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Chapter 1 - Introduction
I was lucky enough to grow up fishing. My family was firmly planted on the lower end of middle class and that’s probably part of the reason my mother encouraged fishing. It was low-cost entertainment, occasionally provided food and best of all I loved it. Mom got me a subscription to Saltwater Sportsman for Christmas when I was in the Fifth Grade. I can remember looking for it in the mailbox and devouring every page of each new issue as soon as it arrived. I read the articles over and over, trying to absorb every bit of fishing knowledge on the page. The stories about exotic fishing trips to different parts of the world got me through the winter, and I looked forward to the spring. When the March edition of Saltwater Sportsman featured the flounder fishing that would be available in the coming weeks, I was elated. “They’re finally writing about my fishing,” I thought.
By April fool’s Day I was bugging mom every day to take me flounder fishing. Never mind that high temperatures were in the upper forties most days and the wind was consistently out of the south, which meant it would be blowing cold, damp air into your face when you stood on the beach. She finally relented, and we went fishing at the spring flounder derby in Great Kills. They don’t have the spring derby any more, but I remember the excitement all along the beach as one kid after another ran up to the weigh desk to measure his flounder. Rarely has such a small fish caused so much excitement. I think of the derby every spring when the snot starts dripping from my nose.
Although I might have unconsciously learned some things about fishing during those early years, there was much more to be learned along the way. Most of it managed to lodge itself in my brain without my ever being aware of it.
The most important lessons had little to do with fishing. Realizing how much my family must love me to put up with my craziness, appreciating the power and beauty of the marine environment and simply growing as a person; from someone who spent his time trying to prove how good he was at fishing, to someone who wants to make sure that future generations have the chance to enjoy that same level of success.
We can all buy the equipment, tie the knots and put bait on the hook. If you need help with any of that stuff, there are thousands of books that will fit the bill. The joy of fishing comes from the constant challenge of figuring out the combination of location, presentation, wind, sea, tide, current, moon, weather and time of day that puts fish on the end of the line.
There’s no way anyone can give you the answers to where, when and how to catch fish. Truth is, it changes all the time. What you can learn is how to think about your fishing. Do you pay attention to the clues in front of your face, or do you follow the crowd because it’s the safer choice?
If I could offer you any advice it would be this: Pay attention and follow your heart; success or failure, enjoy the ride. Good luck out there.
Chapter 2 - Becoming “Steve Fish”
The first “lesson” that turned on a light for me came in 1978 when I was fourteen. It was late summer and, as usual, I was fishing with my friends. Our group typically included Jimmy and Chris Post, Gary Stensland, and a couple other neighborhood guys. I’d bring along the seine net and we’d use it to catch spearing for bait. We spent our days swimming and catching snappers, fluke and porgies from the old gas dock at the foot of Seguine Avenue in Prince’s Bay. There was no summer camp or organized activities for us – the beach was our summer home, day camp and entertainment center deluxe, all in one.
Days at the beach were always interesting. There was the Russian lady, who would ask us to give her some spearing. But she didn’t just use them for bait; she also ate them herself. One on the hook, and one in the mouth; we thought it was hilarious. Eating spearing wasn’t exactly one of the lunch menu items any of us had in mind; food and drinks were always a challenge for us. Sometimes we’d bring a jug of iced-tea or something, but that was just something else to lug around all day, so more often than not, we relied on the shop inside the Trade Mart for cold drinks.
The Trade Mart was a huge brick building, built in 1937 for the S.S. White Dental Manufacturing Company. The building was constructed just steps from the waters of Raritan Bay, and the “S.S.” was often mistaken for a nautical reference. The company was in fact, named for its founder, Samuel Stockton White, not the Sailing Ship White. In any case, by 1972 S.S. White moved to Piscataway, and the old factory stood vacant for several years until it was renovated and re-opened as a shopping mall. When we wanted a break from the summer heat, we would go into the mall for a soda. The cool air inside the mall was welcome relief after too many hours in the hot sun.
