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    Yet fish there be, that

    neither hook nor line

    Nor snare, nor net, nor

    engine can make thine.

    John Bunyan

    Pilgrim’s Progress (1678)
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    Fish live in water.

    This incontrovertible fact is extremely inconvenient for those who seek them. Nonetheless, human beings have endeavored to extract fish from their native habitat for eons before recorded history. Fishing scenes can be viewed on cave walls, fish remains are prominent in archaeological digs, and low river waters sometimes reveal ancient fishing weirs. Yet despite our vast experience, we still struggle to land fish, and often they win. Fish may be tantalizingly visible while we peer from a bridge or riverbank, or while they leap a waterfall, or while we swim or dive, or even as we monitor them electronically with sophisticated fish-finders, but detecting their presence is not the same as actually placing them in the bucket, creel, or the hold of a ship. Fish (with the possible exception of wild brown trout on hard-fished streams) are not geniuses, but they occur in a distinctly foreign and difficult habitat for humans and are endowed with natural survival instincts, both of which make their capture no small challenge.

    Despite these obstacles, the superb food and sport that fish provide have caused the catching of fish to be one of mankind’s longest running obsessions. It started simply. In Fishing from the Earliest Times (1921), William Radcliffe reconstructed the origins of fishing as likely having occurred in four stages. First came fishing with the hand, which he surmised took place for fish left half-stranded in small pools by tides or floods or for fish spawning in the shallows. Second came spear hunting, used originally on fish lying in pools deep enough to prevent hand fishing. Third came fishing with a line, perhaps invented by someone who witnessed how dropped morsels of food in a pool were seized by fish. The problem of how to reach and land them was solved by the method—christened by Sheringham as “entanglement by appetite”—achieved by fastening a gorge through a thorn holding some kind of bait to an animal sinew. Last came fishing with a net. Radcliffe’s theory is that a primitive piscator, when trying to catch fish by hand in small pools, blocked any little exits with plaited twigs, which was the precursor of the woven net.

    Whether or not Radcliffe got the details right, there is a certain fundamental logic to these approaches—they encompass most of the rational possibilities for catching fish. In fact, he observed that fishing techniques have changed less over the centuries than have corresponding techniques in, say, hunting (changed by the introduction of the gun), and that the spear, the line and hook, and the net have remained preeminent. But even within this realm there have been numerous clever variations—and then there are the really odd methods that stray far beyond them.

    My book is a survey of the many ingenious means people have invented to catch fish through history and around the world, celebrating what I believe are the stranger methods at the expense of the more mundane. Some approaches may not appear unusual to the reader if they already are familiar with them; that is, ayu fishing and haul seining, which are not novelties to their practitioners, but either might seem fantastic to the other. My survey cannot possibly be complete, but the techniques presented are a healthy sampling that bear witness to the compelling allure of these finned creatures and to the remarkable lengths to which fishermen extend themselves to outwit them. On that last point, I do not condone the illegal methods described. Although some practical knowledge is imparted, this is not a how-to manual; it’s an appreciation of the sheer imagination and resourcefulness applied to the problem of catching fish.

    I also make little distinction among recreational, subsistence, and commercial fishing. Some recreational anglers have long sold all or part of their catches and many also fish for their own protein. Also, both subsistence and commercial fishermen often take great pleasure in working their gear and nets. Landing giant tuna in the mattanza of Sicily, for example, is so compelling that it never could become dull.

    And sometimes the boundaries between recreational and commercial fishing are strangely blurred. J. H. Hall in Selling Fish (2000) described recreational gill netting, the perverse practice of cordoning off a cove with the net and thrashing the water to drive the fish toward it. Hall found it beguiling to watch the cork floats dance, sink, and resurface as the fish entered the meshes. Admitting it is a highly unusual practice, he then would let his catch go. Earlier, Thoreau touched on this blending of motivations when he described an old man who lived along the Concord River, writing that “His fishing was not a sport, nor solely a means of subsistence, but a sort of solemn sacrament and withdrawal from the world. . . .”

    Necessity, and its partner, desire, have mothered remarkable invention. So universal has been this quest for fish that I invite you as you journey through my one hundred ways to think of a reasonable, or even offbeat, approach that has not been tried. The challenge remains. After all, fish live in water, and we don’t.
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    AERIAL FISHING

    A fish already out of water is half the battle won

    Many fish leap to escape from danger below, and fishermen have developed all kinds of clever gear to take advantage of this. After all, if the fisherman’s goal is to remove fish from the water, seeking leaping fish gives him a great head start.

    
      [image: ]

      Catching gray mullet with a boat in the outlet of Lake Vrana, Yugoslavia.

