin to feel the pulse of the ocean. Summer had passed. With the cooler winds beginning to blow and the days getting shorter, it was evident that the crescendo of the fall was about to occur, and I positioned myself right in the middle of it.

Although living in the acclaimed fishing location of Gloucester, I actually didn’t have a lot of friends who enjoyed running offshore in a small boat to burn gas trolling tuna all day, so I ended up fishing alone more often than not. I was comfortable with it—maybe too comfortable—and enjoyed the challenge and solitude.

I pushed off on another solo run early one Sunday morning in October. On the last several trips I hadn’t seen fish around but I knew it was just a matter of time until they came back over the bank again. Success equated to putting in the time out there. That morning I motored out of the harbor well before dawn and was making turns toward Stellwagen as the first sign of the sun began to appear. The fishery had become very popular—and this was before there were TV shows about it. I wanted to get out to the grounds before the weekend warriors made the bank a parking lot. The weather was calm and the sky overcast, and I had a good feeling that today was the day. As it turned out, it was the day, but not the one I had envisioned. My gear was simple, with the primary tuna feed being sand eels. I decided to forgo trolling the iconic spreader bar with bulb squid, and instead trolled a single nine-inch sluggo. Yes, those freshwater bass baits, when rigged with a sturdy hook and 150-pound fluorocarbon, looked deadly in the water.

I started at the northwest corner of the bank, where the bottom contour came up to ninety feet, and followed the birds and depth contours from there. Working to the southeast, I finally saw what I was looking for—crashing tuna. The white water stood out against the gray water and gray sky. These fish have a tendency to fleetingly surface and then disappear, so I quickly made my way over to the action, then slowed to four knots to set my trap, trolling my bait through the area where I had just seen them. Right on cue, I heard the wonderful ratchet sound of the reel dumping line. I calmly slowed the boat, made my way to the rod, and began the battle. Initially, I let the fish run, while I figured out how to battle it. I first tried fighting it from a dead stop for about an hour. On a small, pitching boat by myself, I didn’t like “stand-up” fighting the fish. Realizing that this technique was not yielding progress, I stationed myself amidships on the starboard side and slowly followed the fish, alternating between reeling and driving while sitting down. This was easier on my legs and back, and it felt like I was making a little progress. I managed to bring it up to the surface at about forty yards, and was able to get a good look at it. It was a good-sized fish, but it quickly sounded before I could get it any closer to the boat. It held its ground at ninety feet below. I followed the fish around the boat as it circled, but I couldn’t lift it. It soon became apparent that this fish wasn’t moving, and the only one tiring was me. I stopped the boat and drifted with the fish. Hours began to pass and nothing changed. I was becoming frustrated and even more tired as I leaned back against the rod expecting it to start moving toward the surface; but it didn’t. At six-four and weighing in at a solid two hundred and twenty pounds, I should have been able to put the screws to this fish with this short stand-up rod, built for applying maximum torque, but it wasn’t working. I just couldn’t gain an inch on this fish.

In evolutionary terms, a bluefin tuna is the most advanced fish species out there. Everything about them is designed for speed and efficiency. The sickle-shaped tail is made for pure power, the small finlets located between the tail and the dorsal/anal fins are there to help maneuver the fish without using the tail, which would sacrifice energy. Their oversize eyes are completely flush with their head, which is hard as cement. The circulatory system of the bluefin employs a counter-current exchange that allows the heat generated by the muscles to warm its blood, enabling it to efficiently operate in cold waters that other tuna cannot. And they get big—real big. While the rod and reel record is just over 1,400 pounds, bigger ones are out there. To hook one is to hook into a freight train.

And that’s exactly what it felt like. At hour four, with all my drinking water gone, I was feeling the effects of exhaustion and likely the early signs of dehydration. I was reacting slower and had pure task focus with no awareness of what else was going on. I even questioned if I was still hooked to a fish or if I was just snagged on the bottom at this point. I needed a new plan.

