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  Introduction


  Welcome to the wonderful world of saltwater fishing! When I started riding a bicycle to fish with a canepole in Cammans Pond in Merrick, Long Island, more than a half-century ago, even the stunted sunfish were fascinating. The day I walked across the spit of land between the pond and a saltwater canal and encountered the much bigger and stronger eels, white perch, and snapper bluefish, however, was the day I became a saltwater convert.


  That was just the beginning of a lifetime fascination with the wonders of oceans, bays, and tidal rivers—and that fascination has inspired trips around much of the globe to sample saltwater sport and the hundreds of species (some never identified) that swim in those waters. In order to devote a maximum of time to that pursuit and have a reasonable excuse for doing so, I turned my back on anything resembling real work and have made a living in the fishing tackle business and then as a full-time outdoor writer, photographer, and charter captain.


  Other fishermen often ask if after all these years I ever tire of fishing, and my reply is always “Of course not.” The endless variety of saltwater fishing is a major factor, and I never tire of the challenge involved in pitting my intellect (which includes a Phi Beta Kappa key) against brains the size of peas and often coming up a loser. Anyone who tells you they always fool fish is someone not to be believed!


  To be sure, I do fish in fresh waters on occasion, but I can’t get excited about seeking dumb stocked fish and have found that saltwater fish are almost invariably stronger, faster, and more spectacular fighters than their freshwater counterparts. That became particularly obvious to me some years ago when I joined a bunch of freshwater writers aboard a large charterboat for a trip, sponsored by Berkely, to the Dry Tortugas at the western end of the Florida Keys. Before making that run, the skipper anchored on a shallow Gulf of Mexico wreck where I started throwing tube lures for barracuda. The midwestern writers were fascinated by the explosions on those tubes by fish which resembled their northern pike, but were amazed when hooked cuda tore off 50 yards of mono while a similar-size pike would be unlikely to take even a turn or two from a similar drag.


  That’s pretty typical of what those of us with many years fishing in salt waters have come to expect. There’s a world of opportunity in those waters, and the information in this book should help lead you to a level of success which, I hope, will make you every bit as enthusiastic as I am about this great sport.


  This book has been written with everyone from the beginner to the expert in mind. To accomplish that, there’s quite a bit of basic information which old salts will undoubtedly skip through. However, there’s enough “meat” beyond those basics to please even those with considerable experience on the ocean. Everything from tackle and techniques to the major species sought in North American waters are covered in upcoming chapters.—Al Ristori


  CHAPTER 1


  Rods & Reels


  There is little in rods and reels except big-game gear which can be exclusively labeled “fresh” or “salt” water tackle. Saltwater anglers use everything from ultralight up, and freshwater fishermen in certain circumstances turn to saltwater outfits such as surfcasting rigs when fishing dams for large striped bass and catfish. All modern rods and reels (except most closed-face reels, which retain moisture and aren’t manufactured to handle salt corrosion) are made to take the abuse of salt water and will stand up if anglers remember to rinse them with fresh water after each outing. A good spray of WD-40 or something similar is also beneficial.


  As a youngster fishing with cane and beryllium rods, I could hardly imagine the wondrous materials we now take for granted. The introduction of fiberglass after WWII was a quantum leap, and that material has been continually refined ever since. Meanwhile, even more sophisticated materials such as graphite have been developed and are constantly being refined to produce ever tougher, lighter, and more sensitive rods. Every material has good and bad points, and combinations of materials often work out best. For instance, modern E-glass is still the best material for making the toughest of all rods—heavy-duty stand-up models used for tuna. One-piece rods are favored for most purposes by saltwater anglers, but travel considerations often require two-piece construction—especially for long surfcasting models. Spinning rods feature a large gathering guide followed by gradually smaller guides that reduce friction by funneling line to the tip top.
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  It isn’t the quality of the tackle that always matters as young Mike Ristori found while catching his first fish—a tiny gray snapper off a dock in the Florida Keys, on a Snoopy outfit.


  This chapter breaks down tackle into broad categories for various uses. It’s important to note that all capacities are expressed in terms of normal monofilament line. The tightly braided lines that have become popular have such small diameters that an adequate supply of 50-pound could be wound onto a light spinning reel, though there would be no point in doing so since the reel simply isn’t designed to provide heavy drags. Utilizing the maximum would likely result in stripped gears and broken rods. Look for further discussion of this factor in the Line Chapter.


