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Elliot Jenkins puts a bend in his fly rod against
the distinctive backdrop of the hardwoods
and pine trees that make Great Bay such a

unique striped bass destination.
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" overall, one in which I caught a few fish but nothing

BY RON POWERS

t’s a safe bet that swapping “how did you do?”
stories with fellow anglers is as much a part of
our fishing culture as snapping photos or exag-

gerating the size of a catch. Early last May, my friend
Kyle Walsh posed that question to me after my maiden
South Shore striper shindig. It had been a so-so outing

worthy of a megapixel moment. Because the striped bass
migration sweeps from south to north, I expected that
Kyle, who fishes New Hampshire waters, would offer an

even more dismal fishing report. Instead, his response | %
“was, “Took a couple 38-inchers on topwaters, but the .‘
| big girl threw the lure.” I was shocked — how could a |

fish that size already be so far north? Obviously, my f

next question was “When are we going?”

At 18 miles long, New Hampshire’s seacoast is the smallest in the nation, but just past the tip
of Rye’s Odiorne Point lies the mouth of the Piscataqua River, which drives ocean waters into
New Hampshire’s own “Inland Sea,” Great Bay. Comprised of seven tributaries and a major river
system, the Great Bay Estuary drains from a 930-square-mile watershed and features underwater
grass beds, intertidal rocky shores, tidal marshes and tidal flats throughout its 5,000 surface acres
of water, making it one of the largest estuaries in New England.

These varied habitats make Great Bay an ideal environment for a multitude of organisms that
attract predators such as striped bass. Alewives, blueback herring, silversides, rainbow smelt,
tommy cod and menhaden, both large and small, are just some of the bass forage that inhabit
this region and make Great Bay a three-season fishing destination. Due to its thriving herring
runs, Great Bay kicks into high gear earlier than many would think possible, and its potpourri |
of other baitfish ensures that the action continues through the summer. Great Bay also hosts
an often spectacular crescendo in the fall, especially when pogies are present.

Spring for Feeding Bass

Great Bay’s action sparks in the early days of May, when striped bass embark on their
10- to 15-mile trek upstream from the mouth of the Piscataqua River to the tributaries of the
bay. Vibrant, healthy blueback and alewife spawning runs enrich the Squamscott, Lamprey,
Oyster, Bellamy, Taylor, Cocheco and Salmon Falls tributaries and lure linesiders in from
afar. Having witnessed first-hand the demise of some of the more storied Bay State herring
runs, I find it refreshing to be in the midst of a prolific run, watching herring flee from hordes
of hungry striped bass.

When bass are on the feed, they will push the herring up against boulders and ledges
where the water is too skinny for the herring to mount the fishways en masse and escape. |
At these times, a well-placed cast is as close to a guarantee as there is in the fishing game.
Effective artificials when the bass have herring on the brain include herring-colored 9-inch
| Tsunami Swim Shads, alewife-colored 10-inch Fin-S Fish, and bronze Yo-Zuri Mag Pop-
pers and Mag Minnows. I can’t imagine a bad time to be out there for bass, but false dawn 1
is always best, preferably at the lower stages of the tide as it begins to flood. These herring
runs are prolific from the beginning of May and last well into June, and “dropbacks™ will
keep a few big bass interested into early July.
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