I stopped the engine, trimmed it up, and put the rod in one of my stainless steel, angled rod holders, making it nearly horizontal to the water. With a slight breeze I was able to keep the fish upwind of the boat and drift with it. From this position, I locked the drag down on my Penn 6/0 Senator reel, put a glove on my right hand, dropped to my knees, and began to fight the fish like I was giant tuna fishing. The rod was fully bent to the waterline, a perfect parabolic arch, and the eighty-pound line had to be at its breaking strength. At this point, I would have been secretly relieved if the line snapped. This amount of constant pressure was enough to move the fish, and it began the iconic slow circles up toward the surface that tuna are known for. After another hour, I finally had “deep color”—seeing the fish below—and with a few more circles managed to get it boat-side. I had not been hallucinating: it was a tuna, and a good one at that. Leadering with my right hand, I gaffed the fish cleanly in the shoulder with the other. It was a relief. The fish did not fight anymore; it seemed to be as tired as I was.

By this point, I was definitely dehydrated and spent. It took everything I had to lift the fish up and pull it backward over the gunwale. I stood still for a moment, staring at it. The iridescent blues and silvers along its back were beautiful. I couldn’t believe I had finally caught one. After this herculean fight, I wanted to shift focus to taking care of the fish. The blood of a fish, especially an athletic fish like a tuna, is filled with stress hormones, heat, and, if not removed, bacteria. To properly bleed a fish, you have to do it while the heart is still beating. What I regretfully did not do was stun the fish first. With a razor-sharp serrated knife in my now weak left hand, I cut the fish at its gills and then did something I hadn’t done before or since: I made a cut at the caudal peduncle (base of the tail) to sever another blood vessel. Due to my position, I held the knife blade-side up as I leaned across the fish’s back to make the final cut.

And that was when the tuna kicked up its tail and sent the serrated knife through my left hand. The slice went from the beginning of the webbing between my thumb and pointer finger and went down to the middle of my palm. My hand was almost ripped in half, and in that moment, I could now see the bone in the back. Blood was flowing into the hole, and I was alone, fifteen miles offshore.

The first words out of my mouth were, “I didn’t just do this!” But, yes, I pushed myself so hard and so far with my tunnel vision of landing that fish that I didn’t even realize it until the ocean said, “Checkmate.” I was in trouble, and my next snap decisions would prove critical. I grabbed the first thing I saw to stop the bleeding, which unfortunately was a dirty glove soaked with sweat and fish slime. Part of my palm was now on the back of my hand. I avoided looking at it. I tried to catch my breath and take inventory of my situation: I had cut my hand in half. I didn’t know if I had cut any major blood vessels. I didn’t feel light-headed yet. I also didn’t see any other boats. Man, I wished that parking lot of weekend warrior boats was still around now. Knowing what a loss of consciousness would mean, I swallowed my pride, calmly picked up the radio, tuned into channel 16, and put out a request for assistance.

A sailboat heard my radio transmission and diverted toward me. As luck would have it, there was a nurse on the boat. As we closed on each other’s position, they put over their dinghy and the nurse came onboard. She calmly removed the glove covering my hand and gasped. Her initial reaction was, “You might need a helicopter.” “Absolutely not!” was my response. I couldn’t bear the thought of having to be hoisted by a Coast Guard helicopter. She confirmed that I was in rough shape but, once again, luck threw me a lifeline in the form of a Massachusetts Environmental Police boat, who had also diverted to my position. They offered to drive me back to a waiting ambulance while the second officer followed behind in my boat. This was not how I expected this day to go.

I called my then-girlfriend, Renee, from the back of the ambulance, asking her to give my family a heads up that I was ok. I had to be taken to a hospital with a specialty hand surgeon. My mom later told me that when she saw Renee’s number pop up on a Sunday afternoon, she knew something was wrong.

I imagine it was quite a sight for the medical staff to see when I was wheeled into the emergency room wearing orange Grundens, covered in sweat and blood, and probably not being the most cooperative of patients. I was wearing my favorite hooded sweatshirt and was sad to see the nurses cut it off of me. I can remember Renee walking into the room to let me know she was there. She then looked at my hand. The nurses told me they found her in the bathroom, trying not to pass out from the sight. With the serrated knife cut going through the web of my hand and down toward the base of my palm, there was a decent pile of leftovers in what I recall was a hospital’s version of an ashtray, which was not a pleasant sight to see.