  Balanced tackle is essential for good casting. Manufacturers place line class and lure range recommendations on their rods, and spinning reels usually have approximate capacities for suitable line tests printed on the spool. Modern guides are a huge improvement over what we used only a few decades ago, and most will last longer than their owners.
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  Ultralight spinning makes even average-sized weakfish a challenge.


  ULTRALIGHT SPINNING Though primarily thought of as tackle more suited to freshwater streams and ponds, there are many uses for ultralight in salt water. The primary objective is obtaining the maximum enjoyment from relatively small fish that would be easily overpowered on stouter gear, though there are times when the use of ultralight outfits will result in improved catches. Ultralight involves the use of tiny reels holding no more than 100 yards of 6-pound mono mounted on very light one-handed rods of five to five and a half feet. Anglers normally use 2- or 4-pound mono with such outfits, which are fine for school striped bass, bluefish, weakfish, spotted sea trout, some bottomfish, and other species that can be caught in relatively open waters.
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  Kids like Cyndi Ristori and Kevin Correli can have fun in shallow river waters with ultralight spinning.


  Obviously, you’re not likely to turn a striper heading for rocks with ultralight tackle, and almost any game-fish will be hard to catch from an anchored boat in a strong current. It may be necessary to chase a fish weighing only a few pounds if it has the current behind it, and that just isn’t practical in a situation where other anglers are trying to enjoy themselves. Open-water bottomfish such as flounder are ideal on ultralight in shallow waters, as the feel for bites can’t be beat and even relatively lightweight fighters become good sport on that gear. Ultralight is also effective in catching live bait such as pin-fish, pilchards, cigar minnows, and small blue runners, though you may have so much fun in the process that you’ll forget about going for the larger fish altogether!
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  Light spinning tackle is perfect for casting jigs to redfish at Captiva Island, Florida.


  LIGHT SPINNING Of far more use in saltwater are the six-and-one-half- to seven-foot spinning rigs with standard-size spinning reels, holding from 200 yards of 6-pound to about 150 yards of 12-pound. The Mitchell 300, imported by Garcia from France, revolutionized this segment of the market during the 1950s and 1960s as the low cost of quality spinning reels put them in even the casual angler’s hands. Many advances have been made since then, especially in terms of higher gear ratios, line rollers, more dependable bails, lightness, stainless-steel ball bearings, and saltwater durability. Though the basic rod type dominates the freshwater market for everything from panfishing to trout, bass, and pike, those rods usually have short butts intended for one-handed casting.


  Comparable saltwater versions normally have longer butts for two-handed casting, which provides greater distance and more accuracy. The longer butt also helps in fighting tough fish, as it can be braced against your midsection rather than putting all the strain on a wrist. As a general rule, light saltwater rods employ heavier actions than comparable length freshwater models in order to handle heavier lures and apply greater pressure to large fish. Rather than one-quarter-ounce spinners, saltwater anglers are more likely to be using one-half- to three-quarter-ounce plugs and jigs with such outfits. One-piece models are most popular, and it’s becoming difficult to find suitable saltwater rods in this class that are two-piece for traveling.


  Light spinning outfits cover a wide range of saltwater purposes, including casting in bays and rivers for small gamefish, light bottom fishing, and some use in the ocean when conditions permit using light tackle for larger gamesters. They’re perfect for wading tropical flats in search of such species as bonefish and barracuda, and are surprisingly common in the New Jersey surf where anglers typically cast one-half- to one-ounce plugs and jigs for school stripers and bluefish. The occasional much larger striper can often be beached with time and patience.
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  Light spinning is the usual choice for flats fishing in the Florida Keys, as John Havlicek, Boston Celtics Hall of Famer, is doing during the annual Islamorada Redbone All-Release Celebrity Tournament.


