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Catch and Release
and The Gyotako Art of Steve Thurston
By Margaret Hart

Legacy 
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   It is Wednesday, April 14th, twelve hours, eleven minutes and 46 seconds until the season opens. A group of colleagues are gathered in the employee cafeteria at the Museum of Natural History to discuss the weeks work over lunch. The cafeteria is in a dimly lit basement of one of the oldest buildings in New York City and Steve Thurston, sitting among them, has that far-away look in his Neptunian blue eyes. I often see that expression in the mirror, so I have to smile; it has been a long, cold winter and his mind is elsewhere. 
     His distinguished career spans a lifetime of creative achievement in both art and science. Whether it is with a piece of charcoal or the scanning electron microscope, Steve is a master of technique and rendition. But his keen interest in botany and zoology intertwine with a deep rooted passion; Steve loves to fish. 
    As a young child, in the 1960s, Steve angled for large mouth bass on the freshwater ponds near his home, in Lincoln, Rhode Island.  He scouted every creek for rainbow trout, pickerel, bluegill and catfish. He found tautog grazing for fiddler crab in stony fissures and teased out hickory shad at the breakwaters in Charleston. Where this rugged, rocky coastline eases down from high cliffs to the outwash plain and sand beaches along Cape Cod, Massachusetts, Steve jigged for fluke and flounder in a small skiff, alongside his paternal grandfather. 
    There, he sketched fern in a freshwater seep behind pitch pine and dune, the shift of verdant shadows in a tangle of catbrier. High above the nest of a wren, woven waist high in the flowering cordgrass, the silvery clouds unfurled like a sail, and unbridled, broke free. A charm of swallows banked in over the rosehips and heather. He painted in concert, the nimble birds, the play of light, the spectrum still searching. Each brush stroke and feather, each turn of a wing, shook loose the lantern, the luster in flight. Each sepia plume, dusky but fleeting, fell muted to sunbeam, and seized hold of its colors. First apricot and violet, then aquamarine. They gathered around him, drenched in pigment and mirth. They swept past his shoulders and up into the wind, like bright, falling leaves. When a fish hawk called out, a sentry and wary, the sharp burst of sound flooded into his heart like a high pitched bell. Down on his belly in the igneous sand, he could feel the faltering waves, unclasp. He traced a fluted facet of stone, silt and clay, and held it up to the sunlight. Steve learned to read the water, to study the fish and their movement. His restless palette came to life; the ocean began to take hold of him.                                     
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    Ben Thurston spent many decades surfcasting on Cape Cod, Massachusetts; he was an enigmatic man, who was seldom seen off the sand.  While his family enjoyed their weekend visits to the coast each summer, Ben often took up residence there. He would camp out for months and fish along the outer beaches. He lived and travelled in a self-styled beach buggy converted from a U.S. army truck; this adaptation was a rugged precursor to the modern recreational vehicle, and he was not alone in this endeavor. 
By the late 1950s an entire sub-culture of mobile surfcasters had developed along the eastern seaboard. Cape locals called them the “fishing gypsies.” Anglers traveled for hundreds of miles to fish along Cape Cod. Nauset and Chatham Inlets were legendary fishing grounds and the current at Race Point is famous for holding tremendous numbers of cow bass. Fisherman simply call it, The Race.     

   In the spring of 1997, Steve was hired as a scientific illustrator at the museum of natural history. This new station brought him closer still to hallowed waters. He could pack up his fishing tackle and ride the Long Island Railroad out to the eastern end of Long Island, following a tradition that began in the late 1800s.  City dwelling anglers once took advantage of reduced fares offered during the late hours of the night when freight was hauled from Montauk to the Fulton Fish Market along the East River in Lower Manhattan.  They would catch the train at Pennsylvania station and travel nearly 120 miles out to fish at Montauk Point on a run that was appropriately named “the Fisherman’s Special.”  Well before dawn, upon arrival at the final station,  men in three piece suits and bowler hats could be seen in the lamplight racing on foot through the salty mist down East Lake Drive, rods in hand, to catch the early party and charter boats departing from Fort Pond Bay.  These enthusiastic anglers were only the latest to arrive.
      Native Algonquin tribes people, the earliest known inhabitants of Montauk, were fishing these plentiful waters at least four thousand years before the earliest European settlers first sailed through in 1542. Captain Adriaen Block of Holland, the namesake for Block Island, called this jagged outcropping, “hoeck van de visschers”, Point of the Fishers. Throughout the centuries, the intelligence, strength, majesty and delectable flavor of one fish in particular has commanded the loyalty of local anglers above all others.
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From Gloucester, Massachusetts, down along the Elizabeth Islands, Block Island, Montauk Point, every rip line

and inlet to Jacksonville, Florida, anglers continue to follow this fish with a passion. From it earliest days, the open-air

church of the striped bass has held a deeply devoted congregation.
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     The striped bass, Morone saxatilis, is a member of the family Moronidae, and it is native to the eastern seaboard of North America.  Striped bass are anadromous fish, which migrate inland each spring to spawn in freshwater rivers, like the Hudson and Delaware, before swimming back out to the sea and north to feed in salt waters along and off the coast. waters.  They have a life expectancy of at least thirty years and can grow to over four feet. It takes five to eight years before a female striped bass can reproduce and in the course of their lifetime, they will grow much larger than the male of the species.  These larger, older cow bass are much more fecund than the smaller females and are vital to the population as a whole.
     The striped bass shares the genus Morone with three smaller fish, and it can hybridize with each of these largely freshwater or brackish species, the yellow bass, M. mississippiensis , the white bass M. crysops and white perch M. Americana.  The striped bass are often called linesiders or rockfish. Their popularity has given them official status as the state fish of Rhode Island, Maryland and South Carolina and the state saltwater fish of New York and New Hampshire. Hybrids between these species have colorful common names, such as wiper, sunshine and paradise bass.

     The striped bass is a generalist which feeds on fire worms, mussels, eel, fluke, bluefish, mullet, herring, and sand eel but menhaden, also known as bunker or “peanuts”, when they are immature, are a primary source of nutrition.
     The original range of the striped bass spanned from the Saint Lawrence River in Nova Scotia, to the Outer Banks of North Carolina and as far south as Florida. Another population of striped bass colonized the estuaries and rivers of the northern Gulf Coast.  As with the Atlantic salmon, some striped bass were relict in fresh water, first by glaciers and later by reservoirs and dams, separating them from coastal migratory populations.  
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     Then, in 1879, a pioneering fish culturist and conservationist employed by the U.S. Fish Commission, transported 132 striped bass fingerlings from the Navesink River in New Jersey across the United States by train. The tiny fish were kept in water-filled and ice-cooled wooden barrels and milk cans. Their water was actually agitated by hand, to maintain the level of oxygen needed to keep them alive. Their chances of survival were slim; rock slides and avalanches of snow threatened to obliterate the train tracks through mountain passes, sparks flew off the coal-burning engine and ignited a fire in one of the baggage cars. When the crew was unable to reach a midpoint station on schedule, one engineer remained on duty, without relief, for 30 hours straight. It was a long, improbable and often hazardous journey, even for human beings, but the young bass were hearty. They were finally and hopefully released into San Francisco Bay. This large estuary is cooled by the boundary current of the North Pacific Gyre and is fed by the Sacramento and San Joaquin Rivers which brings fresh water down from the Sierra Nevada Mountains. This plan by fisheries managers was inspired and heralded by a lobby of devoted striped bass anglers, who had moved away from their native coastline; and wanted to take their favorite fish along with them. Within ten years, a small population of striped bass were thriving off California and they knew their plan had worked.                            

