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on the Flats

Find fish on the flats without a trip to the tropics
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Depending on the height of the tides in vour area, flats
arc cither fully or partially exposced at low tide, The
bottoms of the flats vary by region, as well as by proxim-
ity to the mainland. Some flats are sandy, others have
patches of eelgrass, and others have cobble bottoms. The
rocks and cobble are washed into the occan from natural
erosion on the mainland,

Warter clarity also varies from flat to flat. Flats in Long
Island Sound tend to be murkier than flats closer to the
open ocean due to the lower current exchange. Small
flats in estuaries are not as clear as ocean flats. Flats
change quickly, and a stiff wind or an overnight storm
can cloud normally clear water. A day or two of calm
weather following a storm clears up most flats.

All flats have edges and drop-offs where the depth
changes from shallow to deep. Sometimes it is a steep
drop-off and in other places the change from shallow
to deep water is more gradual. Bass and other gamefish
(as well as baitfish) follow these edges as they move
from place to place, When the tide is moving, the

Striped bass (inset) and blvefish feed mostly on sand eels and silver-
sleles on Northeast saltiater flats, You need o Dol to acoess most
Slats, Dot you can anchor your bogt and wade (right) or use the
bt b dlrift qovoss the flat. Barey aned Cathy Beck plaotos
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current along these edges is often stronger, or more
erratic, which can disorient baitfish and make for an
easy meal. The baitfish often flee onto the flat for
safery, and when the water is deep enough, the bass
follow them.

Hard edges (sharp angles and stronger current) make
predators more aggressive than softer edges. Where the
contour is steep, and the current strong, the fish need to
move quickly in order to get a meal before it washes by
them. If vou have to choose an edge to drift along, or
stake up along, choose the edge with the most dramatic
depth change.

Some shallow arcas consist of a serics of bars with
cuts and troughs between them, known colloguially in
Massachusetts as “guzzles.” Water spills over the bars
and drains through the cuts and troughs. Fish often
use these troughs and cuts as entrance and exit points
onto and off the flat. If these cuts are adjacent to
nearby bavs, estuaries, rips, or deep water, they
become even more convenient entrance and exit
points for bass.
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Some flals are sandy with patches of eelgrass while otber flats (above)

Ive cobble Dottoms, In o wost cases, your fly color shonld match the

DBogtonn codor

Striper Flats

The Best Northeast

Fish Movement

OINE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT aspoects of fishing is a thor
ough understanding of vour quarry. Merely showing up
on a flat and hastily shouting out points on the clock—
coordinates for your buddy to cast—doesn't result in
many successful opportunitics. On some days, particu-
larly those following a storm, it is difficult to spot fish
from a long distance, 50 it's important to know where to
begin looking.

If vou take some time to study the fish—without actu-
ally fishing—wvou'll find that they move predictably while
on the flats and also while moving to and from the flats.
Bass are predators, and predators follow edges. Some
edges are formed by structure—such as a depth change
or where an eelgrass bed adjoins a sandy flat. Other edges
are formed by current or color change—such as where

fast water mects slower water or where clear water
meets dirty water. Wind affects the current speed and
can form edges as well, Wind moving with the tide
smoothes the surface and speeds up the water flow. Wind
moving against the tide creates a chop and slows the
current.

Baitfish usually swim against the current, and preda-
tors follow them. If you see fish moving with the current,
it often means that they are spooked or are moving off a
flat with a dropping tide.

While feeding on or near the flats, groups of bass tend
to find a particular depth and stay with it as the tide rises.
On a flar with a gradual depth change, bass often move
from the deeper areas to the shallow areas as those areas
are flooded by the incoming tide. They need to have
enough water over them to feel safe and feed aggressively,
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Fly Patterns

LICCESSFUL FLATS ANGLERS are like

trout fishers who carry different

flies to match different insect
hatches. Flats anglers should carry
baitfish imitations in different sizes,
shapes, and colors and change flies
regularly until they find the right match.

| use mostly Ken Abrames's Flatwing

flies to imitate silversides and sand
eels. [See ‘How to Tie Hlatwings” by
Ken Abrames at fyftsherman.com/Salt-
watery. THE Enimor.] The L and L
Special, Bullraker, Sure Thing, and
Ray's Fly Flatwing consistenthy work for
me. They suspend in the shallow water
column of the flats environment and
have the same lateral movement as sil-
versides and sand eels.

Spend some time looking at baitfish
and you'll see that the flies don't need
to be complicated. One-inch sand eels
can be imitated with a #8 hook and
just a few strands of marabou—Ilight
on the bottom and darker colors like
olive or brown on top.

