
MASSACHUSETTS 
No. I, 2013 I LOLl FE $3.00 

Inside This Issue: 
Fishing Tips, Bird Irruptions, 
and Sportfishing Awards 



Greetings. Great job managing wildlife within the Common
wealth and with the magazine. Attached please find a picture 
I took at a local pond in North Central MA while ice fishing. It 
appears to be a large water bug that by happenstance found 
it's way to one of my holes. It seemed quite content moving 
back and forth within the confines of the 10" hole and easily 
navigated around the tilt. It had small white spots on both 
sides and several antenna/arms/ legs that seemed to propel 
it back and forth. What the heck is this and is it unusual for it 
to be active during ice in? FYI, I did catch other "normal" fish 
species during this outing consisting of largemouth bass 
and a fatty pickerel! Thanks and keep up the great work!! 

P K Ford 
Leominster, MA (via email) 
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FEATURES 
8 THINGS GUARANTEED TO MAKE YOU 
A MORE SUCCESSFUL FISHERPERSON 

- John Lebica 
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Many families and individuals incorporate fishing into 
their lives. Here are a few tips that will not only increase 
your catch, but will help ensure that fishing remains a 
fun, exciting activity you will always enjoy ... 

THE GREAT WINTER BIRD IRRUPTION 11 
- Andrew Vitz, Ph.D. 

The winter is over, but for those who were watching 
the birds last season, it was a particularly interesting 
and exciting one because of the number of "irruptive " 
species that visited us from 'way up north ... 

FIFTY YEARS OF FISHING PINS 24 
- Richard Hartley 

The Massachusetts Sportfishing Awards Program 
has been rewarding anglers for catching trophy-size 
freshwater fish for half a century. An analysis of some 
of the volume of data the program has generated will 
prove useful and interesting for anglers of all ages .. . 

Director's Editorial, 2 
Correspondents, Inside front cover 

On the Cover: The small yellow finch beak, the brown streaks, 
and the conspicuous red fore-crown help identify this winter 
visitor as a Common Redpoll (Carduelis flammea) . While both 
sexes sport the namesake head patch, the deep pink breast 
feathers on this bird mark it as a male. Photographer Bill 
Byrne, after waiting quietly in a blind for 4 hours in anticipa
tion of a small flock of Evening Grosbeaks that never showed, 
quietly emerged "to work with the more tolerant Redpolls 
from a nearby position with better afternoon light. With 60-
70 of them twittering in front of me, it seemed impossible 
to isolate a single bird until this curious male hopped down 
on the snow bank in front of me for just a few seconds, then 
quickly rejoined the boisterous flock on the ground and in 
nearby lilacs." The shot was taken with a 400mm Nikon lens . 

Photo © Bill Byrne 

TO SUBSCRIBE OR BUY A GIFT SUBSCRIPTION 
PLEASE VISIT www.mass.gov/masswildlife 

OR CALL (508) 389-6300 ANY WEEKDAY 

Questions about your subscription? 
Change of address? 

Call toll free: (800) 289 - 4778. 



Editorial 

Letting Go of a Dream 
After decades of monumental effort and collapsing returns, a tropical 

storm gave the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service justification to pull the plug 
on the Connecticut River Atlantic salmon restoration program. We have 
no choice but to follow ... 

Atlantic salmon were abundant through
out New England during Colonial times. 
Hundreds of thousands of adult , sea-run 
salmon annually ascended our rivers to 
spawn. Today, the annual spawning runs 
have collapsed down to less than 2,000 
wild fish that ascend just a few of Maine's 
rivers , and the Atlantic salmon is now a 
federally-listed endangered species. 