Sustenance
  The first striped bass arrive on the south shore of Long Island at the end of April. Some groups continue north to the coast of New England, but others reside here locally throughout November and sometimes into early December, when they follow the last of the blue-backed herring, and menhaden, south to more temperate waters like the Chesapeake Bay.
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   During this long season, my own paternal grandfather, John, was often moved to distraction by his desire to fish.  To this end, he purchased a parcel of land on the Brown’s River in Sayville, New York where his good friend, William Brown, ran a small fishing station along the bank. This stretch of brackish shoreline provided a perfect launch site for his eighteen foot, Jersey skiff. It was five minutes from home and, in the 1920s, it held tremendous numbers of fish.  My grandfather would often disappear at sunset and only return to his home at dawn the next morning. When you have spent more hours casting into the night than you have sleeping in your own bed, this is when the sea begins to reveal its many secrets. On this, his most reverent vigil, he was never alone.   
      On still evenings, as John and Bill readied the boat, carp and bunker would roll and flip in the mouth of the river. Each splash sent out long ripples and the undulating reflections of stars on the water were momentarily erased. To practice their navigation skills, they brought out a sextant to plot lunar distances in the nautical twilight. The tide brought in the striped bass which would hunt for blue crabs, soft clams and eel. As night fell, the bass would lie in wait on the edge of the darkest shadows cast by a nearby bridge, to stalk tommy cod and squid. When John’s vision adjusted to the darkness, he could see a breathtaking fleet, a mirage of giant bass just below the surface. They would appear at the turn of the tide, line up and hold perfectly still in the outgoing current, like passengers waiting for a train. As if on cue, their pectoral fins would fan out and begin to quiver; as their prey swam by, with split second timing, the bass could simply inhale. This is the kind of night that fisherman yearn for, not only in their waking hours but in their most fervent dreams. And yet, with dinner on ice in the cooler, the two friends might take up their lines and simply drift, standing watch beside their remarkable companions, celestial bodies along the elliptic, complete.    
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      My father recalls that on stormy nights, his mother Marjorie would look up at the clock and sigh. She would lay down her needlepoint, smile, and shake her head.  “Jack,” she would call out, “please go see if your father is still among the living.”  Dad would jump on his bicycle and speed through the woods on a shortcut down to the river. He would push through the cattails and creep quietly onto a wavering dock. Sometimes he would hear the clunk of oars through the darkness, the deep chuckle of my grandfather joking with Bill over coffee, and feel reassured that the men were on their way in. On other nights, when the men had ventured farther out, he watched black-crowned night heron spear striped killifish and mummichog along the muddy bank of the river. Finally, he would crane his ear to the wind and take one last look over his shoulder, before walking his bicycle back home to the etching call of katydids in the surrounding river birch, willow and swamp maple trees.  The next morning, dad would awaken to the savory scent of snapper cooking in the kitchen and run downstairs to share breakfast with                                                                                                            

his father before he left for work. 
    My grandfather worked and commuted long hours six days a week, yet an unflagging energy and optimism were his trademark. Each workday, he would stop in at Gage and Tollners restaurant on Fulton Street in Brooklyn, near the garage where he worked, to have a cup of coffee with his friends under the gaslight lamps of the bar at noon. Afterwards, he would push back his seat, and tell them that he had a meeting at the United Nations.  Then, rod and sandwich in hand, he would run down to the pier at the end of the street, to chat with all of the people who were fishing there. He was amazed by the rich diversity of nationalities among the anglers. In broken English, Portuguese, Croatian and Vietnamese they would eagerly discuss a variety of techniques and recipes, the health of the harbor, the decline of alewives and oyster. In fishing, they shared not only a common interest, but a common language. How did my grandfather manage to keep such a spring in his step when, for many months out of the year, he barely had time to sleep? 
   John’s family came from the village of Cloncovet, deep in the heart of Ireland, on Loch Gowna, the source of the Erne River, one of the best fishing waterways for perch, bream and pike in all of Europe. Fishing was in his bloodline and bones, he would say. Marjorie was a devout Catholic and it took her some time to understand that for her husband, fishing was also a religion; the bays and ocean, a place of worship and a profound source of solace. For this hardworking Irishman, the time to consider his blessings, to fish in healthy waters, the opportunity to feed his family, was a deep honor. “What service will you be attending tomorrow, darling?” she would sometimes ask on Saturday night. “If I am lucky, dear heart,” he would say, “both midnight and early mass.” 
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   Steve left the piers of Manhattan and western bays behind and arrived at the Montauk Point. The terrain looked  surprisingly familiar. He smiled, picked up a stone and looked out from the edge of the moraine across Block Island Sound towards the coast of Rhode Island. He stepped onto the long expanse of sand beaches which border the ocean behind town and walked with his rod and reel into the mist. 

   The bass were there, but they were elusive. Despite every effort, his line betrayed a weightless silence. These sly phantoms were shrewd and he would have to further hone his craft. He was deep in meditation when the cipher finally slid into place. He felt a solid strike! He’d cracked the code! He pulled back on his line to set the hook but the bass was gone and so was his bait. He put on a new lure. Two more hours passed by. He wished, desperately, that he’d remembered to bring a thermos of coffee. He had not planned to be out so long; the tide was slowing down and first light was rapidly approaching.  Fatigue set in and Steve’s attention began to wander. He was humming a tune to stay awake, mentally mapping the underwater terrain as his bucktail bumped along the bottom and slid off into a back eddy. It was right at this point in his retrieve, for the last half hour or so, that Steve thought he’d felt… something; a sniff, a nudge, a whisper. Perhaps it was only his imagination. Then he noticed a curious looking wading bird standing motionless near this same spot. It was inclined forward at an acute angle. The bird plucked a sand eel out of the water. As the minutes passed by, his eyes started to close. The bass hit so hard that he almost dropped his rod. 
    In a rush of adrenaline, all of the lessons Steve had learned coalesced into a single purpose. The fish was strong and green He used the might of a big wave to help bring her to shore. As she came into the trough, his hands were shaking. She was easily 30 pounds. But as he tried to grab the leader, she deftly shook off the hook. All he had to do was reach down before she pulled away, before she escaped. But Steve’s perspective had changed. He quickly and gently slipped the big bass back up over the bar. She touched the surface, kicked her tail and charged back out to sea. Her image was so defined in his minds eye, that he could paint each line and scale from memory. He had fished for hours and hours, without food or water, he had gone without sleep, yet somehow, he was completely revitalized. His far-away gaze came into focus. Steve finally understood something fundamental about his mysterious grandfather; how many of us are drawn to the surf as if by instinct, like a beacon of light, a hearth fire.   