  MEDIUM SPINNING The next step up is in spinning reels with capacities from about 300 yards of 12-pound up to 200 yards of 20-pound, matched to seven- to nine-foot rods to form ideal combinations for casting lures in the surf and from boats. The suffer seven-footers are also good for a variety of other boat applications, including the use of live or dead bait. Bottom fishing is also possible, though spinning tackle is at a disadvantage here because such reels provide minimal power, thus making the angler work harder in order to move a large fish. On the other hand, the high gear ratios that reduce power are a great advantage in working popping plugs for all species that will attack them, and also for metal lures intended for such species as wahoo and king mackerel, which won’t hit slow-moving lures. Some South Florida skippers found years ago that modern saltwater spinning tackle is ideal for slow-trolling live baits such as balao and pilchards for sailfish, king mackerel, blackfin tuna, and many other species that require a short dropback. They use pieces of copper rigging wire to hold the line with the bail open. Shimano then perfected a spinning reel that features a Baitrunner lever that allows baits to be slow-trolled from a closed bail with just enough pressure to keep line from going out. When a strike occurs, a flip of the lever or a turn of the handle will activate the preset drag. Several other companies have adopted that basic system.
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  Medium spinning works well in most surf conditions for striped bass, such as this one landed by the author at Island Beach State Park, New Jersey.


  HEAVY SPINNING The largest spinning reels are quite heavy and not really intended for casting all day. They carry from about 250 yards of 20-pound up to 300 yards or more of 30-pound. These can be used in conjunction with surfcasting rods of nine to 12 feet or more to cast baits well off the beach. Such heavy rigs are particularly important when utilizing heavy sinkers and large baits. Though coastal anglers often purchase long one-piece surf rods, most are custom-made by tackle shops. Manufacturers serve the mass market with two-piece models that are easier to ship and transport. Be sure to check manufacturers ratings before buying a model for a particular fishery. For instance, those rated for one to four ounces are fine for casting lures and light baits such as clams and worms, but you’ll want heavier models when six- to eight-ounce sinkers are required and baits such as bunker (menhaden) heads are being cast.


  Large-capacity spinning reels are often used with shorter (six-and-one-half to seven-foot) heavy-duty boat spinning rods for big-game fishing or casting lures to species such as wahoo, which will run off hundreds of yards during their first burst.
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  Heavy spinning tackle is required when casting poppers for cuberà snappers in the tropics.


  BAITCASTING Small conventional reels designed for casting blazed a path in fishing well over a century ago. The modern versions, usually referred to as bait-casters, feature finely-tuned models with levelwind mechanisms that correctly place line on the spool for the next cast. These reels have long been popular for freshwater bass and pike fishing, but are also used extensively in salt water for everything from light bottom fishing up to casting for 100-pound tarpon. Since they provide the power of a conventional reel while still being easy to cast and a pleasure to handle, bait-casters serve well in many saltwater situations, such as chumming and chunking for striped bass and bluefish as well as in strictly casting situations. They’re particularly popular on the Gulf of Mexico coast with anglers casting for redfish (red drum) and spotted sea trout.
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  Baitcasting is a good choice when working heavier jigs in deeper water for large weakfish.


  Though models produced by such firms as Pflueger, Shakespeare, and Coxe were popular before World War II, the arrival of Ambassadeur baitcasters from Sweden in the 1950s created a new standard. Those reels remain among the finest made today, though they’ve since had strong challenges from manufacturers such as Penn, Daiwa, and Shimano. While some baitcasters intended for strictly i freshwater use have smaller capacities, the light models we use in saltwater take from 200 yards of 12-pound up to 150 yards of 20-pound. Thus, in the Ambassadeur line, saltwater anglers normally opt for the wider-spool 6000 series models rather than the 5000s that are so popular in freshwater. Rods are usually in the six to seven-foot range except for five-and-one-half to six-foot “muskie” rods, and the seven-and-one-half-foot popping rods that are particularly popular with southern anglers seeking spotted sea trout. The stiff muskie rod serves many saltwater purposes, and is easy to travel with, even though it’s one piece. I carried a Lamiglas model over much of the globe before it finally got broken in a rod case.
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  Light conventional tackle is the norm for catching bottomfish such as these tautog hooked by ex-heavyweight champ Larry Holmes along with Capt. Tommy Joseph and the author out of Shark River, New Jersey.
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  Medium conventional gear, especially lever-drag models, works well for powerful amberjack in deep waters, as Walt Jennings demonstates off the Florida Keys.
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  Even medium conventional tackle is light when matched against a 150-pound shark, as ex-Green Bay Packers lineman Jerry Kramer discovered during a long battle off Walker’s Cay, Bahamas, before the author placed the tag.