With a hand full of stitches, the surgeon discharged me that evening, and I made my way over to my boat to tow it home and recover the fish. As I walked over in the dark, I saw this large tail jutting out of a fifty-gallon barrel. Some good Samaritans had thankfully iced the fish down for me. It was too big for the barrel though, and the tail portion extended into the air like a cactus. With my nondominant hand (I’m left-handed), I began the process of filleting the fish and icing the loins of meat in my cooler. When it was complete, with some help, we threw the carcass into the water. I just stood there, staring at this magnificent frame of an animal who only hours before had wrecked me. It was not a feeling of accomplishment or pride, just of respect and a touch of sadness. I was the victor but not by much.

At the end of the day, I was very lucky. Only by the grace of God did I escape permanent damage or worse. A few millimeters more and I would have severed key nerves to my thumb. Despite sawing through my hand, by a miracle, my tendons were intact, and although I had a literal handful of stitches, I went on to make a full recovery within a few weeks.

By the time my hand was healed, I only had time for one more trip on the boat that season. I wanted to end that year on my own terms before winter and went out to catch a few cod. The knife accident changed the way I fished, though: It made me much more serious about my trade. Bad things happened to others, but not me—until that experience. It was easy to point the finger at fishing alone as the culprit. While having a partner would have eased the battle, the very same thing may have occurred. I had to plan out future battles more closely. Rather than gaffing a large fish, I built a harpoon to safely stick the fish before it came in the boat. I bit the financial bullet and invested in higher quality rods and reels, with two-speed retrieves that could lift a fish from the depths. I also purchased a first aide kit. Offshore fishing wasn’t a game, there were real consequences to face, and I was damned if I was going to ever let that happen again.

Gloucester was a good fit for me. An hour drive north of Boston and at the tip of Cape Ann, it is technically an island, both in geographic and metaphoric terms. It is a town that has sidestepped the gentrification that, from a fisherman’s standpoint, plagues much of New England. This town has produced generations of fishermen that have worked along the same waterfront, braving the worst of the north Atlantic to make a living doing something that is in their blood. It remains a working town with grit and soul where nearly everyone has a connection to the sea or those who work it. Its waterfront is not littered with chain boutiques, but rather marine supply stores, ice houses, and fish processors. It has a certain energy to it, knowing that just beyond the Dog Bar Breakwater, a wild and exciting world full of fish and adventure awaits. Looking back, it reminded me of Kodiak, Alaska—another reason why it felt like home. Gloucester holds the title of America’s oldest seaport, and the harbor is busy with boats gearing up for their next trip, or offloading from their last, as it has been for hundreds of years. Sitting at the doorstep of an incredibly rich ecosystem, the relatively shallow water of the continental shelf extending offshore from Gloucester is among the richest in the world. While its commercial fleet harvests a multitude of species, there is one fish that will always be at the top: the Atlantic cod.

Associated with fish and chips, fish sticks, and any recipe where white, flaky fish is desired, cod is America’s choice in fish. Like chicken, it has a mild flavor and takes on the taste of what you put on it. The country, and the world, has grown a taste for it. The oil from its liver—cod liver oil—has been taken as a dietary supplement for generations, and my mother recalls being forced to swallow a spoonful a day as a kid. This fish is in the family Gadidae, along with its less famous cousins haddock and Atlantic pollock, and all three are often referred to as groundfish, due to their constant proximity to the seafloor. They are a cold-water fish that is mostly located in New England waters throughout the year. Cod played a major role in the early economy of the United States and continue to feed it today. If you have eaten cod, chances are good you have had cod from Gloucester.