    

    The species most apt to leap (other than salmon at waterfalls) is mullet, a rather cosmopolitan fish. Around the world, fishermen have invented ingenious ways to pluck jumping mullet. The simplest of tricks often was used in Lake Vrana, Yugoslavia. A small boat was fixed slightly obliquely across the lake’s outlet. Mullet ascending from the sea would encounter this barrier, att empt to vault it, and in the pro cess, land in the boat, ready for delivery.

    Over much of the Medi -terranean, Black, and Caspian Seas, jumping mullet were caught using rafts of reeds. On a moonlit night, mullet saw the shadow cast by a raft floating on the water surface and appeared to perceive it as an obstacle, so they would try to leap over it. But the rafts made to catch fish were wide enough (four to twelve feet) that the airborne mullet would not clear them and wound up flopping on top. To prevent them from wriggling back into the water, the edges of the rafts were bent upward. Sometimes brushwood and netting also were used to entangle the fish.

    [image: ]

    Floating rafts used by Russians for catching mullet in the Caspian Sea.

    In England, a ruse was used to keep mullet that had been corralled from leaping out of the net. By breaking up a bale of hay so that the floating “headline” of the net was buffered by a couple feet of floating straw, any mullet leaping would take off too soon, thereby landing within the net’s confines.

    The Chinese designed an especially sophisticated method of catching leaping fish. They suspended a net wall from stakes below and above the water. On both sides of the emergent portion of the net hung net bags conveniently poised to catch fish that bounced off the net wall. Perhaps there is good reason that we define helplessness as “a fish out of water.”

    

    ARTIFICIAL REEFS

    The strange allure of junk in the water

    Reef is a catchall term for many kinds of structures, natural or otherwise, that extend above the seafloor. Fish are innately attracted to such structures as places to hide or to find food, and they undoubtedly aggregate at reefs. Sponges, corals, barnacles, clams, and other encrusting organisms colonize both natural and artificial reefs, and as food sources, they may even increase fish production. Some regions along the Atlantic coast, such as New England, have abundant bedrock and boulder reefs, so there is not much need for artificial reefs. But south of Long Island, New York, the coastal plain is almost featureless, and consequently, interest in artificial reefs is much higher.

    In 2003, fifty thirty-year-old brick-colored New York City subway cars called Redbirds were dropped into the ocean off New Jersey with fanfare. Opinions about this were polarized: Advocates believed that marine creatures fancy artificial reefs, whereas detractors said that it was an excuse to dump trash in the ocean. Divers immediately followed the cars down to record their undersea reception and found curious fish already passing through their doors.

    Ships that sink because of war, weather, or accidents frequently form excellent artificial reefs for fishing. Also, derelict ships often are purposely sunk worldwide for use as artificial reefs. Florida alone has more than one hundred of them. A diver-based survey demonstrated their attractiveness to sea creatures compared with nearby natural reefs. Although the natural reefs had a greater number of total species, the reefs created from the ships had greater fish abundance and species diversity.

    Today artificial reefs usually fall into one of two classes. Some are constructed from building materials, such as log cribs sunk together with concrete blocks, stacked fiberglass cylinders, or concrete geodesic or modular structures that resemble oversize children’s assembly toys. Research has shown that the state-of-theart reef-building material is the reef ball, essentially an igloo-shaped sphere with large holes to allow fish to swim in and out. The three-foot-high and four-foot-diameter spheres are poured from concrete and weigh a hefty fourteen hundred pounds. Some are made by inmates at correctional facilities. So effective are reef balls that there now is a Reef Ball Foundation, which had conducted projects in forty-eight nations as of this writing.

    Other artificial reefs are made from materials recycled from other societal applications—what are called “materials of convenience.” This category is larger and perhaps more interesting. Sunken military aircraft, automobiles, steel and concrete bridges, concrete culvert pipes, steel and dry dock work platforms, oil refinery hardware, refrigerators, toilets, and even intercontinental ballistic missiles draw fish in large numbers. Many army tanks have been deposited in New Jersey waters, because the state’s Fort Dix Army Base is federally certified for stripping and sanitizing armored vehicles prior to being jettisoned. Old tires and other smaller objects have been used, but they tend to drift away with storm currents. But if tires are wired together as pyramids and weighted with concrete, they become much more stationary and attractive to fish.

    Oil drilling platforms have become a primary angling resource on the flat bottom of the Gulf of Mexico, these seafloor-to-surface structures attracting different species to all watery layers, from red snapper on the bottom to king mackerel on top. Some of these platforms have fallen out of use, and in an innovative program to aid anglers, the oil industry has made an agreement with the state of Texas to leave the rigs behind to serve as reefs and to provide the money saved from not having to remove them to the state to help fund its artificial reef program.

