
TCHING FISH

time you followed their lead.

The Birdwatch ers
Top anglers become adept at identifying aquatic birds and learning how to read

their behavior. lt's

by Tom Keer

T#

A raucous flock of gulls working the surf line is an obvious sign that predators are forcing baitJish into the shallows, but birds can ffir
subtler clues to the presence of game fish if you know what to look for.

I
I t doesn't reouire a degree in omithol-
T ^
I oev to 1isure out that a bunch of tems
t " -
I or gulls dive-bombing the water means

that predatory fish are driving bait to

the surface. Ifthat sort of activity doesn't

scream "get there now!" you might want

to take a refresher course in Fishing 101.

Yet there are many less-obvious types

ofbird behavior that can point the way

to fish-or lead you astray. The ability

to "read the birds" is part of becoming a

master Iisherman, so we asked several

such experts to list some examples of how

birds and bird activity can help improve

your success and even save the day.

Different Dive-Bombers
Andy Bonzagni ofConcord Outfitters in
Concord, Massachusetts, fishes the coast
of New Hampshire and northern Massa-

36 Northeast BoatingMagazine I October2007

chusetts. Dive-bombing terns sometimes

put him on fish, while other times they

just drive him crazy. "I'm always cau-

tious when I see dive-bombing birds," he

says. "Unless I see a sign that shows me

there are fish under them, such as the

heads, backs or tails oflish breaking the

water or lots of splashing, I'll pull out

my binoculars and watch for a while. I

Iook to see if the birds are concentrated

or spread out. If spread out, they're usu-

ally feeding on scattered bait, particu-

Iarly if the water is shallow. However, if

the birds are concentrated there's usu-

ally a school of game fish below that has

pushed the bait into a ball."

At this point Bonzagni moves slowly

upcurrent or upwind of the activity

to get a closer look, so as not to run

over the fish. "I avoid the run-and-

gun method," he says. "Racing around

spooks the fish."

Sit and Win

Birds that are simply sitting on the

don't usually spark the interest of

men, but they do deserve your

I remember fishing in Boston Harbor

a calm August morning, when I spot-

ted a few hundred gulls and

apparently resting on the water near

Georges Island. Even though they

seem to be doing anything special, I

moved in for a closer look. In the open

water between the sitting birds, I

the subtle swirls of feeding fish. A

of stripers had pushed a huge school

silversides to the surface and were

ing just below them. There was so

bait that the gulls could simply dip
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beaks into the r,r,ater to grab a mcal, and

the cormorants didn't nccd to dive. Some

signs are easy to miss, but taking a few

moments to check out those sitting birds

paid big dividends.

Boston-based Capt. Mike Bart lett

a lso  n 'a tchcs  b i rds  a  lo t .  bu t  i s  lec ry

of those flying high in the sky. "High-

flying birds are looking for bait, not

actively feeding," he says. "When they

locate bait, they drop towards the sur-

face to position themselves to feed. The

lower the bird is to the water, the closer

it is to the baitfish."

Bartlett makes a mental note of bird

i l igh t  pa ths .  too .  "B i rds  tha l  a rc  f l y -

ing high in the sky may be traveling

between roos t ing  and feed ing  s i tcs ,  I

note which direction the birds are com-

ing [rom. as well  as wherc they irre

going. This gives me an idca of where I

might fish earlier the next day."

Lucky Ducks
Long-time Rhode Island guide and

author I(en Abrames watches all birds

on the water, but he pays careful atten-

tion to sea ducks, including cormo-

rants. "I watch cormorants a lot," said

Abrames. "When they make quick,

repeated dives, I know they're feeding

on a concentrated school ofbaitfish, and

a tight pod of bait usually means that

bigger fish are in the area. However,

when 30 or 40 seconds pass between

lhe  b i rds 'descent  and the  t ime they

resurface, they're looking hard to {ind a

meal, and so I move on.

"Cormorants don't have oil glands

l ike other species ofsea ducks, and

they'll sink like a rock if they don't dry

off," Abrames adds. "If they're sitting

on a beach or a jetty with their rvings

stretched out, they're drying offfrom a

swim and probabiy just finished I'eed-

ing. You'd be wise to fish that area ear-

lier in the tide the next day."