  Larger baitcasting reels that still retain the level wind are a better bet when bottom bouncing for fish that have to be immediately moved from their lairs, and for casting, chumming, and trolling for bigger fish that will test the capacity of ordinary bait-casters. When most of the line disappears from the spool, the angler is at a great disadvantage since so much effort has to be expended in getting every inch back onto the spool. The Ambassadeur 7000 has proven to be an ideal size for a great variety of saltwater fishing, as has the Zebco Quantum Iron IR430CX with its 6-1 gear ratio.


  CONVENTIONAL TACKLE This is probably the most common tackle associated with saltwater fishing. Many sportfishermen were still using handlines or knuckle-busting sidewinders when Otto Henze started producing Penn reels during the 1930s, but those reels were so affordable that virtually every saltwater angler soon owned one or more. The basic star-drag models for bottomfish and light trolling are still produced with such efficiency that Asiatic competition has failed to make a dent in Penn’s dominance of the market. Bottom fishermen usually match such reels to five-and-one-half to seven-foot rods with medium to heavy actions, depending on the type of fishing—particularly in terms of sinker weight for bottom-fishing.
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  Stand-up big-game tackle enables outstanding anglers such as Dr. David Gong of San Francisco to overpower large yellowfin tuna, such as this one hooked from the author’s boat off Montauk, Long Island.


  Penn Senator reels put the average angler into heavy-duty fishing situations ranging all the way up to giant bluefin tuna, even though there were more sophisticated and expensive lever-drag reels available. My largest giant tuna, a 1022-pounder, was caught on a 14/0 Senator. The star drags on those reels require frequent doses of water to dissipate the heat created by big gamensh making long runs, but other than that problem they’re quite adequate for the task.


  Fin-Nor and several smaller companies produced lever-drag big-game reels for many years prior to Penn’s introduction of its International series. Shimano has also become a big factor in that area. Lever drags are much more efficient in fighting big game, and they spread heat over a wide area in order to prevent seizure. The angler is able to select free spool, strike and fighting settings that can be moved in an instant. Though originally only used on heavier reels, lever drags are now available in light trolling and chumming models such as the Shimano TLD and Penn GLS lines.


  Big-game rods were traditionally designed for fighting out of chairs. Most were six-and-one-half to seven-footers with parabolic actions and roller guides. They were fine when used in that fashion, but fighting fish with them from a standing position was torture on the back. West Coast long-range fishermen designed a much better mouse trap with stand-up rods that were only five-and-one-half to six feet with a relatively long foregrip plus a light tip that brings the bend almost back to the angler’s hands. That system creates a huge mechanical advantage in favor of the angler, who can now stand up comfortably, with the aid of modern rod belts and kidney harnesses, to fight tuna weighing hundreds of pounds.
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  Fly angler battles a striped bass off Island Beach State Park, New Jersey, during a fall blitz as birds locate the feeding fish.
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  Giant tuna require the heavy drags produced by the largest lever-drag reels and the added pressure anglers can apply with their legs from a fighting chair.


  Though roller guides are still the first choice for big-game guides, modern standard guides of silicon carbide and other such materials have proven to be quite effective in standing up to all types of lines while maintaining a smooth surface and avoiding grooving.


  Another specialized form of saltwater tackle involves wire-line trolling. Though a wide variety of conventional reels with metal spools are suitable for wire line, rods must have special guides in order to avoid being quickly grooved. Tungston carbide was the traditional choice, but that material has become difficult to obtain and very expensive as Perfection Tip Co. has become the only manufacturer of carbide guides in the United States. Silicon carbide guides also stand up well to wire, and roller guides are fine as long as they’re rolling—but anglers using swivels or bulky knots may find they get hung up in such guides.


  FLY Though it remains a small portion of the overall picture, flyfishing has been growing by leaps and bounds in salt water. Those watching Saturday morning fishing shows can hardly avoid seeing tarpon and sailfish being caught on the fly. However, the majority of those practicing that sport utilize more standard tackle (such as 8- or 9-weight) for smaller gamefish such as striped bass, bluefish, weakfish, bonefish, red-fish, and spotted sea trout. Fly tackle is very practical in most shallow-water situations, at least when the wind isn’t too brutal, and can be utilized in a variety of ways. The use of fly rods in the surf (10 weights are ideal) has been popular from northern New Jersey beaches for some time, and southern anglers regularly catch big fish on flies by teasing such species as amberjack and cobia within range with live baits. By using 500-grain sinking lines or even leadcore, fly fishermen are able to get down in deeper waters and stronger not only to the above-mentioned gamefish but also to such bottom dwellers as flounder, groupers, and snappers.
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  Joe Blaze demonstrates that fly tackle can be both fun and efficient at catching fall stripers.


