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Sometimes anglers
complain of becoming
bored with fishing. One
of the simplest solutions
to pending boredom is
changing methods.

While some fishermen
continually strive to
catch trophy-sized fish,
gearing down your tackle
can make every fish a
trophy.

I became enthused
with salt water fly-fishing
way back in the 1960s.
Popular outdoor writers
like Joe Brooks and A.J.
MacLane competed on
popular TV fishing shows
like American Sports-
man, catching giant tar-
pon using fly rods and
reels. Gadabout Gaddis
had a weekly show fea-
turing many different
methods. He made the
same mistakes all of us
make while fishing and
recruited thousands of
new fishing enthusiasts.
Even today, BASS com-
petitions continue to
thrive and reality shows
like Wicked Tuna have
thousands of viewers.

I caught my first
striper on a fly rod wad-
ing the marshes next to
Manresa power plant,
back when we were al-
lowed to park outside the
gate and walk in. It was a
cold March day and
Manresa was one of the
few preseason spots
where bass were avail-
able.

Fly-fishing in the
Sound caught on fast and
peaked about a decade
ago, but many anglers
continue to wade the
surf and fish from small
boats for bass and blues
here in western Long Is-
land Sound. Fly fishing
offers a fun fishing expe-
rience for small
schoolie-size fish but
also has the capability of
battling big bass in the
20- and 30-pound class.

Back when I started,
the most popular outfits
were those that would
cast a 10-weight fly line,
but today, fly rods that
utilize lines of 8W and 9-
weight sizes are all that’s
needed for most fishing.

Fly fishing allows the
angler to go light. A few
flies, pliers, a spare spool
for the reel and tools can
be carried in a small
pack.

Popular fly-fishing
spots include local
beaches, creeks and
coves, and dozens of
areas scattered through-
out the Norwalk Islands
where a small boat can
lead to some very big
fish. Today, the fish might
show at Bedford’s Point
or Cockenoe’s southwest
corner and tomorrow
they might be feeding the
Sheffield Island sandbar
or Long Neck.

Striped bass mostly
feed in less than six feet
of water, so they are
available from boat or
shore. Dawn and dusk
are prime times for fly-
fishing and there is no
need for finesse with a
fly rod for this species.
Cloudy and rainy days
should trigger your fish-
ing alarm, because the
odds get better. 

Knowing the stage of
the tide is essential for
any bass fisherman, es-
pecially when wading
the shoreline. While
moving tides can trigger

bait bo-
nanzas,
it’s also
true that
feeding
sprees are
often ini-
tiated at
the turn
of the
tide.
Some of my best days
have occurred when the
tide is all the way out, the
sea a flat calm and the
sun is rising or setting.

Fly rod poppers don’t
cast as well, but when
bass or blues are surface
feeding, the long cast is
seldom needed. Nothing
beats the excitement of
watching a sizeable fish
attack a popper  only a
few feet from the rod tip.

Most of the time, sim-
ple bucktails or sand eel
imitations do the trick. If
the blues are mixing in, a
six-inch wire leader will
be needed, but bass do
much better when wire
is absent. In strong tidal
currents, a switch to a
sinking line or sink-tip
line can make the differ-
ence between success
and failure.

Fly fishing is special
and adds another di-
mension to the fishing
game. I don’t recom-
mend it for every fishing
trip, wind or weather sit-
uation, but it can bring
its own special rewards
on the right day.

Local Reports
Don reported from

Fisherman’s World
where a 4.4-pound black
sea bass was weighed in
by Dennis Whaley this
week. He took that fish in
the Islands. 

While black sea bass
continue to please area
anglers, there is a full
menu for those wanting
some variety. Stripers
continue to be very co-
operative, mainly hitting
chunks and live bunker
with some of the
sharpies also fishing live
eels for fish in the teens
and twenties. Bluefish
action also remains
strong all around the
Norwalk Islands and also
close to shore with some
smaller blues off the
Beach and fishing pier.
Better news comes in the
form in an increase of
bigger blues on bunker,
mackerel and chunk
baits all around the Is-
lands.

Porgy fishing is steady
with smaller fish hitting
worm baits from shore
and some bigger slabs
being caught in the
deeper water and on the
reefs. Sea Robins are
pests at best, but they
keep the kids busy from
shore and boat and
grunt and holler when
they come to shore or
boat.

Fluke fishing is also
hanging in with good
success along the back
side of Sheffield and
other Island locations by
anglers drifting fluke
rigs.

Blackfish season re-
opened but not too
many people targeting
them right now with
everything else going on.