Anderson’s Annex was a bar, just down the street from the Trade Mart. In the morning they served breakfast, which always seemed strange to me: Bar by night, diner by morning. Anyway, the bakery that delivered rolls to Anderson’s Annex would leave them outside the not-yet-open store in a huge brown paper bag. I doubt they ever missed the three or four we swiped on those early trips to the beach, and I don’t think that plain rolls ever tasted better.
We always looked for ways to make a buck, and that didn’t change while we were fishing. We sold sand sharks and porgies to a couple of black gentlemen on a regular basis, and when we caught seahorses in the seine net, we sold them to the fish shop inside the Trade Mart. That usually kept us in enough cash for those cold drinks.
It had been a typical summer day, and it was about four o’clock in the afternoon - time to go home and get cleaned up for dinner. As we sat soaking in the afternoon sun, our feet dangled off the edge of the dock. I was thinking about the two-mile walk home, which included a swim across Lemon Creek, when I heard something unusual. It sounded like clapping. If you were standing outside of a theater after a show and listened hard, you might be able to hear the audience clapping. That’s what it was like; thunderous applause, coming from a great distance. The sound was subtle, but it definitely existed.
“You guys hear that,” I asked?
“What?”
“That noise. You don’t hear it?”
“No.”
“I hear something. I think it’s fish. Let’s wait a couple of minutes.”
“You’re crazy. We gotta go.”
“Really guys, you don’t hear that? I think the fish are coming.”
“You’re an idiot.”
So they left, and I stayed. As the minutes passed, the sound grew louder. Before long, I located the source of the noise. Two schools of fish, each half the size of a football field, were gradually coming closer. I was alone on the dock, and I started formulating a game plan. I had caught bluefish before, but I never saw a blitz like this, let alone fished one. My pulse increased as I stared at the fish.
There were two metal spoons in my tackle box: a Krocodile and a Kastmaster. If the fish came close enough to the beach, I would throw the Kastmaster first. With its flat profile, the Kastmaster would travel a lot farther on the cast than the curved Krocodile spoon. I cut off my snapper rig, tied on a swivel and some leader material, and tied the Kastmaster to the end of the leader. All the while, I kept an eye on the two schools of fish. They were still coming.
It was a good half an hour before they came into range, and I had to walk east along the beach to meet them as they arrived. By now the August sun was getting low, but there was still plenty of daylight left. Now the noise was loud. The sound of bluefish tearing through the bunker filled the air, and my adrenaline was pumping. There was the steady clapping sound of the bunker flapping on the surface, and every now and then it was punctuated by the rush of a hundred bunker as they reacted to an attacking bluefish by rising up from the water like a sheet lifted from a bed.
The first cast landed smack in the middle of the fish. Before I could turn the handle, a fat bluefish was on the line. After a nice fight, I threw the fish up on the sand and turned back to the blitz. The fish were still there. For the next hour they went back and forth between two buoys, with me following along as they went. After I had a half dozen fish up on the beach, it occurred to me that I would have to carry them home. Worse yet, I’d never be able to swim across the creek with my gear and all these bluefish, so I’d have to walk around, adding another mile to the trek home. Catch and release suddenly became the order of the day.
I was alone on the beach, fish on every cast, surrounded by the thunder of blitzing bluefish. Occasionally they would move out of range, but for most of the time I was able to cast beyond the school and bring the spoon along the edges of the blitz. Even when the spoon didn’t land right next to the school, a bluefish would find it before I was able to reel in for another cast. I was beside myself with joy. It was my first real taste of what fishing could be like. For the next two weeks, I returned to the same location every afternoon. More often than not, the bluefish returned just as the sun dipped below the roofline of SS White’s.
There were two lessons I took from that day. First, I learned that using all of my senses – hearing included – is important when it comes to finding fish. Every sight, sound and smell is a potential clue to what is happening in the fish’s environment. I don’t think I ever thought about it before that day, and I haven’t forgotten it since. The smallest detail may turn out to be the piece of the puzzle that helps put you into some great fishing. I started thinking like a hunter, looking for clues with all of my senses and paying close attention to every sound, smell and sight. I felt like a real predator.