  CHAPTER 2


  Terminal Tackle


  LINES Modern anglers take wonderful fishing lines for granted and can’t begin to imagine what their grandparents had to work with. When I started fishing during post-World War II days, linen was the standard fishing line. When used in salt water, linen had to be washed off in fresh water and dried in order to prevent rotting. I remember using the posts in our Merrick, Long Island, basement to hold the line from my reel until it was dry and ready to be put back onto the spool. It was a huge advance when I first used monofilament (a World War II invention) on my original spinning reel—a Ny-O-Lite model made of basically the same material—nylon. Not knowing anything about how to place mono on a reel to avoid twist, I ended up with a huge mess that I had to straighten out foot by foot. Once I got used to mono, however, there was no turning back as it was not only less visible in the water but also required no care at all!


  MONOFILAMENT The original monos were relatively stiff and not very abrasion-resistant. They’ve been improved greatly over the years and still are a best bet when very low cost is measured against productivity. Mono is extruded to various diameters, which determines its breaking strength. Depending on the formulation and manufacturing process, mono can be formed to emphasize certain characteristics such as abrasion resistance, but invariably there’s a payback in terms of other desirable features such as suppleness. The net result is that mono is a bundle of compromises, though one should be right for the particular form of fishing you pursue. Unfortunately, determining that will involve some experimentation unless you simply want to accept the recommendation of a pro in that fishery. Anglers should be aware that mono is rated well below its breaking strength. This situation started as a reaction to state weights and measures agencies insisting that lines had to test at least as much as stated. Extruding isn’t that accurate, so companies started overtesting. Then, as improved technology provided smaller diameters per pound test, they used that advantage to even further overtest and thus make claims such as “the strongest 12-pound” and so on. As a result, most 8-pound lines will test more like 10- or 12-pound, which is fine unless such a line is submitted to the International Game Fish Association (IGFA) for a line-class world record. Those seeking such records should use lines with a rating below the class they’re fishing in and have them pre-tested. The alternative is to buy IGFA-rated lines from companies such as Ande, which guarantee they’ll test in the proper line class. An IGFA 8-pound should test about 7.25- to 7.5-pound breaking strength, which is about 25 percent less than an ordinary 8-pound.
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  Yellowfin tuna can be very line shy at times, and fluorocarbon leaders are often the key to success, as the author and his daughter Cyndi demonstrate.


  FLUORO CARBONS This formulation has taken over as the only choice for anglers requiring nearly invisible lines for spooky fish. Though expensive when compared to mono, fluorocarbon has a refractive index much closer to that of water. Though you can see it in daylight just as well, it almost disappears in the water and allows anglers to use heavier leaders while still getting strikes. Tuna chunkers have found it to be invaluable when fishing for those sharp-eyed fish in clear waters—particularly during daylight. Some companies have created softer versions of fluorocarbon as fishing line because, unlike mono, it’s virtually solid, doesn’t absorb water, and sinks—a factor that can help with jigs and diving plugs but may be a problem with light surface lures. Though stiffer than mono, fluorocarbon is more abrasion-resistant and less likely to be damaged by the sun’s rays. Some manufacturers are now combining the best qualities of mono lines into what Yo-Zuri appropriately calls Hy-Brid. This brings the cost down while eliminating the water absorption problem of mono.