Poppers and sliders sometimes
work on a flat and bring the most
memorable strikes. Gartside Gurglers
tied in either natural or bright colars
are excellent flats flies.

| choose to fish shallower flats
where weighted flies are rarely
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required, but if you are fishing where
the current is strong, and the bass are
looking down, a weighted fly may be in
order. Clouser Minnows tied with bead
chain or small lead dumbbell eyes are
best for shallow water. Crab patterns
such as gresn or brown Merkins—
match them to the bottom color—also
take their share of flats fish. Try plastic
or chain eyes on your crab patterns so
they are not overweighted, and don't
be afraid to dead-drift them, -

Where there are a series of adjacent flats
of various depths, bass often feed on the
decper flats carly in the incoming tide and
on the shallower flats at the end of the
incoming tide, When the tide reverses, so
does the general direction of the game-
fish movement,

As vou follow fish moving from flat to
flat, or across a large flat, you may notice
that the fish tend to stay at a particular
depth. Some days it seems as though
they prefer 2 feet of water over their
heads to feed comfortably on a flat, and
on other dayvs they might want a little
more o a litde less, If vou can find a
pattern to this behavior, vou'll get into a
lot more fish.

For instance, you may notice a group
of bass on the southwest corner of a
point bar. You see that they are moving
into the current and with the wind. If
vou watch your depth finder, and
compare it to the depth where the fish

Continued on page 71
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STRIPERS ON THE FLATS . . .

Comtinned from page 35
are, vou may find that they are in 2.3 feet
of water, When the tide rises, the fish
mowve Gurther onto the Mar, staving at that
2.3 foot mark. I often find fish moving up
a series of edges or flats but always
staving at about the same depth, IF T move
to another location, this trend may repeat
itself, helping me quickly locate fish.
Onee you determine what the fish are
doing, vou can set up vour boat o get the
hest possible shots at them. Drifting with
the tide may result in most fish coming
toward the boat as you drift, In this situa-
tion, vour' Il need to speed up vour retrieve
to offset the boat's speed. [ prefer to keep
the boat at a 45-degree angle in relation
to the current s0 hoth anglers get shots at
the fish, This also keeps the line from
crossing the cockpit, thereby reducing
tangles. Having one right- and one left-
handed caster is ideal, but if one of the
anglers can accurately deliver the fly with
4 hackcast, it's almost as good.
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I the sunpmen, many anglers wade the flals
wedaring shorts and profective foolwear
fabove). In the spring, you I need breathalie
titelers i fustdated layers wunderneath to
sty ey e the cold water,

Flats Bait

STRIPED BASS AND BLUEFISH move onto the
lars following baitfish, The dominant flas
baitfish are silversides and sand eels.
When silversides move inshore in March
and April, bass begin moving into shallow
witter, sand eels arrive later in May and
June, and when both baits are on the flats,
the fishing can be explosive. You can tell
the difference between silversides and
sand eels gquicklv—silversides spray out

of the water when chased by bass, but
sand eels do not.

May through early Tuly is tvpically the
best time for flats fshing in most areas of
the Northeast, but—depending on bait
movement and water temperature on
vour local fats—ithe fishing can still be
good in July and August, If the water
warms too much, the bass seek cooler
water clsewhere.

Flats fishing slows in the fall as the
stripers school along the beaches in
preparation for their migration. Men-
haden and other important baitfish also
gather and migrate along the beaches,
and stripers take advantage of these
casicr meals. There may be times in Sep-
tember or October when fish travel
across flats as they migrate south, but
these opportunities are unreliable.

There are a variety of sizes of silver-
sides and sand eels on the flats, every-
thing from l-inch juveniles to 7-inch
adults, Imitate the most commion size,

Silversides and sand eels take on dif-
ferent colors depending on the water
depth, the color of the bottom terrain,
and the sunlight, On bright days and over
white sand, the bait is usually light-
colored, and similar patterns perform
best. On cloudy dayvs or over eelgrass, sil-
versides and sand eels take on a darker
tint or 4 brownish-green color,

Saltwater tiers too often use mono-
chromatic colors in their flics, bur subitle
color differences sometimes make a dif-
ference. This is the reason that Art Flick
used urinestained fox underbelly fur
instead of regular fox underbelly fur for
his Hendrickson, Sometimes a flv tied
with plain green-dyed bucktail works over
a kelp bed, bur mixing yellow and blue
bucktail together creates a green hue and
A better imitation of most baitfish, If youn
favor synthetic materials, vou can blend
them as well to get the perfect shade, For
underwater baitfish pictures o help you
chose the right colors, look at Ken
Abrames's web site stripermooda.com,’.

Ifa fish trails a y but doesn'teat it the
flv may have too much flash, be too thick,
too long, the wrong color, or you may be
using the wrong retrieve, Jockey around
with the patterns and pull out some of
the flash or cut down the tail. On a bright
day, a few stands of flash are sufficient.
om't overdao it

Your retricve should imitate the natural
movement of silversides and sand ecls. Most
prev specics move steadily and chythmi-
cally unless a predator pursoes them, T use

Comtinied on poge 72
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STRIPERS ON THE FLATS . . |

Condineed from page 71

several different retrieves. If the bass ane
diown current, I usually cast up and across,
throw a few upstream mends into the ling,
and drift the fly down to the fish. As my line
tightens on the swing, 1 add a handawist
retrieve or i sirp retrieve, Since the current
i alreachy moving the fly, there is no need o
use a fast retrieve. When 1 do use a strip
retricve, | retreve 8 to 12 inches per strip
for large baits like menhaden, For smaller
baitfish such as you find on the faes, 1 ose
shorter strips, normally 3 to 6 inches, If bait
is holding in the current or wailing 1o move
over i bar, a deaddrift or slow-swing pres-
entation works wonders These are stancard
freshwater strcamer retrieves, but they are
excellent in the salt as well,

Light Conditions

STRIPERS CAN BE sHY in bright light. Anglers
think that water temperatures always
drive bass off the flats, but at times the
bright sun is responsible, When bass
move off the flats, bluefish often replace
them. A big bluefish in skinny water is a
treat, and they jump and tail-walk like
small arpon.