It’s hard to miss the sound of a thousand blitzing bluefish, but the sound that clues you in is often more subtle. The distinctive pop made by a feeding striped bass is unmistakable. The flapping sound of a single bunker can give away a tremendous school of bait. That first blitz was like someone slapped me in the head and said, “Pay attention!”
The second lesson was to trust myself. I could have easily given in to my friends’ ridicule when I told them that I heard the fish coming. In fact, I felt silly saying it at the time. Believe that what you hear, see and smell is what you perceive it to be. When a predator catches the scent of his prey, he doesn’t stretch his head up to see if it’s really there. If he did his potential meal would be scared off. The natural predator has no doubt when it comes to his perception of what is. When he smells his prey, he crouches low so he can close in on it without being detected. Shut out distractions and pay attention to the messages your senses send to your brain. In short, trust yourself.
After poking fun at me that day, and leaving without me, my friends probably didn’t deserve the opportunity to get in on the great afternoon bite, but I made sure they did anyway. We changed our departure time so that we would be there for the afternoon bite, and they were shocked when they found out I wasn’t making it up.
I told the guys they should let most of the fish go, but they kept everything. Danny Augustine was throwing another chopper up on the sand when he hit Jimmy Post with the fish. The next thing I knew, we were having a fish fight – throwing bluefish at each other. This was as silly as it gets. The blitz raged on behind us, and after a few minutes we got back to fishing.
There was absolutely no way we were going to be able to carry all of our fish home. Fortunately, there was a pay phone outside the Trade Mart, and Danny’s mom was able to pick us (and the fish) up. We must have had 300 pounds of bluefish, and she practically had a heart attack when she saw them. After some pleading, and figuring out what to do with all of the fish, she relented. Back at Danny’s we cleaned the fish, wrapped them in newspaper and gave them out in the neighborhood. From that day forward, I was known as “Steve Fish.”
Chapter 3 - Fish at My Feet
Sometime in the late 1980's I got into the habit of stopping at the beach on the way to work. By waking up one hour early I was able to get in some quality time in the surf. The key to making it happen was preparation. The coffee pot had to be on a timer, all of my gear ready to go, and my rod would be just inside the shed door with the plug I planned to use already tied on. It took some effort and I was often so tired that I felt like I was drunk. I'd step into my waders at 4:00AM, fish for an hour and be at work by 5:30AM. It was an ideal way to start the day, and I learned a lot during those pre-dawn hours on the beach.
Early on, I used swimming plugs to the exclusion of nearly everything else. I'd stumble down to the water's edge, wallow in a few steps and begin fan casting. After thoroughly working the water within my casting range, I'd move down the beach and repeat the procedure. I had okay results fishing like that. Some days I caught a couple, some days I caught a dozen, and some days I got skunked. Often, fish would take swipes at my plug when it was just a few feet in front of me. My assumption was that those fish were "followers." I had a mental picture of the fish following the plug and realizing that the water was getting shallow and that if they didn't strike soon the bait would escape.
One morning, while standing waist-deep in the pre-dawn darkness, I paused to change plugs. As I looked into my plug bag, I let the Bomber that was already tied on, float in the water next to me. I had the rod tucked under my arm and I was pulling out another plug when the water exploded next to me and the Bomber disappeared. After practically jumping out of the water, I managed to compose myself and get a hold of the fish. It was just a schoolie, but it certainly got the drop on me. That fish made me wonder: Did it follow the plug in and then just hang around me until I happened to drop it in the water, or was it cruising along the shore?
I released the fish and continued casting, all the while going over the question in my mind. A few casts later, my rod was nearly ripped from my hands as another bass nailed my bomber when it touched the water on my back-cast. That was enough evidence for me. I began working the water above the cut - that small step down that occurs six or so feet from the water's edge.
