BY KEN ABRAMES

Rhode Island Stripers Are Hooked into History

Late in September if the full moon is close to the equinox I will go to
Newport just before dark to fish off the rocks with my fly rod. The
stripers will be there hunting mullet that are migrating down south.
The bass will know where they are hiding. It is not random. It is one of
nature’s ongoing life-and-death-dramas that are played out every fall
along the coast of Rhode Island. The striped bass are fierce predators
that, like jungle animals, are totally wild and very wily. I will tie on a
September Night Fly, a hand-made fly pattern that I tie myself to imi-
tate a small mullet in the surf, and cast it out into the breaking waves
as they crash over the rocks along Ocean Drive.

The moon will be shining on the water and there will only be the
mullet and the stripers and me. Perhaps there will be another angler
somewhere along the shoreline, perhaps not. Striper fishing in this way
is primal. The ocean and its wild creatures and I do a ritual ancient dance.
I, in a pair of boots, moving along silently, pausing to cast my fly out into
the waves, hoping to somehow place that tiny fly right in front of a hun-
gry striper and connect to one of the most amazing fish in the sea.

I am a native Rhode Island fly fisherman born and bred, or so it
seems, to catch striped bass. I have been doing this for almost 60 years
just as my father did before me.

Stripers migrate up the coast in late winter and early spring from
the Chesapeake Bay and take up residence in Rhode Island. They stay
through the fall when they begin their southward migration in order to
spawn. Most are gone by the start of winter but there are stripers that
stay here all year.

Striped bass are a part of the history of Rhode Island dating back
to Colonial times. The Native American word for striped bass is Mis-
suckekequock. That is quite a mouthful. Roger Williams, the founder
of the Rhode Island colony, described the native Narragansett tribe’s
methods of catching this fish in his book A Key into the Language of
America in 1643.

The natives venture one or two in a Canow,

and with an harping Iron,

Or such like instrument sticke this fish,

and so hale it into their canow;

Sometimes they take them by their nets,

which they make strong of Hemp.

Which they will set thwart some little river
or Cove wherein they kil basse

(at the fall of the water) with their arrows,

or sharp sticks,

especially if headed with Iron,

gotten from the English. ..
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This report described fishing events that took place at the narrows
of the Seekonk River near the current location of the Washington Bridge
on route [-195 which connects East Providence to Providence and is
the scene of daily commuter traffic jams.

The colony soon learned that the “Basse” was vital to their sur-
vival and before long were harvesting the stripers along with vast num-
bers of salmon from the series of waterfalls just up the Blackstone
River above Pawtucket. They dried and salted both kinds of fish for
shipment back to Europe. Commercial fishing for export was the fi-
nancial lifeblood of the early colony and is still a strong part of Rhode
Island’s traditional economy.

The Slater Mill dam in Pawtucket spawned the Industrial Revolu-
tion in America. It was built to harness water power and also served to
obstruct and prevent the spawning runs of wild salmon and effectively
killed the salmon run in the Blackstone, which was reported in histor-
ical journals to be the biggest run in North America. The stripers were
never eliminated and survive to this day.

The striped bass did face a modern-day challenge in the early
1980s. Their numbers reached an all-time low and the survival of the
species was in question. Habitat degradation and over-fishing by com-
mercial interests almost wiped them out. Their precipitous decline was
halted just in time and the state and federal regulations that were put
into place did have a positive effect on rebuilding the populations. That
rebirth is what captured the press’s attention and in a strange way facil-
itated the growth of epicurean interest in the striped bass throughout
New England.

Rhode Islanders have come to love striped bass. Growing up here
and living here all my life I never saw it on a menu until quite recently
and I never saw striped bass sold in fish markets like it is now. Most of
the commercial catch was shipped to the Mid-Atlantic States, which
was the historical market for stripers. The fish of choice in Rhode Island
was always flounder, haddock and cod. That has changed.

The striped bass was one of those gifts from the sea that was over-
looked by popular culture for many years and yet this unique fish has
always been well known and appreciated as prized table fare by certain
“enlightened” folks. Now, because of the interest generated by coverage
of their struggle for survival, a whole new audience has taken interest in
the striper. They are also much sought after for the table. Rightly so
since their flesh is white and flaky with firm texture and is perfect for
varied methods of preparation. They are indeed a wonderful addition to
the seafood lover’s menu.

There is no lack of Rhode Island stripers for your table, but if you
want to be sure you are eating a true wild fish you must capture it your-
self or get a friend to do it for you. There are farm-raised fish that are

Right: Ken Abrames in the surf with his fly rod
Photo courtesy of Cathy and Barry Beck
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sold in local markets, but many people feel that they are inferior in fla-
vor and texture to a true wild fish. I do not know the correct culinary
answer to that dilemma. I do know that wild fish must be large enough
to be harvested before they can be eaten. That legal size is 28” here in
Rhode Island but other states regulate their fish according to their own
standards. If you see a small striped bass, one that is less than 28”, for
sale in a market, it is reasonable to assume that it is a farm-raised fish.
You can ask to be sure.

September signals the beginning of the annual fall run. This is a
major natural event that brings out hordes of avid striper anglers every
year. People plan their vacations to coincide with the migration and
many people come to Rhode Island in the fall for that reason alone.

The fishing can be wonderful with vast schools of stripers gorging
themselves day and night in order to put on the weight needed to sus-
tain them during their long journey to their wintering grounds. It is
truly a time of natural abundance and a time for reaping what nature
has to offer to those who choose to participate and are willing to make
the effort to receive it.

In the ’50s, when I grew up, Little Rhody was “the place” to go for
stripers. Many articles were written about the Barrington and Warren
Rivers and Rhode Island’s fly fishing was showcased in national out-
door magazines almost every month. The fishing was terrific. It still is
and the whole of Narragansett Bay is full of stripers willing to take your
fly. The fall is the busy time of the year for fishing guides and charter
boat captains who fish out of the little harbors and ports along the coast.
Newport and Point Judith have a large number of boats that cater to the
fall run crowd. Westerly and places up in Narragansett Bay are also very
busy with striper fishermen this time of year. Hiring a guide or a boat
is not the only way to fish for them, however, and many people prefer
to make use of Rhode Island’s great shoreline access to fish along the
edge of the sea and take their chances with the fish one-on-one with
nature herself as their guide. I am one of those types.
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I may see you striper fishing this September along Ocean Drive
when the mullet are passing through. If T am lucky and manage to catch
a big enough one to keep, perhaps I will take it home to cook and eat
and use a recipe that is old and simple, but wonderful.

Eating fish is a part of the ancient natural order of our planet. Old
Roger Williams—a hard-core gospel preacher, by the way; what today
we might call a fundamentalist—has this to say about it:

What Habacuck once spoke,

Mine eyes have often seen most true.

The greater fishes devoure the lesse,

And cruelly pursue.

Forcing them through Coves
and Creeks,

10 leap on driest sand,

10 gaspe on earthie elements,
Or die

By wildest Indians hand.

Christs little ones must hunted be
Devourd; yet rise as Hee.

And eate up those which now a while
Their fierce devourers be.

Sounds a little bit Buddhist to me. Perhaps that cloaked aware-
ness of the permanence of spiritual being was the root of his “Free-
dom of Religion” for all. As Rhode Island is the birthplace of
religious freedom, conceivably Rhode Island’s stripers had some-

thing to do with it. ¢R.
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lustration by Nick Mayer