Abranes also notes that different

species of sea ducl<s show a preference

for certain types of prey, which can

he lp  you choosc  the  r igh t  f l y  o r  lu re .

"Mergansers lil<e to feed on silversides,

sand eels and shrimp, king eiders fol-

low squid and surf scoters target crabs.

Watch the ducks, and you'll know what

bait or pattern to use."

Terns for the Best
Capt. Dan Wood of Connecticut Woods

and Waters, a {ishing outfitter, frequently

encounters birds in the rips and around

the coastal islands. "I watch terns the

most," Wood says. "Tern behavior tells

me how much bait is in the water and

what species are around. When the birds

hover close to the water and keep pick-

ing, they're on a school of small, tightly

pached bait, such as bay anchovies or

silversides. When they drop every 30 sec-

onds or so, there's some bait around, but

it's not concentrated."

Wood also looks at how much water

a tern covers between dives. "Terns

moving quickly, as if they're in a race,

often means there are fast fish under-

neath them. Those fast fish could be

school bluefin tuna, bonito, false alba-

core or skipjacks, so I'll position my boat

far ahead oftheir flight path in order to

intercept them. Slow-moving terns that
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are hugging the watcr are usually ovcr

striped bass or blucfish, and I can worl<

them morc ckrsely."

Capt. John Pirie fishcs thc watcrs off

Cape Ann. Massachusctts. for blucf in

1una. He points out that the prescnce of

gul ls me :rns that the bluefin havc been

kceping the baitfish ballcd up near the

surface for long periods, n'hich is good

ncws for anglcrs who lilie to cast ftrr

tun:r. It's a good idca 1o stick arouncl if

you sce gulls sitting on the r,r''ater in a

tight group, as anothcr blitz may crupt

once the tuna corral thc bait  again and

drive thern to the surl'ace.

lfPirie only sees tcrns in thc area, hc

knows the tuna are fecding sporaclically

on small bait and may be on the rnorrc.

A group oftcrns flying in a straight line

may be shadom'ing a school of tuna bclow

the surfacc. 'Ib fish thcm. Pirie will posi-

tion his boat n eil aheacl of the lead tcrn

and cast a lirst-silrhing jig or spoon in its

pa1h, The trick is to timc the cast so the

lure sinlis anyn'here frorn 10 to 20 f'eet

bclore the terns-and tl'rc tuna-rcach

the spot nilrcre the lurc cntcred thc water.

Otf South County, l{hocie Island, char-

ter shippcr Mitch Chagnon looks lirr gan-

nets to lcad him to big stripers in the latc

lall, n'hen thcse large graceful seabirds

often prey on migrating sea herring.
(lannets I'ecd on big bails by dive-bomb-

ing on then.r, and the hcight of their dives

indicates thc dcpth ol thc bait .  l f thc gan-

ncts are diving close to thc water, the

herring ancl bass are close to the surface

ancl can be takcn on lopwater plugs and

shallow-swimming lures. On thc other

hand, il'thc gannets arc diving lrom tr

hcight o1 1(X) feet or more, trolling deep

with wire l ine or verl ical j igging wil l

probably bc more procluctive.

Anothcr large bird that can provc

hclpful in locating big str ipers and

blucfish is thc osprey. Osprey lovc big

baitf ish. cspecial ly adult menhadcrr.

I f  you see an osprey hovcring, wzrtch

it  closcly, as thc bird may be point ing

the n'ay to a school o[pogies, ancl thal

o[1en means big str ipcrs and blucf ish

are in thc vicinity. Al the very lcast.

the bird can lead you

to baitfish for the

day 's  ou t ing .  N

'lom Keer v,rites about

f'i sh antl.l isl ring J r onr
his horrrc ht WellJleet,
Mnssaclrusclls.

At r igl t t :  Mnster

.l islt-spottc rs, osprey
t:an poirrt tlrc way to
s L'lto ols o I r t rc nhade n.
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