I started fishing for cod as a thirteen-year-old in southeast Connecticut, which in modern times is considered the southern part of the species’ range. Even back in the early 1990s, cod stock was in a tailspin, a victim of overfishing. It was apparent that I was fishing for scraps after decades of huge catches and was a hundred years too late to the party. Back then I would jump on a local eighty-five-foot head boat called the MI-JOY out of Niantic, Connecticut, where I often filled in as a quasi-spare deckhand. At thirteen, I cleaned the boat, gaffed fish, sold refreshments to customers, and untangled lines, all in exchange for the ten-dollar fishing trip. Additionally, running a little side gig, I could usually sell a portion of my catch to anglers who didn’t do as well to pay for the next two or three trips. We used to call these anglers “Hartfordians,” in reference to the landlocked city of Hartford whose anglers would come down to the ocean to fish, but did not always know what they were doing. It was a slick little deal I had going and it kept me on the water. In the winter and spring, well before the stripers and bluefish arrived, which was the bread-and-butter fishery, the boat would fish for cod south of Block Island or Montauk. This all-day trip was a big adventure in big water for a young angler. In hindsight, in those pre–cell phone days, I can’t believe my parents trusted me enough to be dropped off at 4 A.M. on a Saturday to go fishing all day, often by myself, in winter. But that same freedom allowed me to grow into my own. As a teenager, I wasn’t getting in trouble hanging out with the wrong crowd because I was too busy hanging around with gruff old guys with weathered faces who would pass down stories of cod fishing, all while chain-smoking cigarettes. To this day, the smell of tobacco on a cold day smells to me like cod fishing.

Those winter and spring days at sea were brutal on a young kid, and I got sick a lot. The fishing was not great either. Over three seasons I probably caught only a handful of keepers, but I was undeterred. In fact, the first cod fishing trip I ever made one January with my dad and Jon Dale was a rude awakening to the harsh life of a fisherman on the north Atlantic.

I distinctly remember listening to the marine forecast the day before and bravely, if not ignorantly, responding, “Eight-foot waves aren’t that big.” Sure enough, we were in for some winter weather. The three-hour ride out to the grounds took my morale from sky high to the deck plates. Even my dad, who at the time was the commanding officer of a two-hundred-and-twenty-five-foot ship, was not loving the ride. I was throwing my guts up, and by the time we stopped to anchor, I could barely make my way to the cold rail to drop down my double clam rig. Most of the day consisted of me languishing inside and occasionally stepping out to try to fish for a bit. Jon, on the other hand, was having a great time. He seemed to have his sea legs about him and ended up pulling up the pool-winning cod (largest fish on the boat), a nice fourteen-pound fish. All I had was a dogfish and someone else’s small cod to show for the effort. I am pretty sure that lifting someone else’s fish also cursed me for years to come.

Any sane kid would have walked away from this once and for all, but there was something about this brown fish with white spots that kept bringing me back. Even as a kid, I recognized the historical significance of cod and used to love perusing any historical literature I could find about them. Cape Cod was named after the species and the Isle of Shoals off of New Hampshire was named after the shoals of cod that were once plentiful around them. Records of individual cod well surpassing one hundred pounds were documented. This fish was the backbone of the colonial economy and fed the world. I used to love reading old stories by Tim Coleman, a renowned New England fisherman, as he pursued the species in the colder months of the year. He plied the same waters south of Block Island as I fished, and filled the boat with massive fifty-pound fish that seemed to attack his jigs with reckless abandon. Based on how the current fishing was, Coleman’s accounts were like reading a fictional story set in actual places.

In southern New England, the cod were essentially gone and didn’t seem to be coming back, victims of overfishing and particularly bottom trawling. A typical day of fishing yielded perhaps fifteen keeper cod for twice as many anglers, none of which often reached double-digit sizes. The stock was simply exhausted, and we were just picking away at the leftovers. The old-timers would tell tales of the fishing up north, on places like Georges Bank, Tillies Bank, and Stellwagen Bank, and filling the boat with whale cod (a term to describe the biggest of cod). I would lay on the bench trying to sleep as we steamed three hours out to the fishing grounds, thinking about what it would have been like to have seen fish like they described, and how I wished I had been around years ago to experience it all. The day’s trip would likely consist of fishing all day to have, if I was lucky, one bite from a cod, which would usually be too small to keep. But over a decade later, now having found my way to Gloucester as a grown man, I had finally reached these hallowed waters that those old-timers had told me about, and I wanted to see if they still held fish. This was my chance to find the cod.