   This enduring affinity we feel for fishing and the sea has ancestral roots which predate our grandfathers by hundreds of millions of years. Life on land is an evolutionary adaptation. Neurochemical and cellular research as well as new fossil evidence support a homology in the developmental pathways between fish and other vertebrates, including humans. One species of early sarcopterygian (lobe-finned) fish; Tiktaalik roseae, had not only a neck and shoulder but a wrist and knee. Even the structure of the fin and the human hand show remarkable similarities. We share the same elixir. Perhaps we are merely descendants, wild offspring returning to the deeply familiar, in search of kin, of our natal spring, the rushing tide, the boundless, blue ocean.
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For my third birthday, my maternal grandfather Nathanial carved a small whale out of mahogany. It was painted powder blue and fit right into the palm of my hand. It was wrapped in 15 yards of thick monofilament fishing line, attached to a copper eye screwed into the middle. I already loved to fish could not have asked for a better or more thoughtful gift. 
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     On any given evening my father might say, “Why don’t you go catch us some dinner?” I would run barefoot down along the bluff and cross under an old mulberry tree. I had to carefully dodge yellow jackets and bees which gathered to sample the fermenting layers of sweet fruit which fell onto the ground beneath it, before making a turn out to the end of our neighbors dock. I could, without fail, drop the line down to the bottom and catch a flounder, in a matter of minutes. Dad would cook the fish with fresh dill and butter over the grill. We would eat on the deck while our tabby cat Tiger bat at my toes through the banister and every summer, the soles of my feet were stained a  bright fuscia, a mulberry red.  I shared the best scraps with her under the table. We both cherished the little whale hand-line, which, over time, developed a distinct odor of flounder. A tackle box seemed an undignified repository, but my ongoing efforts to store it alongside our most valuable family heirlooms in the silverware drawer, met with great objection from both my parents. 
   My brother Patrick and I would also catch baby bluefish or “snappers” with skinny bamboo fishing poles we fashioned in the back yard from fresh reeds we collected at my grandmothers fenceline. We would seine for spearing and use them for bait. 
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   Nat kept a large, wooden boat moored out in the bay in front of our home. This wonderful vessel began its life as a bay interclub, a simple racing sloop with an open cockpit.  Nat found this design wanting and used his ingenuity at a civil engineer to add on a cabin that could sleep 10 and a second mast. Incredibly, he turned this sloop into a perfectly balanced yawl. While it was only thirty-eight feet long, it was named  “Cuttysark” after the famous 212 foot 5 inch clipper ship. We could cast off from her stern, sides and mizzen, we would fight for a position on her bow. In the galley, my aunt would make us fried snapper for breakfast and egg salad sandwiches for lunch. We swam and fished all day. At night, the boat rocked us to sleep, we dreamt of giant bluefish, spiny sea-robin and blowfish. We dreamt about striped bass. 
   In the fall, we sometimes fished beside the long neck of a pound net that stretched out 40 yards from shore along the beach. This long net would trap migrating fish and sometimes they became so numerous, the water beside it would begin to boil. 
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   The first time I saw an adult striped bass, I was eight years old. Uncle Pete had landed a twenty pound striper late the night before, and it was laid out whole for dinner in the backyard where he was building a fire under the grill. I studied the shades of burgundy and chestnut along each gilded stripe and noticed that the colors changed hue, depending on the angle you took to view them. Pete, who is a biologist, noted my fascination with a smile. Striking a match, he offered, “The fishes scales contain special pigments which give them color; one is called iridiphore- that is the reflection you are seeing.”  I had never seen a fish so large or striking in appearance. To grasp its prey, it had very fine, closely set pads of teeth, which felt more like abrasive sandpaper to the touch. Its clear eyes, comb-like crescent of scarlet gills, piercing dorsal spines, and sweeping tail made a lasting impression. This was the kind of fish that grandfathers fought for in deep, dark water and it never occurred to me that I would or could ever catch one.    
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    Then, one morning in late August, dad took Pat and I down the bay to Moriches Inlet in our Boston whaler. When I first looked over the gunwale, I could see clear to the sandy bottom of this blue-green channel, nearly 25 feet below.  Deep along the western jetty, like a hawk held by the wind, a large striped bass was pointing into a fierce outgoing current. The torch was lit. 
    When I first drove east with our family out to Montauk Point one cool autumn morning, I was still a small child. I could see someone fishing down off the big rocks along the shoreline. I ran down to see what they were catching and stopped short when I saw the massive fishing rod being cast by an old man in brown canvass waders. The rod had to be over ten feet long, and it was the color of raw honey. On the end of the man’s line, instead of bait, was an oddly shaped piece of wood that was so chewed up it looked like an old dog bone. There was a pattern of semicircular grooves seemingly carved across the face of it. It must have been yellow at some point but there were just a few remaining flecks of paint on its edges. He catapulted this object out into the white water just past the rocks.  When a wave splashed over my sneakers, I was called sharply back to the end of the trail by my father. I pointed excitedly at the fisherman who was reeling in his line with a huge spinning reel, but dad pointed firmly at his feet. I quickly scrambled back.
   “It is very dangerous down on those rocks, and its no place for a little girl,” he scolded “we’ll go see the lighthouse instead.” From the parapet I could see a seemingly endless line of fisherman in waders, casting strange lures and bright tins out from the rocks. I was mesmerized. Later that day, as the sun was setting, we joined friends for a clam bake on the shore in East Hampton. My brother and were trying to capture sand crabs before they dug down in the soft, wet sand. We were joined by a boy about my age named Tommy; he lived in a house nearby, and he really had the knack. When a small group of fisherman appeared just down the beach with their trucks, he broke into a full run and yelled “Come on, it’s my grandpa!” 
   When the families had settled in for dinner, and I was on my third ear of corn, the subject turned to fishing.  I asked about the lure I had seen, and the grooves that it had, like a small totem pole. The men all suddenly came to attention, nodded and smiled nodded in a wistful silence. “You have that right, young lady,” said Tommy’s grandfather. “ That plug is very much like a totem pole and it has many stories to tell. The grooves you saw were carved by the points of a treble hook that were once attached to big fish. Some of them were landed, some of them got away. They each left their mark.” It was then that I heard a gripping account about surfcasting on the rocks under the infamous Montauk Lighthouse, where I had received a warning from my father that same morning. It was there, in a full blown gale, one fateful night in early December, that Grandpa Tom hooked into the biggest fish of his lifetime. This is an experience that all fisherman can remember with startling clarity, like the day they were married, and the birth of their first child.    

    Tom spoke of his encounter with the great bass, in a solemn, reverent voice. “It’s blowing hard out of the northeast, and gusting over 30; Montauk Point is under siege. Four hours and still no hits. Every pitch is wild; I cast out against the wind; but it pushes a big belly into my line, so before I can take up the slack, I snag the bottom. I’m really in trouble now. My only bottle plug is cracked in half and I’m on my last snake. It starts to snow, first sharp pellets then big, soft flakes…I can hardly see my line, so I squint and step out. I keep yanking in every direction, but can’t pull free. Before I have time to duck, a wave crashes over my head. Man, I never even saw it coming. The cold Atlantic is pouring down inside my slicker and the rocks are getting icy.” Tom reaches across to rub his right shoulder. 
   “The other guys had packed it in at sundown…I have no business being out there. But…I’m in a trance. I can hardly move my fingers, but there is a strong whiff of bunker in the air. I know if I can just stick it out a little while longer…. but I have to make a move. I bring in the slack, point my rod down at the water, brace my legs and grab hold of the spool. I take a deep breath. Just as I’m ready to snap my line…I feel the tug and… hear my drag start to creak. My heart skips ten beats. The creak becomes a groan, and then, a grind. It isn’t my imagination! That feeling of dread turns to pure bliss.” Tom takes a sip of beer, and stares out to a timeless, mariners horizon. 
    “She takes off slowly and very steady, like a steam roller, just like a train leaving the station…” he recalls. “I try to pull back, as hard as I can, but I can’t stop her, hell, I can’t even get her attention! It still gives me the chills, just thinking about it. I’m getting hammered by waves, and she’s pulling steady, one inch at a time. Then, just like that, she takes off. My drag starts to whine…VZZZZZZZZZZZZ! Out she goes, setting fire, just burning line.” Tom leaps to his feet and sets his hands firmly on an imaginary rod. “I stumble up over the rocks to try to keep up, but my heart is pounding. I try to loosen my drag so I don’t get pulled in and I swear I can smell smoke, VZZZZZZZZZzzzz!!”  “Then suddenly, all of the tension goes out of my line and I almost fall flat on my face. Just like that, she’s gone…have you ever seen a grown fisherman cry? Believe me, it’s not pretty. I’m just about ready to throw my whole outfit in the drink and jump in after it. That’s when…I feel the rub. She’s still there! But she’s behind a rock, halfway to Portugal! I look down and see the last of my backing… she took all of my line! I don’t want to loose her, so there’s not much left to do now, but wait. I was a surgeon, you know, so I can be very, very patient. The clock starts ticking and I hold on tight.”  Tom’s eyes narrow, “But she was no fool.”      