A flar devoid of bass on a bright sunny
iy may come alive with fish at dusk or at
first light, and sometimes they feed there all
might, Onee my friend Toim Rice and 1 found
only Bluefish on the fat during the day, and
when the sun started to fade, we saw the V-
wales of bass moving across the flar unedl
well after sunset, The hass were feeding on
sund eels with their noses pushed out of
the water, inhaling bait as they moved,

Gear
THERE ARE TwO DisTINGT philosophies on
rods. Most anglers prefer 9-foot, st
action rods for fats Gshing because they
can make quick change-of-direction casts
to approaching schools of fish, Other
anglers fvor slower rods up o L or 11
feet long. These rods mend line more effi-
ciently and do double duty as surf rods.
Because [ rarely fish water more than 3
feet deep, [ fish Ooating lines almost all
the time. When | want to drop my fly
lower in the water column, I add split-
shot or use a heavier hook. Most of the
time the weight of the hook sinks the fly
enough, and bass will rise to a fly if it is
the correct imitation. Sinking-tip lines
have their place for slightly deeper flars
(3 to 5 feet) and some anglers favor inter-
mediate sinking lines. These cut the wind
better than floating lines but are more dif
ficult to mend or pick up and recast
guickly in fast-paced flats situations.

1?

Monomay Island, Sowth Cape Flats, and the shallows near Barnstable Harbor fabope) are
among e best flats-fishing areas in the Northeast and they are all on Cape Cod,

Massachusetls,

Striped bass are not leader shy, so
nylon monofilament leaders and dppets
are sufficient. I've heard anglers debate
the qualities of nylon versus fluorocar-
b, bt if the fly is right the bass will eat
it regardless of the tppet composition.

T use three-picce leaders between G and
9 feet long with 2 or 3 feet of 40-pound-
test nylon for the butt section, 2 or 3 feet
of 30pound-test for a midsection, and 2 or
3 feet of 200pound-test for the tppet.] put
i loop at the base of the butt section with
a Bimini twist, loop the midsection to that,
and join the uppet with a double
surgeon’s knot | leave tag ends of the
double surgeon’s knot long (3 to 5 inches)
o add droppers, Fishing two Mlies at once
can create a feeding frensy and often
results in hooking two bass at a time.

If you wade, use a chest or waist pack
with waterproof flv boxes and gquick-
drving, sun-proof clothing. In the early
season, breathable waders with synthetic
underwear or fleece are best in cold warer
Later in the summer, many anglers wade
saltwater flats in shorts. Wear Neoprene
booties, sandals, or fats boots o protect
vour feet from horseshoe crabs, skates, and
the sharp edges of broken shells.

A good hat and polarized glasses are
impaortant. I wear wreaparound frames o
recuce side glare and prefer amber lenses.
Additional relevant saltwater gear, such as
a hook hone, BogaGrip, binoculars, sun
hlock, drinking water, and a rain jacket
should accompany vou on yvour flats trip,

Accessing the Flats
I mosT cases, saltwater flats are sur-
rounded by deeper water, s0 you need a

boat to get to the flat Sea kavaks have
recently gained favor among flats anglers,
Many kavakers paddle tooa ar and then
et out and wade, You sit too low in a
kayak to effectively sightfish on a flat. but
trolling along the edges of a flat is another
effective kavak technigque, If vou wade,
tether your kavak to your waist and walk
with it, or anchor it on a sandbar. TTse a
length of rope twice as long as the
expected maximum water depth so that a
rising tide doesn't take your boat.
Fishing from a larger boat is the most
effective way 1o sight-fish the fMats because
vou cian move gquickly from spot to spot,
your have a better vantage point to spot fish,
and a team effort separates the boat maneu-
vering and the fishing, For a boat to work
o a flat, it needs to have a shallow deaft and
mowe silently with a trolling motor or a
pole, A poling platform is helpful —1 stand
on the center console of my Maritime Skiff
to spot fish. Some captains fish Florida-style
flats boars like Hewes, Action Craft, and
Maverick, while others prefer boats with
modified V-hulls like Jones Brothers, Parker,

successful flars Ashing means knowing
the bait and understanding how tide and
wind affect fish movement. Experiment.
ing with Mies will rownd out your fats-
fishing experience. When you put it all
together, you have a deliberate, methodi-
cal way to catch more fish and have more
fun doing it. —

Tom Keer is the Fuy Fisperman Northeast
field editor, He lives on Cape Cod, Massa-
chusetts.
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