Stellwagen Bank, in addition to being a bluefin tuna magnet, was the premier springtime cod spot off Gloucester. The crescent-shaped bank, located due south from Gloucester, rose up like a mountain to within ninety feet of the surface. The cold, nutrient-rich water is forced up the water column, colliding with the sides of the bank, where it mixes with the sunlight-soaked surface water to encourage rich plankton growth. This creates an incredibly prolific base of the food chain that all other ocean species benefit from. The area teems with sea life of all sizes. I had times on Stellwagen when whales would unexpectedly surface next to me, so close I could smell their fishy exhales, on the hunt for their own meal. I worried they would capsize me and not even know it. Seabirds would fill the sky like smoke as they chased baitfish on the surface, while the whales, tuna, and cod attacked from below. Stellwagen was no secret, though; every angler from Gloucester to Cape Cod who had a seaworthy boat would fish it or had fished it for the last four hundred years. The pilgrims had likely sailed over it on their way to Plymouth. Stellwagen was a fine cod-fishing spot for me. I would drift along the slopes of the banks, work a jig, and feel the sheer joy that is a cod attacking it. It was refreshing to land these market-size cod with regularity. They did exist and were still in catchable numbers. But following a tip from a local friend led me to quite possibly the best cod fishing I would ever know.

Rather than running the fifteen miles south to Stellwagen, I found a piece of bottom that was comparatively inshore. The fishing was only good during the first hour or two of the day, when the cod and haddock seemed to be aggressive on this small hump on the seafloor. By the time the sun came up, the bite slowed down, so I would strive to be on the water by 4 A.M. and anchored up with lines in the water by the time the first streaks of sunrise broke. This usually meant the alarm clock would go off at 2 A.M. As the sun began to break, I had my own little piece of the good old days, feeling as if I was in the old-timers’ stories as I pulled cod over the rail. For a few months each year, nearly each fish that came up was a wall hanger by today’s standards and would have been considered a monster during my youth. While all of my cod in southern New England were well under ten pounds, this spot would provide numerous twenty-to-twenty-five-pound fish. It was incredible. I kept the place a secret and only took my brothers and dad on these excursions. Stories or photos were not shared outside the circle of trust; some spots are just too important to talk about.

Compared to fishing for other species, catching cod was simple. You either used bait, usually clams, or diamond jigs. A diamond jig is an elongated metal lure that flutters like a dragonfly when jigged. Growing up, getting a fish to hit a jig was the ultimate challenge. This was because it was what the guys in Tim Coleman’s stories used, as they employed the “iron clam” as they sometimes called it, to boat cod hand over fist. I would study the black and white photos of his whale cod, with a sixteen-ounce jig hanging out of the fish’s mouth, as I read his stories over and over. I knew the big fish wanted the iron clam, but the fish in southern New England didn’t seem too interested in it. However, it was a different story up north. Working an old school Norwegian-style jig or something a little flashier like a butterfly jig was the right answer on many days and felt more rewarding than fooling one on a clump of clam.

Spring began, and my spot was producing fish. I would slip out a few times a week to jig the area and routinely picked up nice cod. Fishing gets better in Gloucester in early summer, which coincided with my younger brother Patrick coming into town while he was home from college in Santa Barbara. It was time for a trip together to see if we could make a little magic happen.

He slept on the couch at my place. There was not much sleeping involved as we were up around 2:30 A.M. and, with the boat already hooked up to my truck, we exchanged minimal words as we climbed in and trailered it down the ramp and motored out in the darkness, well before dawn. We had to take it slow in the dark, using a spotlight to make sure we didn’t run over any lobster pots as we pushed out of the harbor and toward the grounds. Watching the depth finder, I saw what I was looking for, the small rise in the bottom contour that held schools of cod. I swung the boat back up current as we quietly lowered the anchor and settled in. I put a little chum in the water to attract any cod in the area to our location as we rigged up our rods. By this point, the first signs of sunrise began to show in the east. The chum was working—a school of mackerel took up residence underneath us. It actually took some work to get our large cod jig through the school and down to the bottom, as the mackerel would attack the jigs with abandon as they dropped. As we started jigging close to sunrise, my lure got nailed by something big. It was one of those fish that made you shift the rod from under your arm to the top of your thigh to keep up with it. I lifted it off the bottom and started gaining line. It still felt big. I kept calm and did all I could to be perfect in this fight. Cod will often get foul-hooked when jigging, so you never know how good of a hook set you have. I just kept constant tension and was gaining line methodically. We watched it circle up from the depths, and as it came to the surface, I saw the biggest cod my eyes had seen in the flesh, a solid forty-pound fish that fought as valiantly as any cod could. After all those years of reading about fish this big, I finally got one. Pat gaffed it neatly in the shoulder and hoisted it aboard. It was a fish that I didn’t know still existed.