   “My reel is leaking oil, it’s soaking into my gloves. After a few minutes, my hands start to cramp up and I’m loosing my grip. Then, finally…I feel the angle of my line start to shift, just a little. She finally eases off, so I dig in and try to take back the short end of an inch. I am wiped out, and I guess she must have been a little tired too, because I start to gain some line. The wind is that blowing so hard, I have to brace myself against a high rock so I don’t get blown over. It’s roaring in my ears, like an steam engine. But I pull and pull, loosing count of the turns on my reel. Finally, I turn on my flashlight. Through the storm and the din, up in the crest of a wave, I spot her dorsal fin and then she slides down the face of the wave and rolls onto her side in towards the rocks. My mouth drops open and I nearly drop down to my knees. I have never...NO ONE I know has EVER seen I fish like this. I can barely breathe.”
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  “It all seems to be happening in slow motion; she starts to right herself, kicks her massive tail…then the next wave hits and I’m done for. I try to keep the tension, try to regain my footing, but then she pops the hook! She uses it like a toothpick after a fine eel dinner, sends it back stripped clean, straightened out and bent backwards! I stare at the thing, and then back at the water. I’m speechless.” Tom looks eastward out towards the canyon, as the last color is leaving the sky. “She left me at the altar, son,” his green eyes shine with tears, like a love-struck bride. He shakes his head, drains the last of his beer, and raises the bottle, cheering, “and damned if I didn’t deserve it!” The crowd breaks out in peals and snorts. “That was some night, Joe, some night…” Tom pulls off a tattered, Nantucket ball cap and with one hand, shakes the sand out of his hair. His deeply tanned face, the weathered creases of a well worn smile contrast with a salty, white beard. “Be right back,” he says, stepping into his camper. Gabe leans in and says quietly, “He skipped a chapter. Always does. Tell them, Joe.” Our eyes grow wide. 
    “Well, that same night, just as he is ready to head in, Tom got hit by another big wave. He was picked up and thrown down into the rocks.” Joe’s expression was grave. “He had a dislocated shoulder, broken ribs, and a bad concussion...just couldn’t pull himself out. Hypothermia set in and…he nearly drowned in the incoming tide. If hadn’t been found by another fisherman…it would have been over.” 
   Tom emerged with a plate full of brownies, “Dig in boys, compliments of my better half.” Tom’s wife, Mary, laughs in agreement. He leans back against his cooler and pat Joe on the back. “Did you know this big fella here was a steam-fitter?” Tom winked. “He saved my life that night.” The old friends start to bait their hooks. “She’s still out there…if you find her, try to hold on. Maybe she’s ready to come in. But you listen to me,” he said to us, raising a finger  “ don’t ever, ever go alone.” By the age of ten, my imagination was fully ignited. Montauk Point loomed large .

    Many years later, much to my fathers concern, I was given the opportunity to learn from the talented and often secretive fisherman who angle in these waters and I joined Steve in the search for and study of this fascinating fish. Striped bass are highly adaptive but often favor cool, oxygen rich water and prominent structure where they can outmaneuver a variety of prey; these features define Montauk Point, New York, and make it one the preeminent striper surfcasting locations in the entire country. The tremendous volume of water flowing out of Long Island Sound into the Atlantic creates a whip-like  current and this rocky terminus can be very challenging place to fish. To this day my father echoes Tom’s warning “Listen, I don’t ever want you to go out there alone.”  And I don’t.                                                                     

  Even with a water proof top, the chest waders worn by most anglers restrict the distance you can go from shore without getting soaked or flooded. To overcome this limitation, some surfcasters like ourselves will trade out their waders for a full body, 7 millimeter thick wetsuit. If you choose this route, specialized tackle becomes necessary. We don spiked sandals over boots, for gripping the rocks, neoprene gloves, a tailored surf bag full of lures, tuck a 10 foot surf rod into a sturdy utility belt. Then, we carefully negotiate our way across slippery rocks and battle through the last of the breakers. We swim out, sometimes hundreds of feet, to fish from gnarly, often subsurface rocks, in the middle of the night. It is here, in the rife transition zone between sea and shore, under cloak of darkness, tenuously suspended, that a wetsuiting angler has the best chance of connecting with quality fish.  Here, several critical steps closer to the magical depths, the sport of surfcasting is nearly transformed.   
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   A wetsuit keeps you buoyant but until recent years, this method of fishing was practiced only by the most experienced surfcasters.  It takes a strong swimmer and an adventurous angler to leave the refuge of the beach and merge out into the roiling, rocky surf. The ultimate fringe of creativity in surfcasting, however, is still endeavored by very few anglers. You can slide on small fins, which resemble large ducks feet, relinquish your last foothold, and drop down from the rocks into the sea, to careen freestyle, cast and fight fish mid current.  This method is called skishing, a term derived from fishing and skiing. It is a long way, as long as it gets, from the relative safety of the fishing piers and party boats which our forerunners in suits used to gain entrance to the kingdom of the striped bass.  
 Humility
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  The strongest, heaviest person can be lifted up like a feather, rolled, pounded, and cast asunder by the smallest ocean wave.  When you are surrounded by rocks, the surf can be treacherous and unyielding. To maintain your footing, without daylight as a guide, you must remain alert. 
  One night, we are fishing at Montauk. We see the outline of two surfcasters approach in the dark. I had already released four good fish that night, but the bite was dying down and we are getting ready to change spots. We hear the crunch of metal studs on stone.

 “Anything doing?” one asks. 
“Nah, just a few small fish…“ Manny answers. It took me years to get used to these evasive maneuvers. Earlier that season, I was shocked to hear Manny lie outright to his best friend who just had arrived on the beach with a colleague from work. “He was the best man at your wedding! You have fished together for years! What gives?” I murmured in a low voice, incredulous. “Shhhhhhh!!” he warned in all seriousness, like a double-agent, a government spy. When the two men were well out of hearing range, Manny took my arm. “Listen, I don’t know that other guy from Adam, and until I do,” he whispers conspiratorially, “everyone, including my grandmother, is on a need to know basis...” he grinned. If you are into fish, you are supposed to keep it quiet. Tonight, however, his bluff is called.
“Yeah, like I really believe THAT!” It’s the voice of our good friend Leif, no longer disguised. He is Scott, another trusted friend from our small, inner circle. Now the truth can come out. The seas are building, they had fished for two hours without a touch, a tap, a single hit. They looks exhausted but strangely elated.  There are a seemingly endless number of terms for getting beaten up in the surf; blasted off a rock, mopped, pasted, it all means the same thing- a rough night. 