  BRAIDS Back in the 1960s, anglers were delighted to be able to put aside braided nylon lines while switching to mono. Braided nylon cast well enough on conventional reels, but was too soft for spinning and was a poor fishing line since it absorbed water and was very stretchy. Braided Dacron was developed by DuPont and quickly caught on with big-game fishermen because it had very low stretch and stood up indefinitely. However, those casting with conventional reels found it was too “hot” under the thumb, and most turned to mono as softer formulations were developed. A method of braiding that creates a very tight braid was developed in the 1990s; those lines, such as Spiderwire, became popular for both spinning and casting as line test diameter was about a quarter of the comparable mono breaking strength, and there was virtually no stretch. Some anglers soon came to swear by them while others only swore at the tiny supple line while trying to untangle backlashes and tie one of the few knots that won’t slip out. Casting even greater distances is possible with braids, as is the use of lighter, smaller-capacity reels. In experimenting with Berkely FireLine and with Power Pro for surfcasting, I’ve found that very small diameters are hard to handle while casting into the wind, even if their breaking strength is more than adequate. By going to 50-pound test I still have a small diameter while eliminating constant wind knots, which are very difficult to pick out of braided lines.
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  Saltwater fly fishermen like Joe Blaze strip with two hands to provide the fast retrieve required for many species.


  The very best application for braided lines is in bottom fishing, particularly in deep waters, as every nibble can be sensed and much less sinker weight is required to hold bottom. Unfortunately, braided lines also create an unholy mess when they tangle with mono lines, and I try to stay as far away as possible from other anglers when party boat fishing. Anglers must be cautious with their fingers as the new braideds cut like a knife when line is pulled off against the drag. It’s also important to back spools with mono as the entire load of braided line can slip and create the impression of no drag. Knot slippage is another problem, and only certain knots are reliable with these braids. Using a 12-pound-diameter braid that tests about 50 pounds is also a problem in terms of rod breakage. Anglers must be careful when breaking out of the bottom not to wrap the line on their hands. The best bet is to carry a wooden dowel for wrapping the line so the pull can be made on the wooden surface.


  FLY LINES Great advances have been made in fly lines over the years, which is a great thing for the sport since the line is the key factor in fly fishing, not the rod and reel. With the right fly line, even a beginner may be able to outfish a pro lacking the proper line. Lines are manufactured to sink at various rates, with some going down so fast that fly fishermen often just flip them out and strip line before working the fly deep, just as a spin fisherman does with a jig. Fly lines are rated from 1 to 15, which ranges from ultralight to big game. Those numbers are based on the amount of grams the flyline weighs in its first 30 feet. Fly rods are designated by the line number they’re created for. The specific gravity of the line determines the rate at which it sinks or whether it will float. Intermediate lines are the usual choice in salt water, though quick sinkers are a must when you’re fishing deeper waters and strong currents. Fly lines also come in various tapers, with weight forward and shooting tapers being most common.
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  Heavy, fast-sinking fly lines enable anglers to plumb the depths when stripers aren’t showing and come up with catches such as this striper by Tom Fote off northern New Jersey.


  LEAD CORE Braided line with a core made of lead serves to carry lures deeper while trolling. Though somewhat bulky, they can be used on any conventional reels and rods with ordinary guides. Due to the bulk and the braided sheath, lead core isn’t very efficient in strong currents and deep water, but it’s a good choice in shallow bays and rivers or when trolling close to shore. Back in the 1960s I stumbled onto lead core for trolling Hoochy Trolls in Pleasant Bay on Cape Cod when striped bass were feeding on squid. That proved ideal in the 15-foot depths where surface trolling didn’t draw many hits and wire line sunk to bottom too readily, thus requiring more boat speed than desired. Lead core is also good for slow trolling live baits such as herring and menhaden. Flyfishermen found lead core enabled them to get flys down into the strike zone while fishing for tarpon in Rio Parismina, Costa Rica, back in the 1970s, but most now use sophisticated fast-sinking fly lines.
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  Stealth and accurate casting in skinny water is required for bonefish such as this one being fought by Bob Steams at Sandy Point, Bahamas.


  WIRE LINE The most difficult line to use is also the most efficient in many saltwater situations. Wire must be used on conventional reels and should be backed with mono or braided line. Monel is the ideal choice due to its flexibility, but stainless steel is half the price and will do the same job of getting lures deep while trolling. Handling of wire line will be discussed in the Techniques chapter.