Instead of facing seaward when I cast, I turned to the west and dropped my next cast about ten feet out from the sand – just behind the first wave. Now my plug was swimming along contentedly, just like all of the other baitfish that swims along the shoreline. A few casts later and I connected with another bass. After a quick fight and release, I figured that any other fish along that stretch would have been alarmed by the commotion, so I turned 180 degrees and faced east. Several casts later I was tight to another fat little bass. It was clear that these were not accidental fish; I had uncovered a pattern.
That little cut yielded several more schoolies that morning, and nearly every morning thereafter. I even gave my new approach a name. Paralleling was productive, and occasionally gave up bass in the 20-pound range. Now don't think for a minute that I limited my efforts to paralleling after that; I fished the way I always did, but from that day on I paid extra attention to that first cut. I also began walking softly to the surf line after that. I even began making my first few casts from dry sand to avoid spooking fish when I waded in. I felt silly doing it at first, but the plug got blown out of the water a couple of times, and that was all the confirmation I needed.
If you walk softly along a quiet surf line before dawn, there's a good chance you will be able to get within a foot or two of bass before they spook and take off. By standing back from the water for your first few casts you can target those fish without spooking them. Work the water's edge first; then wade quietly into the surf.
Over the next few years, there were some surprises that came from the cut. Several times I found myself connected to a large weakfish, but the biggest surprise of all was the amount of fluke I caught. In the dark, just a few feet from the sand, I could count on catching a few fluke every week during the summer. They would hit swimmers and jigs aggressively, and the biggest surprise of all was the 5-pound flattie I pulled from just a few inches of water.
I suppose it is just human nature that makes us cast our offering as far into the sea as we possibly can. Part of it is a macho thing – “I can cast farther than you can, blah, blah, blah.” But if our intent is to catch fish - and it is for me - then we need to present our lure to the fish where they are. It is a simple concept.
The average caster walks out on to a rock jetty and throws his lure 100 yards (at least, he thinks it is 100 yards) into the distance. There are several possible outcomes: He catches nothing at all or, he catches a fish just as he is about to pull the lure out of the water for his next cast or, he hooks up with a fish as soon as his lure hits the water and he scares away every other fish for the remaining 100 yards, including the ones at his feet. It’s great that our caster hooked up with a fish and landed it, but what effect did the struggling fish have on any others that were in the vicinity?
A better approach is to walk out on the jetty and present your lure to the water that is closest first, gradually increasing the distance on successive casts. If there are fish at the jetty, you will have at least presented your lure to them without having scared them first. They are more likely to hit your lure. By gradually increasing the distance of your casts, you will cover the water closest to you without disturbing it first. This is important.
We fish from jetties because they attract and hold fish. So why would anyone walk out on the fish-attracting structure, and proceed to launch his or her lure toward Europe? I don’t have an answer for that question, but when you go out and work a rock jetty logically, you will get strange looks from other anglers. Ignore them.
The meticulous caster works a jetty from the groin on one side out to the tip and back in to the groin on the other side. He carefully probes the water around the entire structure; stone by stone, eddy by eddy. After enough trips, you will recognize certain boulders as having extra fish-attracting powers. It makes sense to work them hard and work the other stones just hard enough to keep them honest. If you pull a fish from one rock, move on along your route long enough to let things settle down before going back for another fish from the same hole.
Chapter 4 - My Weakfish
February is an unlikely month for a story about a big weakfish to begin, but that's when I started browsing the IGFA line-class records for our local species. After a few minutes of reading, three things became clear to me. With a 16-pound 9-ounce weakfish, the most possible-to-beat record was in the 30-pound-test line-class. Thirty happens to be my line of choice when live-lining around bunker schools in the spring. Spring, is when I catch most of my biggest weakfish. Those three facts combined, made me ask myself, "Why not?" After all, if I'm using 30-pound-test anyway, I may as well prepare myself for the chance of a world record fish. Over the previous seven or so seasons I have been catching a few weakfish every spring that were getting progressively larger. With two weakies pushing 15 pounds last year, it was logical to think that a 17-pound weakfish was due to be caught. For anyone who has deluded themselves into believing that fish of this size are caught on any kind of regular basis, the two weakfish that were tied for the 30-pound record were both caught over twenty years ago, when weakfish were at the peak of another great cycle. Those fish were Al Lorenzetti's 16 pound 9 ounce fish caught on 10/4/85, and the identically sized tiderunner caught by James Lester Jr. on 5/16/86.