The demise of the salmon is a conse
quence of the damming and pollution 
of our rivers that accompanied the 
industrialization of New England. Here 
in Massachusetts, the Atlantic salmon 
disappeared in the early part of the 19th 
century, and by the middle of that century 
Significant public support had developed 
for restoring the Atlantic salmon to our 
waters. Governor John A. Andrew conse
quently appointed two "Commissioners 
of Fisheries" for the purpose of restoring 
the Atlantic salmon to the Connecticut 
and Merrimack rivers in 1866. The Com
missioners were appointed for a 5-year 
term, and they directed a substantial 
effort to restore the Commonwealth's 
salmon runs. Atlantic salmon eggs were 
collected from salmon live-trapped from 
Maine and Canadian rivers , fertilized 
"seed" eggs were transported to hatch 
houses, and the resulting fry and/or 
smolts were released into flowing waters 
in the Connecticut and Merrimack basins. 
Additionally, some eggs were placed 
directly into basin stream beds to hatch. 

These restoration efforts lasted 
about 25 years (until 1895) and clearly 
enjoyed some success, as a number 
of adult Atlantic salmon subsequently 
returned to spawn. But the effects of 
the dams and pollution proved too 
great to overcome, and eventually the 
efforts ceased. No more salmon were 
returning to either river by 1900. Public 
interest in restoring the legendary fish 
remained strong, however, and efforts 
to restore this magnificent resource to 
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the Connecticut and the Merrimack were 
revived in the late 1960s when the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) - in 
partnership with the Massachusetts, New 
Hampshire, Connecticut, and Vermont 
fish and wildlife agencies - agreed to 
undertake a renewed effort. Given that 
the Connecticut and Merrimack Atlantic 
salmon releases in the latter part of the 
1800s were composed of fry and smolts 
produced from salmon taken largely 
from Maine's Penobscot River, and that 
those releases resulted in adult salmon 
returns , our expectations were high that 
the application of modern science and 
technology could successfully restore 
the species. 

Wild Atlantic salmon were once again 
obtained from Maine's Penobscot River 
run and, beginning in 1967, a significant 
restoration effort was undertaken on the 
Connecticut River. A similar effort began 
on the Merrimack in 1975. About 3,100 
fry were released into the Connecticut 
River basin in 1967; from 1968 to 1978, 
an additional 234,500 fry and 295,600 
smolts were stocked. Thanks to these 
releases, adult, sea-run Atlantic salmon 
have returned to the Connecticut River 
every year since 1974. 

The salmon run on the Connecticut River 
exceeded 500 fish in 1981. This achieve
ment generated a lot of political interest 
and excitement, and served as a catalyst 
for the creation of an interstate compact 
between the federal government and the 
states of Connecticut, Massachusetts, 
New Hampshire, and Vermont called the 



Connecticut River Atlantic Salmon Com
pact (CRASC). The CRASC was formally 
established with the passage of federal 
Public Law 98-138 on October 28, 1983. 
In 2002, a less formal Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) was entered into 
by New Hampshire, Massachusetts, and 
the USFWS for salmon restoration efforts 
on the Merrimack River. 

With the restoration well underway, 
the number of sea run salmon returning 
annually to the Connecticut River typ
ically hovered in the range of 300-500 
fish well into the 1990s, and every year 
hopes soared that we were on the verge 
of re-creating a Connecticut River strain 
that would blossom into abundance in 
the near future. Since then, however, the 
number of fish returning each year has 
declined precipitously. Returns for the 
last three years were dismal: 50 in 2010, 
47 in 2011 , and 54 in 2012. 

Not coincidentally, we believe, the num
ber of wild salmon returning annually 
to the rivers of Maine and Canada has 
also been in significant decline since 
the 1990s. Researchers believe the low 
returns of recent decades are due to very 
low survival of salmon in the ocean. In 
the 1970s, ocean survival was 10 to 15 
times higher than it is now, and, despite 
considerable research, fisheries biolo
gists still don't know why ocean survival 
has declined so drastically. (Climate 
change is a chief - but certainly not the 
only - suspect.) 

Torrential rain from tropical storm 
Irene flooded the White River National 
Fish Hatchery in White River, Vermont, 
in 2011, causing severe damage to the 
facility and the loss of all Atlantic salmon 
production for the 2012 restoration ef
fort. The flood damage to the hatchery 
has been repaired, but this past August 
the USFWS announced that it was going 
to convert the White River Hatchery to 
lake trout production and cease all of its 
Atlantic salmon restoration efforts. At the 
same time, the Service also announced 
it was beginning a 3-year evaluation of 
the Merrimack River salmon restoration 
effort, the results of which could very 
likely end its participation in restoration 
efforts in that river's basin. (Salmon 
produced for this restoration effort come 
from the USFWS hatchery in Nashua, New 
Hampshire.) 