“Where are you headed?” I ask. 
“To the south side, to have my ass handed to me…again!“  Leif grins. A few bruised ribs ache with laughter.  To gain the relative stamina and agility useful in this sport, we jokingly recommend that you cross-train with both a navy seal and a sea lion. “Why do we do this to ourselves?” Scott wonders, aloud. This is a rhetorical question; it is a lateral line, a pulse; it is a leviathan, striped and stealthy, deep beneath the waves on a cold, moonless night.  We grow quiet and contemplate our next move. It’s time to push out.
     We finally make it to our chosen perch but a wall of water quickly rises up to greet us. I grab onto Manny’s belt but it’s too late; it sweeps us in.  We scramble back onto the rock just as another colossus appears. It’s time for Plan B. As the wave starts to break, we actually hurl ourselves into the brunt of it with all the force we can muster. It’s a gamble, but with a fair amount of luck, the static, sliding and rolling coefficient of friction, the laws of gravity bend in our favor and we land upright, back where we started. We are safe if not sound and are able to fish with relative ease for another 15 minutes.  “Do you see something out there?” I ask. “Nope” Manny replies. 
“I definitely see something...maybe it’s a eider…or a seal…” 
“WOOO, HOOOOOOO!” a man’s voice rings out, it sounds comically familiar. 
“YEAH!!” he yells. It is our friend John, skishing, out past the end of our cast. 
“Hey, John, you crazy bastard, how is it going out there?”  
“Manny! Its AWESOME out here! You gotta try it! Shine your light, I’m coming over.“ 
  John swims in on his back, like a sea otter, and we pull him up out of the water onto the rock. It is a bit of a squeeze, but the three of us can just fit. John has been training for a big triathlon this week and he has been into fish for hours; the man is seriously energized. I get a hit just as another wave approaches, it’s a good fish. I try to set the hook, but another dark wave rises up before. I try to keep my line tight, but the outcome is clear. “See ya!” yells John and we are all tossed, rudely, like a salad. Amid the commotion, my flashlight somehow gets knocked on and in this aquatic kaleidoscope I look up and can my feet; perfectly framed in the spotlight, swept up in the water above them, is a beautiful striped bass.
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    When everything settles, the bass is free and I am cruising down tide. I reel in my line as fast as I can but the current is swift. I don’t want to become entangled and I need to angle in towards shore as quickly as possible.  Manny surfaces beside me and as the long beam of the Montauk Light swings past, for just one moment, we are illuminated. A single frame in a silent film, and then, darkness. On a rough night, your favorite rock can allude you for hours. You spend more time in the water than out of it and you drink a lot of ocean.  We can hear John laughing down the beach, “I made it!” he hollers, “Sweet!”
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About five years ago, one wetsuiter lost his connection to an infamous perch at Montauk Point and was swept off into the current. Neoprene will not protect you indefinitely from the cold or the interest of sharks. Thinking fast, he tied on his heaviest buck tail and dropped it down to the bottom, where it quickly snagged and held fast. It seemed to him as if only a minute had passed. He held tight to his line, signaled with his flashlight, and was picked up by a trawler returning to Montauk, nearly two miles off shore. 
  With surfcasting, the risks pale to the rewards. During the sweltering, summer season, when temperatures in near shore rise, striped bass  move into deeper, cooler water and leave a tapestry of the unique and incredible in their wake.
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   One afternoon in July while we are snorkeling off Gin Beach near Shagwong Point, a friend spots something unusual and signals wildly with his hands for us to swim over. A thin tube, serrated near its base, rises up from the bottom, like a long stipe of kelp you can see in the Pacific.  There, at the edge of the Pleistocene, I freeze. Less than six feet beneath us is an eye the size of a grapefruit, looking out across the speckled sea floor.  Another eye becomes apparent, but it is so far apart from the first, that I have to look at one and then the other to see them both. The rough-tailed stingray is well over five feet across and its long tail bows up gently in the water column close to my shoulder. We quickly realize that there is another, even larger stingray, nose to nose with this one and settled into the sand below us. They slowly shift and begin to rise up, like hovercraft, lift their wide pectoral fins and begin a graceful underwater flight. As they approach deeper water, the two rays, like their magnificent cousins, the giant manta, begin to soar. We watch through our masks in awe as they disappear from sight without a sound.
    The roughtail stingray ranges from Georges Bank off New England to the Gulf of Mexico and as far east as the Canary Islands and Mediterranean Sea. These remarkable animals have a diet which is surprisingly similar to the striped bass; they can grow to over 6 feet in length, and can weigh over 600 pounds, making this the largest whip-tail ray species in the Atlantic. I know many marine biologists who have never seen one.
     I swim up through the thermocline and head in along the reef amid schools of bay anchovy, dappling on the waters surface, indiscernible from raindrops.  I pass the broad section of granite which serves as favorite haul out for harbor and Atlantic grey seal; it is festooned with the chalky guano of great crested cormorant, herring and ring-billed gull.  Spider crab and a small lobster are hunting in the barnacles and draped across its base, petrous, is a large fluke. The recumbent fish is camouflaged almost beyond recognition, lapidarian. As I enter the shallows, I feel the water temperature grow warmer. While my feet are submerged in water that is barely 60 degrees Fahrenheit, my fingers touch the balmy surface at 80.  I pull up my mask, and watch a black tern lift and turn towards Shagwong Reef. The tide is low, and the air pungent with seaweed and brine. Gneiss cobblestones are embedded in quartz sands which are tinted a soft raspberry hue with garnet, swirling darker with magnetite and studded with sky blue chips of mussel shell. The Montauk lighthouse stands high above on the cliffs edge. The sun is setting; it’s time to go fishing. 
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Andromeda
     One evening around midnight in September, as we walk up over dunes at the entrance to Fire Island. I am silenced by an eerie, almost unearthly sight.  The ocean, all of it, is literally glowing.  As we slowly approach the water’s edge, I am startled by bright green objects streaming through the luminous water. They appear suddenly, and then trail off like tiny comets in the firmament.  “Those are mullet,” Manny says quietly, “wait until a shad or bass comes along.”  
       As I cast out, my line in the current begins to radiate; a silken, iridescent thread, pulsing down into the deep, inlet waters.  In the absence of light, even in your peripheral vision, you can barely discern the outline of a nearby rock. You fish by feel alone. Tonight, we have night-vision, a rare window into this obscure pelagic universe and the secretive movements of each evanescent creature are now dramatically unveiled. 
      Suddenly, the mullet are scattered by an emblazoned torpedo speeding straight towards the beach. At the very last second, the bass turns and speeds off in a jet stream of green fire.
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      This “light” is created by dinoflagellates, a phylum of bioluminescent algae which bloom during warm, nutrient rich periods in the ocean.  This remarkable phenomenon is powered by chemiluminescence; at the heart of the reaction is a catalyst of a molecular substrate called luciferin by a matching enzyme, called luciferase.  This is followed by membrane depolarization, proton flux and finally, photon emission.  One common species is called Noctiluca scintillans; the Greek root of which loosely translates as bright, gleaming night, or more simply, night light.  But the show is not over yet.
      A school of fluorescent bass laser in towards shore. At the very end of their race, where the skinny water meets the sand, thousands of spearing and mullet begin to spark. Then, as if on cue, they shoot up out of the water and erupt, like fireworks, into a curtain of aqua-marine light.  Now the small fish and cascading water shimmer in a fountain of plasma, the arcs and trails of light diminish slowly, suspending belief.  
   If you swim out through the bioluminescence at night, the water at the trailing edge your fingertips will glimmer, like star dust. It is like swimming out through the universe, and you wonder if you will arrive home in a different century, spellbound.
   On a night like this, you will hear many surfcasters grumble dejectedly as they are leaving the surf “…a lot of fire in the water”, they will say. If the fishing was understandably poor that night, I hardly noticed. While the internet was ablaze with scowling reports from disgruntled fisherman, some of us had to be dragged from the beach, feet first.
Convergence
Migration is a stressful feat that requires tremendous stores of energy. Storm conditions which exhaust and sometimes defeat the heartiest of mammals and birds, seem to invigorate the striped bass. When most sensible humans take shelter, the leading edge of a storm draws anglers to the surf like a powerful magnet. In October of 2005, my surfcasting friends and I rushed to Montauk, to meet the onslaught of an approaching nor’easter.                  
     We arrive in the parking lot just before dawn and hike down a trail that runs down alongside the Montauk lighthouse to fish at an area called The Bluffs. It is almost infrasonic, a zephyr, a low, tunneling voice in the absence of light. Now, the sound is amplified, like thunder and the billows of canon fire, fast approaching. It is a particle, a wave; the ocean. [image: image30.jpg]