Pat cut a mackerel that we caught earlier in half and gently lowered it down to the bottom. The sun was up now, and the bite felt like it was slowing down, but I was hoping there was one more whale cod down there for Pat. I never told him, but I said a quiet prayer for Pat to hook up. Maybe Saint Peter was listening because Pat took a big hit. He too seemed surprised by the power of the fish. He kept the line tight and the pressure constant. This was a monster. His rod was bent over and he was in for a battle. Looking down, I could see the white of its belly in the depths of the water as it circled up the last twenty-five feet. As Pat later told me, he knew it was a monster because I got very quiet as I waited for it to come in from visual to gaffing range. With a quick pull, the biggest cod I had ever seen was hauled onboard.

We called it fifty pounds, but it might have been bigger; I wish we had weighed it. Neither of our fish were even close to fitting into the cooler. It was more than enough fish, so after boating Pat’s monster, we called the trip. Weighing anchor, we returned back to the boat launch by 8 A.M., and it felt like we were riding a golden chariot into Rome. The boat ramp was busy as most fishermen were still in the process of getting their boats off the trailer and readied for points well offshore. We asked a fellow fisherman to take a picture of us once we recovered the boat. The look on his face said it all. That morning, we launched at 4 A.M. and took a ride back to the early 1900s for a few hours. After a lifetime of searching, in one glorious predawn moment, I had found the cod.

As I write this book, the recreational retention of any cod is now severely limited north of Cape Cod. The species was collectively fished so hard that even taking more than one right now is too much for the species to bear.

A must-read book for cod fishermen is aptly titled Cod, written by Mark Kurlansky. In it, the author describes with impressive detail how this one fish played a pivotal role in both the discovery of America and in starting the economic engine of our country. But when he described modern cod fisherman as being “at the wrong end of a 1,000 year fishing spree,” I knew, unfortunately, it was true. Unfortunately, it is true. Just over one hundred years after fishery managers declared that the ocean could not be fished out, we proved them wrong. While I got a taste of the good ol’ days, I will never know what it was like to fish for cod and have them so abundant that an angler could fill their boat to the gunwale with them. The phrase “shifting baselines” is the scientific term to describe the reset that each generation has on the relative abundance of a species. As the oral history of those cod from Tim Coleman’s days begin to fade away, so does the understanding of what was once there. I may soon be the old-timer talking about the last of the whale cod to a young angler.

Fisheries management in New England is not an easy subject to discuss. The regulations have gotten tighter each year, but the groundfish stocks have not rebounded as hoped. The limiting of quotas, permits, and days at sea produces divisiveness, winners, losers, and heartache. Unlike forestry or other terrestrial management of resources, the management of fish involves never actually seeing what you are managing. Additionally, managing fish really means managing fishermen. A reduction in the quota is a reduction in livelihood. Everything from a car payment to preschool tuition is paid for by fish, and I empathize with men and women who work the sea for a living. It is a dangerous and daunting way of putting food on the table, and I am always impressed by their courage and work ethic.

Seafood is realistically the last commercially available wild protein. The sale of wild, terrestrial meat has been banned for one hundred years and those wishing to eat wild must generally go out and capture it themselves. However, seafood is different. Even at fast-food restaurants, a fish sandwich is often from wild-caught fish, typically Alaskan pollock. This is actually a rather amazing feat. Humans have not yet been able to make an artificial ecosystem that is as productive as the seas, and this form of wild food is still readily available to the masses. Through practices such as organic farming and grass-fed or grass-finished beef, top dollar is paid to have domesticated food mimic its wild food counterpart. However, the ultimate free-range choice is an animal that is allowed to eat what it chooses and travel potentially thousands of miles without ever passing through a human hand until its capture. Commercial fishermen are the last of the hunters, and Gloucester is the epicenter of the last of the New England game.