In 1995, the strategic plan for the 
Connecticut River salmon restoration 
called for the production of 10 million 
fry annually. The federal government 
was supposed to produce 75% of those 
fry, primarily at the White River National 
Fish Hatchery, while the states were to 
produce the other 25%. This goal, unfor
tunately, was attained only twice in the 
last 20 years. Production at White River 
typically fell between 4 and 6 million 
fry annually, with Massachusetts and 
Connecticut each producing a little more 
than 1 million fry. 

With the decision of the USFWS to 
withdraw from the Connecticut River 
Atlantic Salmon restoration effort, 
Massachusetts had little choice but to 
reluctantly cease its annual production 
of 1 million + fry, effective this year. The 
USFWS was producing 75%-80% of all 
the fry released, and the states simply 
do not have the resources to make up 
the difference. Consequently, the last 
stocking of salmon fry in Massachusetts' 
waters of the Connecticut River basin will 
take place this spring. We will continue 
to monitor adult salmon returns to the 
Connecticut River through 2017, when 
adults from this year's stocking should 
return. If, by some miracle, adult salmon 
returns increase significantly between 
now and 2017, we will consider renewing 
our restoration efforts. 

~F.~~mqb 
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'8 Jhtnss !/uaranteedto 
LA1a' You a LA10re Succesfol 

:Jisherperson 
by John Lebica 

This article started about eight years 
ago when I was sitting in on a "how-to" fish
ing seminar at aNew England sportsman's 
show. I won't be too specific because I 
don't want to embarrass anyone. This 
seminar focused on how to catch more 
bass, and as I scanned the room I saw a 
lot of could-be novices, indicated by the 
fact that they were holding the rods they 
had just bought at the show at the wrong 
end, and a lot of them were kids. The 
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speaker started out by announcing that 
he had caught over 2,000 bass in the last 
year, basically, I guess, because he was 
so smart, and that those of us who hadn't 
were, I guess, lacking in what it takes. As 
I scanned the room again I thought: "This 
crackpot has just succeeded in making 
everyone in the room feel like a dope, 
instead of a member of the illustrious 
club of humanity who strive to outwit fish 
with a tiny sharp piece of metal, a string, 
and a stick (be it a somewhat expensive 
fiberglass stick) ." 

We fishermen and -women are tied 
directly to our most primitive past by 
that string, line, or woven net, and I find 
it comforting to know that my ancient 
relatives were just as frustrated as me 
on a bad day of fishing, but also that they 
were just as filled with a deep sense of 
excitement when a fish starts pulling on 
the other end of that string. So I decided 
right then and there to write an article 
for the common man, and woman, who 
just wants to catch more fish and have 
fun doing it. I guarantee that if you follow 
these eight steps you will catch more fish . 

"A bold statement," you say? Read on, 
try it, and see if I'm right. 

Key to everything else you'll read here 
is this : Take a kid fishing! I don't care if 
you have to borrow a kid from friends or 
neighbors, there is nothing like helping 
a kid to catch their first fish to bring you 
back to the prehistoric foundations of 

., why you are doing this in the first place. 
With a kid, this fishing thing is pure magic: 
There are often worms involved, there 
is an amazing skill to master (casting is 
more daunting than riding a bike) , and 
a plastic treasure chest full of the most 



"Key to everything else you'll read here is this: Take a kid fishing!" 

beautiful jewels covered with sharp 
things that could hurt you, even put out 
an eye. And if you're lucky, very lucky, 
you could actually pull a fish from the 
water. What kind of fish? Who cares? It's 
a real live fish and it's getting slime all 
over me and I think it smells, and it must 
be pretty excited too because it won't 
blink its eyes! 