    The ground reverberates with a pounding surf, and gale force winds bellow.  Somehow, through this roaring din, we can still hear the high pitched chips of migrating song birds as they plummet down from a turbulent sky. As the sun begins to rise, their calls begin to fill the air and we see them swinging westward across Block Island Sound by the hundreds. An eerie golden light emanates out from a thin break in the steel gray clouds that line the horizon and we see for the first time, the sheer battalion of waves rounding Montauk Point.  Walls of water, ten feet high, culminate in white fiery crests, sheared off at their apex by sharp gust of wind. The beach is consumed by a moon tide flood and the high bluffs are lashed by chop and swells. The water has no where else to go and fishermen, like song and seabird alike, are staging in flocks. The barometer drops like a stone as the storm makes landfall.
       Two house finch careen into the beach and immediately begin to search for food; their movement is feverish. A male hooded warbler, in bright yellow and black breeding plumage drops out of the sky like a tiny hailstone and lands weary at my feet. Despite the exposure, despite the danger, he tucks his head behind his wing and goes to sleep. On the trail down to the water, Leif and I pass two storm soaked and ragged looking surfcasters on the retreat who leave us with emphatic warnings: “Be careful, it’s dangerous down there!” says one, carrying two rods. “Seriously,” warns the other, clutching his arm “it isn’t safe, I think I fractured my collar bone.” I know that my father meant well and there have been many times that I think he may have been right. At times, Montauk Point is not fit for man or woman, only the hearty beast. And yet, as the surf appears to draw down, the surfcasters inch forward. I try to make a cast but the wet gravel gives out beneath me. As I scramble for solid ground, the water suddenly barrels back up the beach and takes down the entire row of surfcasters like a stand of bowling pins. As Leif struggles to raise one knee, another angler rolls past him, flailing in the steep, stony wash. Leif reaches out a long arm and grabs the man’s hood to keep him from tumbling further into the ocean.  As I regain my footing, I see another angler in a wetsuit, further down the reef. He is up to his neck in white water; his arms are held high and his rod is bent in a steep arc. In this surge and vaulting sea, the striped bass are biting. 
  Hours later, I see the man who injured his shoulder. He is down in a protected cove, softly casting a surface lure with a sharp wince.  Steve is also at Montauk this day, but in these conditions, he has the good sense to fish from the sand beaches outside of town.  
    Steve leaves his bungalow well before dawn. Everything he needs is packed into a small bag that clips around his waist; it contains a small handful of favorite lures, and a secret or two, as all anglers have. He travels light, which makes his surfside journey flexible, efficient and easy going.  In contrast to this streamlined approach, many of us pack our surf bags with every size, shape and color of lure conceivable until the sheer weight of it becomes prohibitive. Old timers will tell you, however, that colors catch far more fisherman than fish. 
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   For bait, we carry American eel in a mesh bag tied to our belt. We also carry needle-nose pliers, a waterproof flashlight, and a length of thin rope called a stringer, which can be slipped through a mouth and gill, in the event we want to carry a fish back from the beach. We even pack a vacuum sealed snack to more easily fish through the night like our grandfathers did.  
     The reality is, if you have a good set of hands, you can lure in, hook and land many fish on a simple buck tail jig. This is made by attaching a hook to a molded piece of lead for weight, and tying hairs from the tail of a deer along the shank of the hook. For the final flourish, a strip of porkrind is attached to the hook which waves behind the lure as it is retrieved.  To us, it looks like an odd scrap, but to many fish, with the right presentation, it looks like an irresistible hors d’oeurve. According to Henry Cohen of Midcurrent magazine the buck tail jig was so effective that the US Army Air Corp included some fishing line and a buck tail jig in each pilot's survival kit in case he was ever shot down over water.
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Lures are often hand-crafted by the most serious anglers. Like a waterfowl decoy, to be effective, a lure must be carefully designed.  Choice woods like maple, birch, and mahogany are soaked in linseed oil, wired through with heavy-gauge steel, perfectly balanced with tiny weights and finished with a bomb-proof yet luxurious finish. A lure must stand up to the most extreme conditions, hours of submersion in salt water, and the merciless battering of rocks. Above all, it must catch fish. It is simply a matter of time before one of your clever fishing friends reaches into a bag in his truck.  “Check this out…” he will say, proudly, holding up his newest creation. “Try it out”, he will urge, with a gleam in his eye, “let me know if the action is good…”            
   If you have been lucky enough to walk a quiet stretch of beach with only the stars and instinct to guide you, you will know Steve’s path.  He can hear the condition of the surf even before he steps out the door. The fresh air helps to clear his mind, as he sets off before dawn. If he is lucky, and he often is, he will find the fish. There may be fluke, bluefish, shad or weakfish; there may be herring, haddock, stargazer and striped bass. Steve is able to capture the essence of each species. 
   The origin and practice of Gyotaku can be traced back to Samurai warriors living in the mountains of northern Japan in the early 1800s. The ideal samurai excelled not only in the martial arts but in the fine arts as well. In Japanese, “gyo” means fish and “taku” means a print, rubbing or impression; for Steve this unique form of art became a natural inspiration. 
   On a flat board, he carefully paints the fish with black, India ink. He gently covers it with rice paper, and presses down, so each scale will be imprinted. The paper is then carefully removed and left to dry. With this method, he can capture the finest details of the fishes form and beauty. Afterwards, he renders a unique feature of the surrounding landscape in a skillful woodcut, carved out of maple, and imprints this in ink alongside his subject. These images are highly detailed and difficult to achieve; he must first conceive of and carve an image in the negative for it to appear in ink, in the positive. As a last flourish, Steve’s initials are then applied like a Chinese chop in bright red ink. The portrait is incredibly lifelike, it is an inviting portal, you can step through.
By days end, the sweet scent of honeysuckle is steeped into the air; an infusion so heady and elemental, it is nearly potable. The grit of rough sand sinks beneath your feet, you feel the departing warmth of the surf as it settles, the replacing chill of autumn, the taste of salted spray. In past your ankles, up to your waist, you are ready. The sun star setting and moon stone pull. The wave is sheer and rises up; countless and covalent, they ride within. Enchanted, nearly blind, the once suspended light begins to break apart, like a burning ship, a prism. Before you, approaching escape velocity, a fractal of lambent fins. You cast out. 
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    If we keep a fish for dinner, we are ready with a cornucopia of ingredients. Fresh lime, red onion, cilantro, chili peppers, and tomatoes create a fine ceviche. At home, white wine, sherry, India pale ale, Dijon mustard, capers, plum sauce, shallots, garlic, saffron, fresh ginger, cayenne, fresh parsley and marjoram from the garden, may all find their way into a favorite new recipe.  Steve makes a spicy dressing with wasabi. My dad enjoys a freshly filleted bass, with a splash of lemon and olive oil, baked over a driftwood fire right on the beach. This is truly one of the finest meals that can be enjoyed on any seaboard.  My maternal grandmother Helen made a stuffing out of homemade duck sausage, cornbread and beach plums, collected fresh from dunes on Fire Island.  If the family was lucky, this delicious recipe would make its way into a striped bass for Thanksgiving dinner; they called it a Long Island sea turkey.      
   By the end of October, the southward migration of striped bass is in full swing.  Most people take refuge in their warm homes and now only the heartiest of anglers remain on the beach.  Some particularly dedicated fisherman arrange their entire work year so that they can fish uninterrupted through this exiting period of the fall at Montauk. By mid day, fishing trucks and cooler racks are hung with waders, wetsuits and rain tops which are left out to dry. The bass can turn up at a moments notice, so sleep comes in a series of broken naps.  The days grow shorter and northern gannet begin to fill in the sky, scanning for fish high above the waves. Steve keeps his eye on a nearby inlet and keeps a surfbag packed at all times. 
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 It is 25 degrees Fahrenheit and dropping on a bitterly cold night in early November. Manny and I fish hard from dawn straight through to a chilly sunset.  We shake the sand and snow flakes out of our gear, and hang everything up to dry indoors.  A full lunar eclipse is underway and I stand in the yard looking up at the earths shadow until I can bear the cold no longer.  By 11:00 p.m., even we rugged anglers are warm in our beds and sound asleep. When the phone rings, we sit up, suddenly bright and alert. A call at odd hours, any time between May and December often means just one thing: someone, somewhere has found the fish. It is our friend Ray calling from the surf, excitement and gusts of wind fragment his every word.  “Bass…birds! Peanuts everywhere! Light! Weird! 17 fish up to 24 pounds... you have to get out here!” he exclaims and hangs up the phone without waiting for an answer.  I look out the window and see that the lunar eclipse is nearly complete. Forty-five minutes later, swaddled in layers of winter woolens and fleece under our waders, we hit the beach running.                  
     In the time we had taken to pack the truck and drive east, the eclipse is waning and an omnipotent sterling light spills down from the full moon, unimpeded. In an unusual display of nocturnal activity, a cyclone of gulls appear in front us and begin feasting on the thick schools of menhaden which are driven into the shallows by schools of migrating bass and bluefish. A confluence of events, a light north wind laying down the waves, a declining photo period, the combined solar and lunar pull of a Spring tide, and instinct are driving this behavior.  In a series of white-water explosions, bass are breaking the surface, and chasing young menhaden up out of the water and onto the sand at our feet. Ray tosses a glistening new lure onto the beach amid the peanuts. “Use this,” he says enthusiastically. It is a perfect match for the bait.  
     In an inferno of white wings, the shrill cry of gulls pierce the icy air as I cast out. The rod jumps forward in my hand and line begins to scream off the reel. Off to my left, three friends lean back, their rods bent over with fish. Every pulse is racing. Westward down the beach, receding waves sift back through the sand. Along the soft sheen in their oscillating wake, a constellation of menhaden glimmer in the sand as far as our eyes can see. It is like fishing on the edge of the Milky Way galaxy. When I first saw Steve’s gyotaku prints, I saw this night come alive.
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  In the early part of the 20th century, striped bass tipping the scales at more than one hundred pounds were still weighed in at the Fulton Fish Market in New York City.  Sadly, fish of this size are no longer recorded.  Today, a bass in the 20 to 40 pound class will win a local surfcasting tournament. A 50 pound fish caught from surf is becoming rare and even party boats which patrol a wider and deeper area, land less and less of this class of fish each year.  A 60 to 70 pound fish is headline news.  The current official world record is held by Al McReynolds for a 78 pound 8 ounce fish caught over 25 years ago on September 21, 1982 from a jetty of Atlantic City, New Jersey.  