The Saugatuck Reser-
voir provides the bulk of
fresh water happenings
right now with bass and
walleye pleasing the
sweet water gang.
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Spicing it up 
with fly fishing
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The Shepaug River
rises on either side of Mo-
hawk State Forest in the
towns of Goshen and
Cornwall. Its east and

west
branches
run south
to meet at
Shepaug
Reservoir
on the
Litchfield-
Warren
line. The
united
river holds
to the

southerly course through
Washington and Roxbury,
and soon after enters the
Housatonic at Lake Lilli-
nonah. 

The Shepaug is a coun-
try river. The busiest road
to cross it is two-lane
Route 202; the largest
community it flows
through is little Washing-
ton Depot. “The Shepaug
is a river to break your
heart,” says a book I first
read a decade ago. I’ll
come back to the book,
but I hope I’ve said
enough to explain what
lured me to the Shepaug
for three hikes on its
banks and hillsides. What
I can’t explain is why I
waited so long.

Photographs of my
Shepaug hikes are on
Facebook — “McWilliams
Takes a Hike,” Day Hike
Notes — Steep Rock Pre-
serve. No login needed.

STEEP ROCK PRE-
SERVE: It is true that I had
hiked at Steep Rock once

before. But it had been a
short-notice group hike,
led by a friend. I had no
need to research any-
thing, just show up. It be-
came a chatty outing too,
so I noticed less of our
surroundings. This time I
did my homework, and
went alone (best resource
for homework, the Steep
Rock Association web-
site). Since it was Friday,
July 3rd, a holiday, I
started early, driving the
40 miles to the Preserve
by 7:30. It was idyllic at
the trailhead – a cloudless
sky, cool air, just one
other car in the parking
area. I walked the road
bridge across a shining
Shepaug — here roughly
halfway along its course
— and began to zigzag
into the hills.

Steep Rock Preserve’s
974 acres do not lack vari-
ety. There are pine-clad
hillsides, fine views from

Steep Rock Summit itself,
and plenty of riverbank to
wander. The trails are
broad and well-marked,
some following the bed of
the old Shepaug Valley
Railroad (1872-1948). The
river meanders madly,
turning 180 degrees to
head north before chang-
ing its mind to swing
abruptly south again. I
headed first to Steep Rock
Summit, 400 feet above
the second meander, the
morning cool seeming to
evaporate as I climbed.
From the summit, I saw
the river’s winding fur-
row, but little of the
stream itself. Straight
ahead lay a hilly, wooded
blob of land almost en-
tirely encircled by the
Shepaug. It is, for its
shape, known as the
Clamshell Area. A 30-
minute hike took me to
the shell’s hinge, by way
of a bouncy-trouncy foot-
bridge over the river.

The Shepaug appeared
full-flowing, a fact that
brings me back to that
book I mentioned. The
river will break your
heart, says George Black
in The Trout Pool Para-
dox, not just because of
its beauty and fine trout,
but “because it has spent
eighty years on the brink
of extinction”. The reason?
A 1921 agreement al-
lowed Waterbury to divert
Shepaug water for the
city’s use. The agreement
required 1.5 million gal-
lons of water per day to
stay in the Shepaug from
May to November, but
this was not nearly
enough to sustain the
river. Its temperature
soared, bacteria flour-
ished, trout died. A court
case in 2000, which Black
describes, ended with
Waterbury ordered to
leave much more of the

Shepaug in the Shepaug
during the summer
months; but I was unsure
if the ruling had stuck
and, if it had, whether it
had solved the problem. I
am still unsure, but was
pleased to see that the
Shepaug at least looked
healthy on this mid-sum-
mer morning. (You do not
need to be a fisherman to
enjoy The Trout Pool Par-
adox, by the way; it is ex-
cellent on Connecticut’s
industrial history, illus-
trated by the differing
fates of the Naugatuck,
Shepaug, and Housatonic
rivers.) 

I wrapped up my Steep
Rock hike by rounding the
clamshell on perfect
riverbank trail that
emerged right at the dark
entrance to the old rail-
road tunnel. It did not
occur to me — cave-
fearer that I am — to
enter, but I believe you
may. I looped back to the
river and hugged its left
bank back to the parking
area, now filling fast with
holiday visitors. But it was
still mid-morning, and I
intended to hike more of
the Shepaug valley. Un-
fortunately, I only have
space to give you the
briefest of accounts.

HIDDEN VALLEY PRE-
SERVE: Construction of a
new footbridge has dis-
rupted the start-finish of
the Van Sinderen Loop,
but the trail is still well
worth hiking. I somehow
missed the Pinnacle
marked on the map, but
enjoyed the Lookout and,
especially, the river walk
that passes magnificently
tall, straight pines. A dank
former Quartz Mine
(abandoned 1915) was
the historical interest. 