Hooking fish is the hardest part of fish
ing for kids to master. If you hook a fish , 
pass the rod to the kid and let them do 
the fighting. I've learned that kids learn 

how to do the hooking by a combination 
of watching and trying themselves. It 's a 
timing thing that can still give me very 
challenging days. Help them with a hook 
set and they will be hooked as well. 

In these days of catch and release it's 
nice to teach kids the benefits of tossing 
back the fish , but if a kid wants to take 
a fish home to show every person on 
their street, and maybe bring it to school 
on Monday, and maybe try to hang it 
somehow on the refrigerator, let them. 
Be careful that you aren't so politically 
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correct you spoil the fun. Remember, 
you're fishing with a little cave person. 

Choosing a Fishing Partner 
Take your wife or girlfriend or husband 

or boyfriend fishing -and not for elusive 
tiger trout or broodstock salmon. Take 
them out for something they may actu
ally catch. Make it part of a day that is 
enjoyable, a real picnic with great food 
and even wine and cheese in the after
noon. Don't be cheap: You're investing 
in a potential fishing partner! 

If you are among the small group of 
fishing enthusiasts who enjoy the gift 
of being able to share the passion for 
fishing with your significant other, count 
yourself blessed. When I was at UMass 
I met an enchanting young woman at a 
Wildlife Society meeting and invited her 
for a Saturday stroll at the Quabbin. At 
that time my idea of a stroll was to circle 
Potapoag Pond, a trek of more than a few 
miles, and I will never forget the look on 

that poor woman's face when I announced 
we were at the halfway mark when she 
was looking for the car, or when she lost 
her balance crossing a stream on a beaver 
dam near the end of our "stroll." It was a 
very long, very quiet ride back to UMass. 
Make it fun for your partner. 

Never fish with crabby people. And try 
not to fish with perfectionists; they tend 
to turn into crabby people if you give 
them enough time. 

Selecting Gear 
Don't buy junk, but don't spend all your 

dough on the best gear, either: It will only 
make you crabby when you breakoff a rod 
tip, or better yet, a kid drops the whole 
works off a bridge. Watch for sales, and 
when the reels are 60% off, buy three. 
It's nice to have the extra gear to share 
with those potential fishing partners. Buy 
good line; it's worth every cent; there is 
nothing worse than the feeling of a line 
snapping under the strain of a real corker. 

When introducing a potential fishing partner to the sport, keep the first trip 
short and simple, don 't skimp on the amenities, and always target abundant 

species that will provide lots of action. 
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Always celebrate your catch! 

Learn to tie a couple of good knots to 
go with your good line. Buy a big net; be 
optimistic. My son Graham once caught 
a huge carp, more than twice the size it 
needed to be to qualify for a Sportfish
ing Award pin from MassWildlife. Only 
problem was that it was much too big 
to fit in our net. Not good. It was a very 
long, very quiet ride home from Lowell. 

Pick a few lures and fish them enough 
to become confident with them. I have 
a half dozen lures including a floating, 
broken-back Rapala that I really feel 
confident using. I know if I can't generate 
some interest with that, I may be in for 
a slow day. Don't be afraid to change a 
lure if it's not working, but don't be one 
of those folks that spends the whole day 
tying knots. Remember, it's fishing, not 
macrame. 

Resolve from the start that you are 
going to lose lures. Buy them when they 
are on sale. If you are fishing with kids, 
with lures, in general you can save a lot 
of time by just taking the lures out of the 

tackle box by the handful and throwing 
them directly into the trees. 

Fishing Location 
Find a spot to fish near home. It's great 

to take a road trip to the Quabbin or a 
special trout stream in the Berkshires, or 
the Merrimack River for some monster 
carp, but if you want to catch more fish, 
find a local spot and fish it often. Our 
favorite spot is 10 minutes from home. 
We've fished it in every season, in every 
kind of weather, with every kind of bait, 
but never with crabby people. By spend
ing so much time there we know when 
to try and what to try. We have almost 
no competition because the spot doesn't 
look like much, but we have found our 
share of beauties along that weedy shore. 
If you try a spot and nothing is happening, 
try it again about a month later. Don't 
give up on a convenient spot too quickly; 
unless you're fishing in the YMCA pool, 
there's probably something there. 
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Actually Go Fishing 
This is pretty important, folks . I know 