    

    ASCENDING LURES FOR ATTRACTING LINGCOD

    A clever tease

    Native Americans on the Pacific Northwest coast knew that always-voracious lingcod are attracted to anything that moves like a smaller fish. They learned to pull lingcod toward the surface with a clever visual attraction system, then spear or dip-net them from canoes in these clear Pacific waters. The fisherman used a long pole to push a hand-carved wooden lure down into the water. After the pole was disengaged, the lure fluttered and revolved slowly back toward the surface, drawing hungry lingcod behind it along the way. The lures were a fine blend of utilitarian function and folk art, often having splayed wings resembling a badminton shuttlecock to provide swimming action, but with heads chiseled to resemble a wolf or fish.

    Real fish also could be used as attractors. The fisherman filled the stomach of a greenling or tomcod with pebbles for weight, sometimes slicing off one fillet to make it move erratically. This hookless bait could be dangled from a rope to entice lingcod within harvesting range.

    

    ASPHYXIATION FISHING

    Unexciting, but breathless nonetheless

    The monkey fish of Australia live in holes in the coral reefs. One way of procuring these otherwise difficult-to-catch fish is to force them to use up their oxygen. The method is straightforward, though less than sporting. At low tide, a thick layer of a native grass is placed over the fish’s hole and then secured with a large rock. Upon returning at the next low tide twelve hours later, the fisherman should find the monkey fish floating at the top of its burrow, asphyxiated.

    

    AUTOMATIC JIGGING MACHINES

    They don’t need coffee breaks

    Commercial fishing is, well, commercial, and commercial fishermen constantly seek any advantages that will provide more fish per hour or dollar expended. One way for commercial hook and line fishermen to add “labor” without adding salaries is to “hire” automatic jigging machines. Fish caught individually this way also may be worth more on the market, as they are not dragged around and damaged as in some net fisheries. Automatic jigging machines also are environmentally friendly, because little bycatch is killed, as occurs in so many other commercial fisheries, where the wrong fish also are caught and injured in the process.

    These electrically or hydraulically powered machines have strong line wound on large-spool reels, which are mounted on short, stout rods. Unlike traditional handlines, best fished one line per fisherman, an operator can work three jigging machines at once. In Iceland, forty-foot double-ended Norwegian high-sided trawlers have been outfitted with automatic jigging machines spaced three feet apart. When a jigging machine’s line hits bottom, it goes slack and then is lifted about two feet. When it loads up with hooked fish that exceed a certain threshold of tension, the machine automatically hauls them up.

    In a test comparison in Alaska between a single automatic jigging machine and a standard halibut longline, the jigging machine generated more raw poundage of fish, although the longline produced more marketable poundage. The jigging machine caught lingcod, pollock, Pacific cod, and four kinds of rockfish. When it fished six lures simultaneously, it harvested fish at the impressive rate of eleven hundred pounds per hour, even though about half the time was lost in repositioning the boat over productive bottom.

    

    AYU FISHING

    Turf battles can be deadly

    When an angler casts bait, it normally is to entice a fish into striking it as food. Not so when ayu fishing. Here the lure resembles another ayu, and the live fish only wants to drive the intruder away.

    Ayu is a smeltlike relative of trout found in streams across the Japan archipelago, where they are considered a symbol of the countryside and being at one with nature. The young migrate to sea and return in March to ascend coastal rivers. They are short-lived, surviving for only about twelve months, and thus are known as nen-gyo, or “year-fish.” It is said that the Japanese people feel sorry for them because of their brief existence. Revered for their aromatic flavor, they also are called “sweetfish” and the “queen of freshwater streams.”

    Ayu are difficult to catch by the usual angling methods, because they feed by scraping algae off rocks with their saw-shaped teeth. But the ayu has a behavioral trait that renders it vulnerable to anglers: It claims its own “turf,” attacking and driving away any other ayu that tries to invade it. A single ayu’s territory measures about one hundred to two hundred square feet.

    Near Kyoto some three hundred years ago, anglers learned to take advantage of this territorial behavior with a live-lure technique called tomo-zuri. In this method, the fisherman ties a live ayu to a line by its gills, fits it with three or four special hooks along its underside, and then guides this “baitfish” with a very long rod (as long as thirty to thirty-three feet) into the lair of another. The owner of the territory will keep its eyes on the interloper and, when it becomes apparent that the intruder is not leaving, will attack it by ramming its belly, thereby getting hooked, usually a little behind the head.

    When the tethered baitfish eventually becomes exhausted, the angler replaces it with a freshly caught ayu. Fine lines are used to avoid tiring an ayu quickly; modern technology has produced metal threads for this purpose as thin as forty microns in diameter. Because of their great length, lightweight rods are most appreciated; the very lightest can cost as much as $5,000.