                                                                           
Everything in Moderation  Aristotle
Our fisheries and the oceans which sustain them are at a crossroads. Steve’s childhood passion for fishing also led him to a deeper interest in and dedication to conservation. We both feel very fortunate, as our grandparent did, to make our home near the ocean, but we worry about the sharp decline in fish populations. 
   I grew up on the Great South Bay of Long Island, New York. In the late 1960’s, our local bays and inlets were still rife with striped bass, weakfish, winter flounder, American eel, bay scallops and horseshoe crab. Like many people, I thought this bounty was as everlasting and eternal as my longing for the sea. 

   Even at that time, however, several species of piscivorous or fish-eating birds which breed in our area, including the great blue heron and osprey, were suffering the damaging effects of harmful industrial chemicals. Dangerous levels of Dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT), a pesticide, and Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) used, in part as an electrical coolant, had built up in the marine environment.  These toxins can cause liver damage, endocrine disruption, cancer and reproductive failure in fish, birds, and humans as well. Size and numbers or “bag” limits on fish were established by regulatory agencies not only to conserve fisheries, but to protect people from consuming dangerous levels of contaminants which can accumulate in the fish themselves. 

    Within ten years, over-fishing and further environmental contamination were creating widespread problems throughout the food chain and striped bass were in steep decline.  It took a radical change in policy, strict changes to federal legislation, and an emergency fishing moratorium in some states, including New York, to bring this fishery back into balance, uncertain though it remains. It was a close call. Now, research by the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission and the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation demonstrate that the population of striped bass is weakening once again. Surfcasters up and down the eastern seaboard are seeing a noticeable decline, even where bass were once reliably abundant. Another crash is possible, and it is happening now for local populations of winter flounder and weakfish.
   There is a concept in economics and population ecology called maximum sustainable yield (MSY), also known as sustainable harvest. MSY has been in use as a fisheries management strategy since the 1930s and by 1982,  it had been incorporated into the United Nations Convention for the Law of the Sea, insuring its integration into national and international fisheries policy.
 The basic idea is that the fish are a renewable resource; they can reproduce and replace themselves. Depending on survival and growth rates, a population will have a surplus which can be harvested without having an adverse effect. There are many factors which can affect the stability of this equation and the concept is flawed, sometimes seriously, because productivity is so variable and the MSY shifts as fishing intensifies. Additional concepts, such as optimum sustainable yield (OSY) concept have been considered, but a practical application for management of wild populations is equally untenable. Managers must use more than one reference point, promote proper statistical models and take into full consideration errors attached to their assessments.
 When it is primarily the largest fish which are taken, over time, this applies an intense, selective pressure which can affect not only the productivity but the survivorship of a species. Recovery, even reversal of this trend are possible, but without greater knowledge of the density and distribution of the population, their complete life history and environmental factors, the time that this recovery will take is difficult to predict. A precautionary approach to fisheries management therefore requires that evolutionary consequences of harvest be considered.
 
    Today, there are additional factors to consider when assessing the population of striped bass. A genus of bacteria called Mycobacterium, which also contains the species M. tuberculosis that causes pulmonary tuberculosis in humans and M. leprae, that causes leprosy, includes a new species that was described in 2001, M. shottsii.  M. shottsii, along with at least eight other related species, is causing potentially devastating infections in fish, collectively called Mycobacteriosis. Symptoms include significant weight loss, damage to the spleen and kidneys, darkly pigmented skin ulcers and loss of scales. Mycobacterial infections were first noted on the eastern seaboard in 1997. In 2001, the infection rate of striped bass recovered in the Chesapeake Bay had reached 75 percent. Animals, including fish, are far more vulnerable to pathogens when they are under stress. Stress can compromise even the most resilient species of species and habitat. The cause of the rise in this rate of infection is currently under investigation. 
    Historically, private, charter and party boats had a freer rein on pelagic fisheries such as tuna- big eye, blue and yellowfin, longfin albacore, and shark- porbeagle, big eye thresher, hammerhead and shortfin mako. Today, these species are all vulnerable, many are already endangered, and some even face extinction. Commercial and recreational fisherman here in the Northeast could once count on an abundance of many different species of fish, namely pollack, haddock, whiting, Atlantic cod and salmon, to fill their holds. In the 1990s, when overfishing forced the collapse of these vital fisheries, the pressure on those that remained, such as striped bass and fluke, increased tenfold.

   Menhaden also play a critical role in the health of our local marine ecosystem by filtering a tremendous volume of sea water and consuming algae.  Menhaden are an essential food source, not only for striped bass but for many other fish and bird species, including the bluefin tuna and common loon. The Omega Protein Corporation which operates the largest commercial fishing operation on the Atlantic coast, harvests menhaden to produce agricultural feed, cooking oil, and the long-chain omega-3 fatty acids which are used in human dietary supplements. For most of the 20th century, menhaden exceeded both in numbers and weight the largest catch of any U.S. fishery, 
 but in the absence of sustainable management and regulation, this waning population is now being outstripped. The United Nation Food and Agricultural Organization states that without further efforts to reduce the number of taken, the supporting population of menhaden may be exhausted within 10 years. 

   Some populations are of fish in our region are being rebuilt with the aid of fisheries management. The numbers are often well below their baseline populations in 1980, but it is an important start. Today it is difficult to think of a local species of fish which is beyond concern. In the New York bight, even the once plentiful numbers of bluefish are contracting. 

    When in comes to fisheries management, the subject of conservation, is, unfortunately, fraught with conflict. The survey methods used to measure the numbers of fish, as well as the population models upon which many regulations are based, are often grossly inaccurate. Poorly designed restrictions often harm the very populations they were intended to protect and loose the vital support of the fishing community. When new regulations are proposed, fish and wildlife, and the habitats which support them, are always caught in the crosshairs.
    If you speak with the CEO of a chemical company, a commercial or recreational fisherman, a politician, scientist, fisheries manager or conservation officer, you will hear a different definition of fisheries management from each person. The ecological, financial, and political factors involved create a complex and as yet, unsolved equation. The combined pressure of pollution, large scale commercial and recreational take on limited populations of fish are forcing further and unsustainable declines.  Illegal fishing has become a grave threat to fisheries both locally as well as worldwide and the numbers of non-target or bycatch fish killed annually by large trawlers, which use less discriminate methods to harvest fish, is estimated to be in the tens of millions. These factors, in tandem with political gridlock at the local, state and federal levels are the primary, if manifold threats to our fisheries. 
   The political pressure on congress from industry (such as the New York Tackle and Trade Association (NYFTTA) and Recreational Fishing Association (RFA), between states and within the states themselves can itself be unwieldy. Even where the science and the states own environmental impact statements demonstrate that a closure is necessary to keep a population of fish biologically, let alone commercially sustainable, progress can grind to a crawl. There is often radical disagreement on all sides; some would like to see all restrictions lifted and others would close some fisheries completely. This is where we, as individuals, can make a tremendous difference. Concerned citizens are often the deciding factor, our voice can tip the balance and help bring a resolution to these conflicts. One fact is clear, healthy populations of fish are supported by a healthy ecosystem in balance. To work towards and achieve this balance, further changes in practice and policy are necessary, and there is a great deal that you can do to help.  