people who spend all morning watching 
fishing on TV instead of actually getting 
out and trying to hook something. Keep 
two rods in your trunk at all times, along 
with a small box of very basic equipment. 
Interestingly, the "little box" became my 
regular box when I realized I didn't need 
8 pounds of lures and other shiny stuff to 
actually fish. If you have an hour free , go 
down to your local spot. One of the nicest 
pickerel of the whole year came from my 
son's first cast on one of these quick stops 
last year. You must pass water on your 
way to and from work, try everyone of 
those wet spots over the course of a few 
months. Nothing winds me down from a 
stressful day like reeling in a few small 
bass. These short stops can produce 
surprising adventures : I've found myself 
unexpectedly sharing these muck holes 
with mink, otters, and even an immature 
bald eagle. If they think it's a good fishing 
spot, it probably is. 

8 

Celebrate Your Catch! 
Everyone loves to win a fishing trophy, 

but not everyone is going to win a Bass 
Masters tournament. Our fishing circle 
has developed a neat tradition with a 
recycled fishing trophy that we take with 
us every time we fish together. Whoever 
catches the biggest fish of the day gets 
to take it home and put it on the mantel 
until the next time we go. It's very fun , 
and, I think, a pretty effective confidence 
booster for an 8-year-old to claim the 
trophy from the 50-year-old past winner 
at the end of the day. We use a battery 
operated digital scale to keep the con
testants honest and help us identify fish 
that will qualify for a Sportfishing Award 
pin. Just type "Fishing Awards" into the 
search engine on MassWildlife's website 
for all the details; there are size ranges 
for adults and kids, and believe me it's 
a pretty exciting day for a kid when that 
shiny bronze pin slides out of the enve
lope to commemorate the catch of a nice 
bluegill or yellow perch! 
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Ice Fishing! 

Now don't forget the other honor, 
smallest fish of the day! We always say it 
takes much more hooking skill to catch a 
tiny fish than one with a mouth the size 
of a softball. On my honeymoon, while 
visiting a tiny village in France, I saw a 
kid fishing with a hand line near a dam. 
I was surprised to see he had drawn 
quite a crowd. Was he battling a giant 
wels catfish? I, of course, had to check 
the situation out and approached just in 
time to hear everyone erupt into applause 
as the young man landed a fish that was 
no more than an inch long. Turns out the 
French have made a sport out of the skill 
it takes to catch such a tiny fish with a 
hook and line; pretty cool, I think. 

Fish in Every Season 
I remember as akid being told that "bass 

just hibernate all winter," and believing it . 
That is , until I tried ice fishing. If you have 
safe ice (and I'm very conservative about 
ice) nothing is more fun than spreading 
a bunch of fish traps around a pond and 
watching a group of kids trying to keep 
up with the flags. Ice has been a rather 
rare and ephemeral commodity in east
ern Mass. in the last few years, so we 
find open water and fish even in January 
and February, and we catch some very 
hungry fish casting from shore. 

Lee, a fishing buddy of ours, was on 
the verge of becoming crabby when, as 

a kid , he just couldn't get the hooking 
thing down during ice fishing. His flag 
went up and he complained "why should 
I even bother checking it , I can't catch 
anything." With a gentle nudge from me 
he shuffled to his hole and began pulling 
up a huge ball of weeds. From where he 
stood he looked down and complained 
that he only had a terrible, tangled mess 
of weeds. I had a slightly different view 
from my position, and I started yelling for 
him to get away from the hole, quick, as 
there was a 5-pound bass hanging under 
those weeds! 

So much for getting crabby ... . 

Fish at Night! 
If you haven't fished at night you are 

missing a treat that is one part spooky 
and two parts fun . When we night-fish we 
use little head lamps that throw enough 
light to allow you to tie a knot, but not so 
much that it's like fishing at Fenway Park 
during a night game. It's the darkness that 
adds to the drama. Graham and I were 
camped on an island in the Connecticut 
River a few years ago and were doing 
some very exciting cat fishing all night. 
Graham hooked something big that was 
doing a lot of splashing, not at all cat-like, 
and it was tearing up and down the river. 
When it finally came close enough to 
shore to catch a bit of light we could only 
see a bright flash of silver! What could it 
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be on the end of that line? It sure wasn't 
a cat or a carp or an eel... 