  HOOKS Hooks come in so many sizes and shapes that you’d need a book to explain them all in detail. Certain shapes of standard J-hooks have proven best for various species, but circle hooks are becoming accepted in most cases because hooking is simple and fish can usually be released unharmed. If all the various styles aren’t confusing enough, sizing is a mystery to all but dedicated anglers. Rather than simply increasing in size as the numbers get higher, hooks get smaller from number 1 up. For instance, a No. 20 would be a tiny freshwater fly hook. Larger hooks (including the majority used in salt water) then start at 1/0 and go up, with a 12/0 being the size used for giant tuna, large billfish, and sharks. That sizing is based of the width of the hook’s gap. As if that’s not too confusing, the sizing of circle hooks by many manufactures bears no resemblance to their J hooks. For instance, a Mustad 10/0 circle hook is suitable for school striped bass rather than sharks and tuna—while Eagle Claw circle hook sizes are more comparable to their standard hooks. Hooks also vary in wire strength and diameter, type of point, shank length, eyes, coating, finishes, manufacturing method, and material.
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  Wire line trolling with Danny plugs at night off Montauk during late fall produced these two 50-pound stripers for the author.


  Circle hooks look like they couldn’t possibly work, but they’re very efficient for fish that turn away after picking up baits. The circle hook is designed to pull out of the fish’s stomach or throat and catch in the corner of the jaw. Striking will prevent it from accomplishing that task, so the “secret” to setting circle hooks is simply to bow the rod to the fish and then reel tight. There is a big difference in circle hooks between the standard models and those that are slightly off-centered in order to make baiting them easier. Off-center models work well, but will catch in the stomach if swallowed, whereas the standard circle hook will almost always pull out to catch in the jaw.


  TERMINAL GEAR Filling up a tacklebox with the odds and ends required for various types of fishing is no problem at all. Swivels, snaps, fishfinders, wire or mono leaders, split-shot, sinkers, and more pile up because you never know what you might need under particular circumstances. The key is to keep it simple! Use only what is necessary, and then go as light as possible. For instance, when chunking for tuna, a swivel is necessary when free-lining in order to avoid line twist. However, the weight of hook, leader, and swivel carries the bait below the free-floating chunks and makes the presentation less natural. Therefore, the lightest hook, leader, and swivel practical will improve the presentation and fool fussy fish. The same applies with sinkers in a bottom-chunking presentation for striped bass, as a sinker light enough to be lifted and dropped back with the current allows the angler to cover more water and is less obvious to the quarry.


  LURES There’s an unending variety of lures that can be used in saltwater. Most freshwater lures will work under certain circumstances, but many saltwater lures were developed with specific species or types of fishing in mind. One of the most distinctive is the squid jig, which is used to catch live baits for tuna and other species. Squid are actually classed as shellfish, but they are just as aggressive as finfish. Some can be hooked on ordinary lures and hooks, but the most efficient means of catching them is with nearly weightless lures of various shapes that feature a row of pins around the base which grab the squid when it hits and make it easy to upend them in a bucket quickly before you get blasted with their ink.


  Plugs vary infinitely in sizes, shapes, and action. My favorites are popping plugs, as I love nothing more than watching a gamefish hit a surface lure. However, poppers will not do the job at all times, and swimmers are a much more dependable choice at most times for more consistent production. Almost all plugs these days are manufactured from synthetic materials, though a few specialists, such as the successors to Stan Gibbs, still produce wooden plugs that involve so many processes that they’re invariably quite expensive. Plugs can be designed to run at various depths on mono from the surface down to 25 or 30 feet, such as is the case with the Mann’s Stretch 25 and 30. Many can only be trolled slowly, while others, such as the Rapala CD series, are made to be trolled at speeds exceeding five knots. Wire line and lead core can be used to carry plugs to specific depths. Uses of specific types of plugs will be detailed in the Techniques chapter.
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  Circle hooks are not only efficient, but by hooking fish in the corner of the mouth they make it possible to release with almost no mortality.
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  Plugs are a basic for many species, including striped bass, as Tom O’Connor and Jim Beshada discovered while trolling this MirrOlure 113 MR off Lavallette, New Jersey.


  Leadhead jigs are often referred to collectively as bucktails, though they’re more commonly used these days with soft plastic bodies or Berkley Gulp for a wide variety of species. The relatively inexpensive bodies are chewed up quickly by sharp-toothed species such as bluefish, and only last for a few large fish with duller teeth. Leadheads come in many sizes, from 1/32-ounce ultralight jigs to eight-ounce or more heads designed for big fish in deep waters. Selecting the right size head for the fishing at hand is critical, as too much weight will drag on the bottom and not look realistic (while also picking up weed, shells, and other debris), while too little won’t make it to the pay-off zone. Pork rind is frequently added to bucktails in order to provide a tantalizing tail action. A variation of that jig is the parachute, which utilizes artificial hair wrapped in both directions so it “blossoms” when jigged. Parachutes are standard for wire-line trolling for striped bass and bluefish at Montauk, New York.