Browsing through the requirements for submitting an application for a record, I became concerned that my 30-pound-test line might test out over 30. Manufacturers often produce line that is actually stronger than what is indicated on the label. Lines typically test out at ten percent over the rated strength, but sometimes it is as much as fifty percent higher than rated. Figuring that I might be better off buying Tournament-rated line, I called my friend and fellow charter captain, Frank Crescitelli, to ask his opinion of the stuff. Always quick to the point, Frank asked, "What do you want to use that crap for?" When I told him what was on my mind, he laughed. "Those line-class records are retarded. You're gonna fish with 30 all spring for a fish that's just about impossible?" When I reminded him of how nicked up our lines get from fishing around bunker schools, Frank agreed that 30 wasn't too unreasonable, but warned me that the Tournament line was a pain to work with. Shortly after trying the line out, I came to the same conclusion as Frank, and threw the stuff out. It is similar to the line used on weed whackers; not exactly something you want to put on your reels.
The other item on the list of requirements for record applications was an IGFA certified scale. I thought I'd buy one, send it in to the IGFA and have it certified. The way it works is that you can only report weights up to the actual increments on your scale. If your scale is in half-pound increments, a 16 pound 12 ounce fish is only 16 pounds 8 ounces. With the existing record of 16 pounds 9 ounces, I would need a 17-pounder on a hand held certified scale.
Fast forward to May. After ditching the 30-pound rated Tournament line, I loaded my reels with regular 25-pound-test mono, just to be sure that the line would not test over 30. Several clients asked whether or not we had any big weakfish come on the boat this spring, and each time I replied, "Not yet, but I get a few big ones every May." Well, May came and went without a single trout, and I started thinking that maybe it just wasn't my year. Several big weakies were already caught, including a few 15-pounders, and one elusive 17-pound tiderunner, which gave me hope, but the first few days of June slid by and things were all quiet on the weakfish front.
Sunday, June 4, I was preparing for a Tuesday charter. My conventional reels were in bad shape from extensive abuse, so I brought them up to Michael's Bait & Tackle for repair. Dino is their reel repairman, and his work is brilliant. Unfortunately, he doesn't work Sundays, so my reels would probably not be ready for Tuesday. I was moaning about my reel situation to Scott Paciello, who told me how happy he was with the Abu Record 30 he recently purchased. Scott is an excellent angler who manages to get a lot of time off, from his job at ESPN, to spend chasing fish. We spoke a few minutes, and I decided to pick up the reel. Before leaving the store, I invited Scott out with me the next morning.
Monday morning was beautiful, and one throw of the net got me all the bunker I would need. Scott was a no-show, so I planned to fish alone for a few hours - something I had done only once during a spring filled with charters, and trips with friends. After a brief stop at the Great Kills bug light, I headed to an area known as the bogs. The bass were close to the beach for most of the week, and as that bite fell off, I thought I'd try a different environment. Along the way, I stopped and said hello to captains Frank Crescitelli and Tony Gangone who were with clients on Finchaser Charters, working the beach adjacent to the bogs. They said it was slow, so I continued to the bogs where the sea grass was about knee-high, and thick enough to be holding some small bait. It seemed reasonable to think that a few quality fish might be in the area. The notion of a big weakfish was lingering in the back of my mind. When I brought the boat in close, the water was completely flat and the environment looked more like freshwater than salt. I grabbed the stick with the new reel on it and took a bunker from the livewell.