The darkness only added to the excite
ment of pulling that striper to shore. And 
this time we had the bigger net! 

Don't Be Afraid 
or Embarrassed to 

Use Live Bait! 
I saved this one for last because I know 

some of you just can't even consider us
ing live bait. To you I say: Just don't be a 
snob about it! Worms and bobbers are 
a great thing, people use them because 
they work and work very, very well. 
Shiners are fun to catch, expensive to 
buy, but they do produce some nice fish. 
Sitting on the shore in the sun watching 
a bobber can be very therapeutic; it's 
almost like having an excuse for doing 
nothing. But you're not doing nothing. 
That would be lazy. You're fishing! And 
if you're using live bait , you are probably 
catching fish. 

Don't be a fishing snob. Try a bucket 
of shiners, or, better yet, catch yourself 
a few dozen night crawlers on a warm, 
damp night. Now that's a prehistoric-type 
activity! If you haven't done it, it will 
quickly have you questioning your place 
in the hierarchy of the earth's creatures 
to see how foolish a bunch of worms can 
10 

make you feel as they move much more 
efficiently than you can. Bring a kid: They 
don't have to bend so far. 

That's it, folks ; 8 easy steps, guaranteed 
to catch more fish. Follow these simple 
recommendations and you'll be catching 
all kinds of fish and having fun doing it. 
No fancy bass boats, no celebrity en
dorsements, no video simulation. Just 
please don't start bragging over how 
many fish you've caught. Instead, invite 
a friend who's never gone to come along 
and give it a try. If they're not crabby, 
they just might turn out to be the great 
fishing buddy of a lifetime. y 
John Lebica is a Plymouth resident who 
has been lucky enough to raise two equally 
avid outdoors people, who have in turn 
brought along some great fishing buddies 
and neighbors over the years. He reports 
there is a new crop of highliners in the 
neighborhood, ages 6 to 12, who are 
now giving the old-timers a run for their 
money, along with their parents, many of 
whom are also new to fishing. John is a 
naturalist who grew up in the vast wilds 
of Dedham, always in the marshes or in a 
tiny boat on the Charles River. ':4s a kid, 
my feet were never dry, " he says. "I loved 
that dirty water!" 
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Bird Irruption 

by Andrew Vitz 

Many people imagine that the dark 
winter months are a desolate period 
when most of our birds have departed 
south for tropical climes. Sure, the 
hardy chickadees and titmice stick it out 
through the worst of storms, the juncos 
hug the ground in their funerary garb, 
and an occasional cardinal brightens the 
otherwise subdued shades around the 
feeder, but the variety of birds available 
for viewing is much reduced. Or is it? 

Actually, the winter can be one of the 
best times of the year for bird watching 
in Massachusetts. Not only is the coast 
full of a diverse assemblage of birds that 
only visit us in the winter, but in some 
years, there are massive movements of 
seed-eating birds that spill out of the 
circumpolar boreal forest and filter into 
New England like water into an aquifer. 

The years when these atypical invasions 
take place are called irruption years. 

In September, Canadian biologist Ron 
Pittaway posted his annual winter finch 
forecast , and it brought good reason to 
look forward to the rapidly approaching 
cold weather. The report from the boreal 
forest in Ontario was of widespread 
drought and crop failure of both cone
and fruit-producing trees. With the lack 
of food in the great north woods, the 
expectation was for a broad southward 
movement, or irruption, of crossbills, 
grosbeaks, siskins, redpolls, nuthatches, 
and waxwings. 