    In earlier centuries, ayu were accepted in Japan as payment for taxes. Today ayu is associated with summer in that nation in the same way that grilled hot dogs and hamburgers are in the United States. The fish is impaled headfirst on a stick, salted, and cooked over hot coals. Unfortunately, dams have diminished ayu runs. But public realization of the decline in population of this cultural icon has led to greater environmental awareness in Japan.
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    BAMBOO BRIDGE FISHING

    An engineer’s delight

    Fishing from temporary bamboo bridges is a rather contemplative Asian method that requires much preparation. The bamboo bridge is really a personal platform over a carefully chosen location on a lake or river. The fisherman lashes green bamboo sticks together across two supporting rocks about two feet above the water level. To catch fish, he uses a lift net made from plant fiber. The net measures about four feet square, and its four corners are tied to thin bamboo poles held in the fisherman’s hands. Before fishing, he places white stone slabs on the bottom both to attract fish and to provide a bright background against which to observe them.

    When all is set, the fisherman crouches and watches. If he is fortunate, a school of snow trout will move in, at which time he brings the bamboo poles together and snatches the rig smartly upward. Bamboo bridge fishing works best during dry season; monsoons roil the water too much. When conditions are right, a skilled practitioner may land twenty pounds of fish per day.

    

    BANK POLING AND LIMB LINING

    Gauntlet in the mud

    Bank poles are used in slow southern U.S. rivers to catch catfish. Along with several other passive catfishing techniques, such as trotlining and jugging, bank poling is simple but effective. Cane is the material of choice for bank poles. Guided by the principle that short sticks snap more easily than long, springy ones, fishermen set long poles over likely catfish lairs at an angle of forty-five degrees or less from shore, securing them in the mud. Angle one too high, and it may break under the strain of a hooked fish; angle it too low, and a hooked fish may pull it into the river.

    The fisherman ties strong braided fishing line near the base of each pole and then knots it at two-foot intervals all the way to the top; this helps distribute tension while fighting a fish in the same way that round guides do on a modern fishing rod. The amount of line left dangling is about equal to the length of the pole. The fisherman sets up a gauntlet of these outfits, baits the hooks, sits back, and waits for the poles to start bobbing.

    A related technique is limb lining. Here the angler ties lines to limber but strong tree branches growing above a river, preferably near an undercut bank. This is said to work well for wary flathead catfish.

    

    BASS STANDS

    Gentlemen’s pleasure

    During the mid-1800s, surf casting for striped bass at selected New York and New England locations using pieces of menhaden for bait was considered, together with Atlantic salmon fishing, to be the pinnacle of game-fishing experiences. In fact, in Fishing in American Waters (1869), Genio Scott writes that “casting menhaden bait for striped bass from the rocky shores of the bays, estuaries, and islands along the Atlantic coast constitutes the highest branch of American angling.” To facilitate this approach in the rugged environment of breakers and boulders, gentlemen anglers built metal bass stands from which to cast at prime locations, including Montauk, New York; along the Connecticut and Rhode Island coasts; and on Block Island, Martha’s Vineyard, and Nantucket.

    The highest refinement of this form of fishing may have been at the private striped-bass fishing clubs located near Buzzard’s Bay, Massachusetts. The West Island Club was founded about 1862, and the Cuttyhunk Club in 1865. The clubs were exclusive, made up mainly of wealthy businessmen and politicians from the big cities. Each had the requisite clubhouse and the trappings of the leisure class.

    But an essential element was the bass stand, a rickety affair mounted in the most severe of environments. To make a bass stand, the club selected a fishy spot, then drilled a string of boulders or bedrock humps trailing off to the breakers, fitted iron pipes into them as the foundation for a catwalk, built a wooden walk atop the frame, and sometimes placed a chair at the end of the stand.

    The “sports”—that is, the gentlemen members—would draw for the best stands the night before fishing. Then, near dawn, they would cast from the stand and wait while a chummer employed by the club fed cut menhaden, clams, crabs, and even lobsters into the surf. If a sport hooked a fish, the chummer did the gaffing.

    The bass stands allowed large catches of striped bass in challenging conditions, despite the crude tackle of the time. For instance, in three months’ fishing off a stand at Newport, two men landed 124 striped bass weighing 2,921 pounds, an average of more than 23 pounds each, the largest weighing 60 pounds.

    In the late 1800s, striped bass went into a coastwide decline, the bass clubs were disbanded, and the platforms began to rust and fall apart from the force of the sea. But even today sharp-eyed surf casters with a historical bent can see remnants of these structures at the still superb striper-fishing locations.

    

    BEE ATTRACTORS

    Angry insect equals hungry fish

    The bee attractor technique is one that probably is used more in literature than in practice, but a friend read about this and actually tried it. The angler catches a honeybee or bumblebee, puts it in a covered glass jar, makes it angry by shaking it, and then places the bottle in the water tied to a pier. The flittering and buzzing insect drives sunfish and other species crazy, leaving them readily catchable. An alternative is to place minnows in a bottle to attract carnivorous fish such as bass. If you use the bee approach, it’s probably best to avoid the insect when you are finished with it.
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