Every time I trailered my boat to the public boat ramp, I passed the Man at the Wheel monument, the iconic statue of a fisherman leaning on a ship’s wheel located along Gloucester’s waterfront. Beneath the man is a plaque that lists the names of every lost Gloucester fisherman dating back hundreds of years. Driving past it, I realized that every single one of those men intended to come home from their trip.

The north Atlantic is unforgiving. Whether you catch fish or not, whether you return home or not is an unknown and often mysterious ratio of luck and skill. It took cutting my hand nearly in half for me to fully learn this lesson. I understood that the sea is not a playground. At best, it is indifferent to you. But the allure of it is too much to turn away from, and for thousands of years, fishermen have tempted fate by plying its waters in search of big fish. Running a boat, often by myself, was rewarding but also, at times, a grind. When the fishing was good, I would get home in the afternoon, prep the boat again, make a few sandwiches, and get to bed, ready to do it all over a few hours later. When I needed a break, I hung up my boat keys and got out my surf caster.

Running a boat involves a day of preparation beforehand. Ice needs to be loaded, oil levels checked, and something is always broken. Whether or not you were successful, the workload was about the same and at times it seemed like the boat owned me. But the opposite of this is surf casting, the pursuit of fish from the shore along the New England coast. Through the generations, specific rods and reels have been created for this technique. Long rods, sometimes over twelve feet in length, paired with large spinning reels allow anglers to launch lures far out into deep water. With just a few items needed, all of which can fit into your pockets, it is weightless compared to the burden of a boat. There are no checklists or ignition sequences. Rather than being hundreds of feet above your query, it is up close and intimate. More akin to bow hunting, it is elegant hand-to-hand combat that levels the playing field and makes it a fair fight. You have to enter into the fish’s turf without getting swept off a rock, and battle a fish which knows every snag and ledge in the neighborhood.

By the time early fall would roll around in New England, I always kept my surf casting gear in my 4Runner—just a rod and a few select lures—so that at a moment’s notice, I could be down along the coast, moving fast and light along the rocks, sling shoting iconic lures into the frothing white water of Cape Ann. I was in pursuit of one fish: the striped bass, arguably the premier inshore fish on the East Coast, although nobody calls them that. In the Chesapeake Bay they are called rockfish, farther north they are stripers, the old salts call them line sliders, and for those who earn a living catching them, they are simply bass.

The species is a modern-day success story of fisheries management and proof that we can both ruin a species and practice redemption by restoring them. The once-healthy stock, which spawns primarily in the Chesapeake Bay and Hudson River, was decimated in the 1960s and 1970s, due to habitat destruction and overfishing. By the 1980s, the stock was in peril. But something remarkable happened. Through the implementation of strict catch limits, and reduction of pollution and habitat destruction, the fish came back. Catch and release fishing, something that was a foreign concept in the past, also took hold.

This was a species that I grew up fishing for up and down the East Coast. My first striper was likely caught bouncing bucktails off the Chesapeake Bay Bridge pilings as my dad and I took turns casting off of our family boat. Later on, we would drift in swirling tide rips at the mouth of Long Island Sound, known as “The Race,” using eels at night, or pursuing them at the top of their range in Gloucester and New Hampshire on hand-carved plugs. Stripers are perhaps the most accessible saltwater gamefish to much of coastal America, keeping in mind there are even stripers on the Pacific coast and in inland lakes. On the East Coast, from the bottom of their range in North Carolina, up to the Canadian border, esoteric, regional techniques have been developed to chase them. In New England, however, the traditional, most addicting, and often hardest way to catch stripers is surf casting.

The concept of surf casting is as old as fishing itself; working lures carved of wood, or now plastic, along turbulent shores by heaving them into the wind and surf from long, strong rods that can reach beyond the breakers. Casting live eels or fishing cut bait on the bottom is generally the most successful technique for shore fishing and is a feat to be proud of. I really enjoy these techniques and will never be too proud to fish cut bait on the bottom. To capture a large striper on a lure is something else though. It takes skill and dedication, and it is a fish well-earned, something to be proud of. But to land a large striper surf casting with a homemade lure was a great achievement for me growing up, and still is, attesting to sufficient mastery in several categories. I am dedicated to the pursuit.
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