Irruptions are similar to migrations, 
but not as predictable. They represent 
nomadic movements that are erratic in 
their occurrence. Even before Ron's re
port emerged there was evidence that a 
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Red Cross bills 
(female, right; 

male, below) were 
the first of the 

irruption birds to 
appear in Massa
chusetts last year, 
arriving from the 
Pacific Northwest 

as early as August 
and September. As 

their name im
plies, these hand
some birds have 

highly specialized, 
asymmetrical 

beaks (and also 
dextrous tongues) 

for efficiently 
extracting seeds 

from pine and 
spruce cones. 
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good winter finch year 
was in the works. A late 
summer irruption of 
Red Cross bills (Loxia 
curvirostra) occurred 
across the country in 
August and Septem
ber, with birds from 
the Pacific Northwest 
(where they forage 
on Western Hemlock 
seeds) moving east in 
impressive numbers . 
They literally under
took a coast-to-coast 
flight to get to Massa
chusetts. Although still 
classified as a single 
species , there are a 
minimum of 10 races 
of Red Cross bills, each 
slightly different in size 
and bill morphology 
(adapted to their pre
ferred diet) . Most races 
can also be identified 
by their unique flight 
calls. Unlike most spe-



Like many irruption birds, the Red-breasted Nuthatch specializes in extracting 
seeds from conifer cones (following page), but its ability to cling to vertical sur
faces also allows this "topsy-turvy" bird to efficiently pick insects and their eggs 
from bark crevices on trunks or even the undersides of limbs. It also hides seeds 
in bark crevices for later retrieval. 

cies of birds, cross bills are known to 
breed at any time of year when the cone 
crop is abundant. This is a reminder that, 
more than anything else, food availabil
ity is the primary factor influencing the 
breeding season, although photoperiod 
(or day length) is also influential. 

At the same time Red Cross bills were 
being reported in high numbers, people 
were noticing a tremendous influx of 
Red-breasted Nuthatches (Sitta canaden-

sis) , another specialist of conifer seeds. 
The Red-breasted Nuthatch is a little 
smaller than its cousin, the White-breast
ed Nuthatch (Sitta carolinensis) , and 
appears to pack a lot more energy. This 
species makes seemingly endless num
bers of trips to and from bird feeders 
as it picks up seeds and darts around 
caching them in bark crevices for later 
consumption. In the north, Red-breasted 
Nuthatches commonly forage on spruce 
seeds. 
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There are many local, resident populations of Red-breasted Nuthatches in the 
conifer habitats of Massachusetts, but a tremendous influx of these birds ap
peared here last fall and winter due to seed crop failures in the North, hence 
many specimens were observed (especially at bird feeders) in places where they 
don't normally occur. This species is smaller in size than our more common 
White-breasted Nuthatch, which prefers hardwood habitats. 

Although the majority of the 
Red-breasted Nuthatches seen this 
winter were birds that moved down 
from the boreal forest , some are resi
dents that remain throughout the year 
and thrive wherever conifers dominate. 
They have a nasal tin-hom-like call, and, 
like woodpeckers, excavate cavities in 
snags for nesting. Breeding birds are 
known to smear resin from conifers 
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around the entrance of their nest, which 
may deter predators, competitors, or 
parasites from entering. 

With the early movements of Red 
Cross bills and Red-breasted Nuthatch
es, birders were getting excited about 
the potential for a huge irruption year 
of numerous species , and they had 
good reason to be hopeful. In October 
came the almost expected hordes of 





Flocks of Evening Grosbeaks appeared briefly in the state last fall, mostly 
passing through coastal areas, but they apparently continued their journey 

southward and did not linger. 

Pine Siskin (Spinus pinus). Hearing re
ports of large flocks of siskins throughout 
Massachusetts, I made sure to get my 
thistle feeder up, and the very next day, 
upon arriving home after work, there 
were over 50 siskins foraging on and 
around the feeder! Similar to cross bills, 
Pine Siskins are known to make conti
nental-scale, west-to-east movements. 
16 

Banding records indicate the last siskin 
irruption (2008-09) was composed pri
marily of birds from western areas of 
both the United States and Canada, and 
it is likely the same was true this season. 
Interestingly, during invasion years, sis
kins and cross bills sometimes attempt to 
breed in early spring before returning to 
their typical breeding grounds. 