  Metal jigs come in two basic forms, those designed primarily for casting and retrieving, and those designed for quick sinking and jigging off bottom. These lures can be used for both purposes, but their shape dictates what they’re best for. Casting metals come in a variety of sizes from a one-quarter ounce up and are typified by the Hopkins No=Eql, a relatively expensive lure stamped out of stainless steel. Without anything to rust or any coating to chip off, Hopkins will remain fishable in your tack-lebox indefinitely. Both the longer standard model and the rounder Shorty cast very well and have some action, though a jigging motion during retrieve often improves results. Other metal casting lures such as the Luhr Jensen Krocodile and Acme Kastmaster feature shapes that produce more action but may not cast quite as well into a wind. All can also be dropped to bottom, but their shapes result in a slower drop that can be good in shallow water but may work against you when trying to reach fish in deep water. Specialized West Coast jigs are utilized for casting to wahoo, a species that requires a very fast retrieve.
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  A Yo-Zuri Surface Cruiser pencil popper cast by Bud McArthur fooled this bluefin trevally at Isla Montousa, Panama.


  Diamond jigs actually come in several forms, but all are designed for a fast drop to bottom, at which point they can be jigged in place or retrieved vertically. Older models, such as the original Bridgeports, had either a treble hook on a split ring or a single hook embedded in the lure. The modern diamond was refined by Artie Frey during the 1970s and features a single hook on a swivel. Freys Ava jig hooked just as well, prevented fish from getting a purchase on the jig to twist off, and made removal of the catch in the boat much easier. All sorts of fish-eaters will attack metal jigs, including tunas, but they’re especially effective on bottom dwellers. Sizes range from one ounce up to 24 ounces or more, with one-half to one-and-one-half-pound models being used primarily for jigging cod and pollock in deep waters and strong currents off New England. Tube tails are frequently added to diamonds and are a best bet for the toothy blue-fish, as they tend to hit farther astern at the tube and stay well away from the mono leader, which provides much better action than wire. Adding a strip of bait to metal or leadhead jigs can often make all the difference when jigging for groupers and snappers in areas where they’ve been fished hard.
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  Rollie Schmitten, former chief of the National Marine Fisheries Service, used a metal jig to catch this school striper aboard the author’s boat off Manasquan Inlet, New Jersey.
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  Variety of metal jigs for bottomfishing, with and without tubes. Bottom jig is typical of those used for cod and pollock in deep water.


  Metal spoons are similar to casting jigs such as the Krocodile. Some spoons are designed for casting in shallow waters and are particularly effective for small red drum (redfish or puppy drum) and Spanish mackerel. Most are intended for trolling either on the surface or weighted down with drails or wire line. Some are very specialized. The bunker spoon, example, is a huge spoon designed to imitate an adult menhaden (bunker, porgy, fat-back), and was originally fashioned from the reflectors from car headlights. Bunker spoons are used almost exclusively from New Jersey to Rhode Island, where they are run on wire line to tempt large striped bass.
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  Lou Grazioso with striper trolled on a Montauk bunker spoon in Raritan Bay, New Jersey.
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  Jethead and Moldcraft high-speed lures for marlin and tuna.


  High-speed trolling lures are standards among offshore trollers on all coasts unless those skippers prefer to troll slower with bait. These lures come in many forms, but are all designed to troll at seven knots or more. The head determines whether the lure will run straight or have a somewhat erratic action, and most are intended to pop through the surface at times. Jet heads feature holes in the head to create even more of a bubbling effect. These lures range from about an ounce with a three-inch skirt up to heavier models over a foot long, and will attract everything from little tunny, Spanish mackerel, and skipjacks, up to the largest bigeye tuna and marlins. Though most high-speed lures have a metal head and a skirt, Mold Craft has long produced an effective line of soft-molded lures for offshore trolling that feel more realistic when mouthed by billfish.
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  Offshore trollers carry lots of high-speed lures in various head shapes, lengths, and colors.
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