BATTLE SWAMP
BROOK PRESERVE:
Tucked in the steep sides
of the Shepaug valley, and
accessible only by dirt
road, this preserve’s at-
tractions are the little
pools and falls of its
namesake brook. If stop-
ping to take my boots and
socks off had not meant
inviting more itching
mosquito bites, I would
surely have cooled my
feet in them.

Rob McWilliams is a
local resident. Taking a
Hike appears monthly in
The Hour. Contact Rob at
“McWilliams Takes a
Hike”, blog and Facebook.
He’d love to hear from
you.

Three nice Shepaug Valley hikes

ROB

MCWILLIAMS

TAKING A HIKE

Photo by Rob McWilliams
Footbridge in Steep Rock Preserve.

If you go ...

STEEP ROCK
Parking: 2 Tunnel Rd Washington, CT.
Distance: About 6.5 miles
Duration: 2.75 hours
Map and Route: Map available Steep Rock Associa-
tion website. I followed the Steep Rock Loop and “Or-
ange Square” trails

HIDDEN VALLEY
Parking: Just north of 116 Bee Brook Rd, Washington,
CT.
Distance: 3.5 miles
Duration: 1.5 hours
Maps and Route: Map available Steep Rock Associa-
tion website. I followed the Van Sinderen Loop anti-
clockwise.

BATTLE SWAMP BROOK 
Parking: 1 mi. south Judds Bridge, Judds Bridge Rd,
Roxbury CT (space limited). 
Distance: 1.35 miles
Duration: 30 minutes
Map and Route: Available Roxbury Land Trust web-
site. The preserve has just one trail. 

Get the lead out for loons
Bad news trickled down from up

north this week as the Loon Preser-
vation Committee announced that
necropsy results confirmed the
first-of-the-year Common Loon

death due to lead
poisoning. The loon
was found on the
shores and Lake
Winnipesaukee in
central New Hamp-
shire.

Loons face a slew
of challenges in
their northern
breeding grounds.
The biggest chal-

lenge, of course, is habitat loss.
What else is new? But other factors
such as collisions with boats (espe-
cially young loon), heavy rain wash-
ing away nests, and lead sinkers
take a toll as well. Then there are
the predators, such as raccoons and
foxes, that prey upon the eggs. Now
I hear of another potential predator
of loons. Of course, the comeback
of the Bald Eagle is to be celebrated,
but many biologists think the prolif-
eration of eagles is hurting the loon
population as eagles prey upon
young loons. 

Humans can play a big part in
helping to reduce some of these
threats. Operate boats on lakes,
rivers and ponds where loons nest
with caution and consideration. If
you see a loon in front of you, slow
down and avoid it. Adult loons can
easily dive to elude the boat, but
younger loons may not have per-
fected that yet. If you see a loon off

to the side, slow down to reduce
your wake and therefore disruption
of the bird.

Get rid of the sinkers, jigs and
anything else in your tackle box
made of lead. It may sound like a
minor thing, but it can be life or
death for loons. Many times a cast
results in a snag at the bottom of
the lake. Usually that results in the
angler either breaking the line try-
ing to free it, or simply cutting the
line. That lead sinker or jig is left at

the bottom of the lake. Along comes
a loon looking for small rocks to
swallow to aid in digestion and the
loon swallows a lead sinker or jig
instead.

As was the case with the loon
found on Lake Winnipesaukee ear-
lier this month, the seemingly inno-
cent act of losing a sinker on the
bottom of a lake had deadly conse-
quences for an iconic bird. Steel
and other lead alternative sinkers
do not have that consequence. On a
related note, however, sometimes
the loons get tangled up with the
discarded line and hook. That can
have grave consequences as well.

We as humans can’t do a whole
lot about the weather-related
tragedies or the predation, but we
can make some small changes to
help our loons. Lead-free fishing
becomes the law in New Hamp-
shire on June 1, 2016, anyway, but
why not start now?

There are no nesting loons in
southern Connecticut, but they do
spend their winters with us here on
Long Island Sound. They also use
nearby lakes, reservoirs and ponds
as resting areas for migration. Why
not fish lead-free from now on? Al-
ternatives are readily available. 

Loons are an iconic symbol of
the northern forest. They are cer-
tainly worth the effort.

For the Birds runs Thursdays in
The Hour. Chris Bosak can be
reached at bozclark@earthlink.net.
Visit his website at www.bird-
sofnewengland.com.

CHRIS BOSAK

FOR THE BIRDS

Photo by Chris Bosak
A Common Loon in transitional
plumage swims on a pond in north-
ern New Hampshire in early Octo-
ber 2014.