      As a starting place, Steve and I practice proper catch and release. In New York State, for many species, this is required by law. It is a simple action, to be sure, but the rewards for patient stewardship are immeasurable. Catch and release cannot be used for all methods of fishing; and it is not without risk, but it can be conducted with minimum harm to the fish.[1] A number of factors contribute to making the practice successful. These include the temperature, depth, and salinity of the water where one is fishing; the type of tackle (line, lures, hooks) and, most importantly, proper, minimal handling of the fish. A number of studies and management reports indicate that certain fish species are more sensitive than others to this interaction, including rainbow trout and largemouth bass, which live in freshwater. Responsible anglers follow appropriate and species-specific guidelines.  There are thousands of surfcasters on the eastern seaboard, which, like Steve and I, release over 96 percent of the fish we catch back to the sea.
    The famous surfcaster and author Frank Daignault once said “Surfcasting is not just about catching fish…it is also about the awareness you develop, what you learn when you try.”  It requires great patience and humility; our reach is inherently, thankfully, limited. While we are out there, we learn about the natural history of the fish, the freshwater and marine ecosystem. We gain the insight, understanding and knowledge to lobby our legislature to more effectively conserve, build and strengthen our fisheries. 
    Fortunately, some corporations understand that they must develop far more stringent environmental practices and many fisherman now realize that it they must maintain a more sustainable harvest. Recreational anglers, by countering political pressure from industry​-are largely responsible for the protection of essential habitat and the recovery of many important species of fish, including red drum, sword fish and striped bass. While further moderation in key states is still needed, with our direction, many Atlantic States have finally banned menhaden fishing within their waters. The use of both DDT and PCBs was ultimately banned here in the United States. 
 Each of these challenges formed a landmark case, brought about by the research and action of concerned citizens, anglers and local scientists. We have been and continue to be the most effective advocates for fisheries conservation, the proverbial instruments of change. It takes time and vigilance, but change for the better is possible. If you look up in the sky as you cast out into the mouth of any river here on Long Island; you can once again see an osprey soaring in flight. Thanks to the combined efforts of people who have chosen to get involved, restoration has begun. 


 While we are fishing, we learn to respect the elements and to better understand the impact of our actions on the environment. When we share the beauty and diversity of the natural world with our friends and children, our lives are enriched beyond measure. When we are able to turn challenge into achievement, we can make a profound difference in the world. If there has ever been a common cause, a meeting place; if there has ever been a light, bridge to understanding, it is found here, at the waters edge.
     By the time this article is published, several ground-breaking conservation efforts are underway. On October 20, 2007, an executive order was signed to protect both the striped bass and red drum, this has prohibited the sale of both species caught in federal waters and also directed the states to designate these species as “game fish”.  Game fish designation is a very effective regulatory tool used to protect and aid in the recovery of species in decline. A framework has been established to create six new international marine preserves, each larger than the Hawaiian Islands by a factor of 10.  This level of marine conservation is unprecedented. Marine protected areas have been very effective here in the Northeastern Atlantic. Seasonal restrictions since 1970 and year-round closures since 1994 on and around Georges Bank, an area of more than 20,000 square kilometers, between Cape Cod, Massachusetts and Cape Sable Island, Nova Scotia, have resulted in a significant increase in the biomass of cod, haddock and yellow-tail flounder.  Managers hope that there will be a moderate spillover effect not only in biomass, but in fish eggs and larvae from protected areas to help replenish open, harvested areas. In the long term, large scale management efforts and modified fishing effort can allow some species to recover. In 2009, a salt-water fishing license was enacted in New York State to help provide much needed conservation and enforcement revenue. If additional measures are taken, our grandchildren may yet experience many of the same marine treasures of our own youth, and they will build an even greater legacy of conservation for the future. 
             You can increase the likelihood of catching a large bass by carefully calculating the proper conditions, adapting your gear, and honing your instincts, but probability will never become certainty. Just when we think we have a handle on their movement, nature’s ever fluctuating nuance, the heave of a powerful storm, a bitterly cold winter, an offshore school of bait, the new curve and set of a sandbar, shift the balance. This is as it should be. We cast out from the edge of our element to encounter the fish in theirs; this, in a nutshell, is surfcasting.                              
           .     


Emblems     

     Snow buntings dip through the air and land to forage in the wind sculpted dunes.  Surf clam, oyster and scallop shells lie strewn on the outer beach, and two large mackerel gasp up onto the wet sand, their vermillion eyes are ablaze. Each fish is freshly and deeply notched, where the jaws of a large bluefish just narrowly missed their hold.  A single starfish, the size of a human hand and still glistening in the rinse, is spotted by a great black-backed gull.  Startled by a toppling wave, he leaps aside, wings held high. Bonaparte’s gulls converge on a small school of migrating fish, and northern gannet veer into a plummeting dive. Dad and I are up early to scout for a long-awaited winter visitor.

     A liquiform ripple of bait flashes up from behind the wash into the air and then disappears into the calm, cold water; a few menhaden remain. Spring will come soon enough and with it, healthy new and old generations of finfish. I hope their numbers are great.      

    Laden tracks, canine but delicate, lead a long furrow up from the surf and behind the arc of an old oak, worn smooth and nearly buried in the swale. The vixens chestnut tail flicks in plumed jolts, as she pivots intently around something at her feet. Suddenly the twin points of her ears appear over the bough and freeze. The wind shifts and we are marked. We sneak up to investigate, but the red fox has vanished. Behind the bough, the drag mark recedes into the dune grass and the sand shimmers with fish scales.
      From this high vantage point, we look eastward down the narrow barrier beach of Fire Island.  The quick turn of a long, tawny ear, the mirror of dark eyes reveals the twelve point antlers of a white-tailed buck deer camouflaged deep within the winter foliage. A flock of black duck rise up from the back bay to the north; their dark wings contrast with the scarlet leaves of ivy, the burnished reeds, the cobalt water and rose-hinted blue of the solstice sky. Our path along the fore dune descends to where the frosted ground is matted with shadbush,  bayberry and goldenrod.  Icy and ferrous, the russet pool of an artesian well lies quiescent at our feet. Here, at the edge of the Monmouth Greensand, we wait.         
     Great South Bay is now a brilliant illumination, mirroring sunlight in all directions. Yellow-rumped warbler glean berries from the thick branches of juniper. The wind chill hovers close to zero degrees. Just beneath an osprey nest that fledged two chicks this year, a great blue heron is poised to spear. The broad crown of intertwined branches has held strong through a season of fierce northeasterly winds. If they can complete their long flight to South America and back, if there is sufficient, healthy habitat and fish in the waters where they winter, this pair will return here in March, to this same nest. The scent of sweetgale and a cedar wood fire reaches us from the mainland.  We hear only the soft bray of long-tailed duck and a loose rustle of leaves.  Then, on the far northern horizon, a speck appears. Even at a great distance, the eagle reveals itself with long, slow wing beats.
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    Margaret Hart is an biologist living on Long Island. Steve Thurston is a scientific illustrator at the     
    American Museum of Natural History in New York City. If you would like to learn more about ocean 
    and fisheries conservation, please visit the following websites:

      http://www.joincca.org/
      http://www.blueocean.org/
      http://www.pewoceanscience.org/mission/mission.php
      http://www.oceanconservation.org/

                                                                   John J. Hart 1882- 1966
Leif, Shagwong Beach, Montauk, New York, 2008
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Dad at Shinnecock Inlet, New York, 2010
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