The bait was swimming in the water for all of thirty seconds before it was hit. The take was a little unusual. Most stripers knock the bait around a lot before taking it; especially in quiet water situations. This fish hit like a train. There was no bump, no hesitation, and no changing direction. I pointed the rod at the water, took a breath and put the reel in gear. When a fish is running that hard, I don't set the hook. Just reel; the fish will stick itself. The first part of the fight was striper-like; maybe a bit too fast though. When the fish stopped and shook its head, I thought it might be something else. The next few moves were short, quick runs, and I knew. When the line went slack as it ran at me, I reeled like a madman. The line came tight again as I caught up, but the fish never changed direction again. At forty feet I could clearly see the fish, and I looked over my shoulder for the net and kept the fish coming. The net was right where it was supposed to be, and when the fish was about eight feet from the boat, I grabbed the net with my right hand, lifted the rod and slid the net under the fish. I raised the handle of the net, trapping the tiderunner inside, and paused to catch my breath and double check everything before lifting the fish.
The weakfish lying on my deck looked to be every bit of 17 pounds, and my heart felt like it was coming out of my chest. I picked up the radio and tried calling Frank, who was close by. It took several tries before I could get the words out, "Frank, it's Steve. I think I just put a 17-pound weakfish on the deck. I can't breathe. I think I'm going to have a heart attack." It was the truth. I was shaking and couldn't stop. I put the fish on the handheld scale a client gave me earlier in the spring - I never did get around to buying a good scale and having it certified by the IGFA. According to the handheld, it was about 15 pounds. My heart sank a little, but I knew the scale was consistently under by a pound or two, so I was still in the ballpark. Frank motored over with his charter to see the fish. I held it up and said, "Ah, it's only 15 pounds." I tried getting back to fishing, but couldn't stop looking at the weakfish, so I decided to take it in.
Back at Michael's Bait & Tackle, the fish pulled 16.65 pounds on the digital, and I let out a yell. It wasn't the 17-pounder I was hoping for, but it was still a great fish. I had mixed emotions about keeping such a beautiful fish, and when one of the guys at the shop said, "Just don't let it go to waste," I promptly went back to the dock and filleted it. I put the meat on ice, cleaned up the boat and headed for home. It was only as I pulled over to the curb at my house that it hit me; "Wait a minute - 16.65 pounds. That's really close to 16 pounds 9 ounces. Did I just cut up a record fish?" Coming through the side door, I walked to the computer in the basement where my wife was sitting. "I think I just cut up a record fish," I said as I sat down at the computer. Converting 16.65 to pounds and ounces, I came up with 16 pounds 10.4 ounces. I double and triple checked my math. Stunned, I sat on the couch next to Annmarie and called myself an idiot - among several other names. Was there a chance to undo my stupidity?
Vinny answered the phone at Michael's, and I asked for Joe Blanda, the owner. "Joe? It's Steve. Is your scale certified by any chance?" When Joe answered that it was indeed, there was a glimmer of hope. I made the trip back to Michael's and wrote down the names of the guys who were present for the weigh-in, and Joe gave me the scale information. Joe took my photo with the fish when we weighed it earlier, so I was in good shape for the application. Coming out of the store, I saw Frank who asked about the fish. When I told him everything that happened, he confirmed my self-analysis of idiocy, but agreed that I still had a good chance of getting my application approved.
On August 10, my line-class record application was approved as a tie of the existing record of 16 pounds 9 ounces, held by Al Lorenzetti (1985) and James Lester Jr. (1986). While my fish is 1 ounce heavier than the other two fish, it is a tie by IGFA rules, which state that to establish a new record, fish less than 20 pounds must be exceeded by a minimum of 2 ounces.
Chasing IGFA records is not something I spend a lot of time doing, but I grew up loving the sport. The size of many record fish has always amazed me and, in my opinion, it’s an honor to be recognized for a record catch; even if it is just a line-class record.
Chapter 5 - Mike’s Weakfish
Michael is three years and four months younger than his brother Stephen. When Mike was small, it was no big deal for Steve and me to sneak out early and go fishing. As Michael got older and started complaining about us leaving him home, I explained that when we went fishing without him, it was because it would be too cold or too rough on the water. That explanation was good enough until he was nine years old.
“Are you and Stephen going out fishing tomorrow?”
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