As the siskins moved through the area, 
there was news of Evening Grosbeak 
(Coccothraustes vespertinus) sightings , 
some in flight , and others at feeders . 
Evening Grosbeaks were indeed moving 
south, especially along the coast, and 
many people in Boston and throughout 
Massachusetts were delighted to see 
this colorful species for the first time in 
two decades. However, after a flurry of 
reports in October, the birds apparently 
kept moving, with some recorded as far 
south as North Carolina. 

The Evening Grosbeak, named for the 
misconception that it only vocalized at 
dusk, is our largest finch, with a massive, 
conical-shaped bill adapted for cracking 
seeds. This enigmatic species was once 
considered a western bird and was un
heard of in New England. The first Mas
sachusetts State Ornithologist, Edward 
Forbush, wrote that Evening Grosbeaks 
were not found east of the Great Lakes 
until the winter of 1889-1890, when they 
were documented wintering as far east 
as Massachusetts. Another large winter 
invasion occurred in 1910-11, after which 
they quickly became a common winter 
bird in the east, and their breeding range 
gradually expanded to include the east 
coast. The planting of Box Elder trees 
(which provide a seed source during win
ter) and outbreaks of spruce budworm in 
the boreal forest are thought to be among 
the factors involved in this extensive and 
rapid range expansion. 

Large-scale winter irruptions of Eve
ning Grosbeaks were common in the 
1960s, 70s, and early 80s, and reports 
of flocks cleaning out feeders full of 
sunflower seeds in a single day were 
not unusual. The rapid population fluc
tuations this species has undergone are 
somewhat mysterious ; their numbers 
in the east peaked in the 1960s and 70s, 
and have since rapidly declined. This 
pattern is clear in both wintering and 
breeding populations, as evidenced by 
the Christmas Bird Count and the North 
American Breeding Bird Survey. Al
though the primary mechanism causing 
these declines remains unclear, possible 
explanations include controlling spruce 
budworm infestations and habitat loss 
in the boreal forest. 

Bird watchers didn't have to wait long 
for their next winter surprise: In Novem-

ber there were reports of Pine Grosbeaks 
(Pinicoia enucieator) in the state. Like its 
relative the Evening Grosbeak, this bird 
is a resident of the northern coniferous 
forest and only infrequently spends the 
winter in large numbers as far south as 
Massachusetts. Its diet, even during the 
breeding season, consists primarily of 
buds, seeds, and fruit . During winters 
in Massachusetts, it commonly forages 
on the seeds of ornamental crab apple 
trees, and it is often found wherever these 
fruits are abundant (including parking 
lots). A flock was regularly seen foraging 
in crab apple trees lining the road to the 
Worcester Airport . 

Interestingly, these birds discard the 
pulp of the crab apple fruit and only con
sume the seeds. Evidence of this behavior 
can be seen in the form of a lot of fruit 
pulp lying on the ground beneath a tree. 
A flock will typically forage in specific 
trees until exhausting the available food 
supply, when they are forced to move on 
in search of new sources. There were very 
few records of Pine Grosbeaks south of 
Massachusetts this year, and the birds 
observed in the Commonwealth were 
almost all juveniles or adult females. Very 
few adult males, easily identifiable by 
their red plumage, were seen this winter. 

Another species that started showing 
up in November (with increasing numbers 
in December) was the Common Redpoll 
(Acanthis f/ammea). This goldfinch-like 
flocking bird breeds in open conifer for
ests and shrublands scattered through 
the northern tundra. When it winters in 
the eastern United States, flocks are often 
found foraging on the catkins of birches, 
alders, and willows, but they will visit 
thistle feeders regularly, joining flocks 
of American Goldfinch (Spin us tristis) 
and Pine Siskin. 

There is some debate as to the number 
of extant species of redpolls. Up to six 
species have been hypothesized to exist 
globally, but only two have been formally 
described. There is even some debate as 
to whether the Common and Hoary (Acan
this hornemanni) red polls are distinct 
species, or represent a single species that 
shares a large panmictic (freely mixing) 
gene pool. This winter, Hoary Redpolls 
were reported in small numbers within 
flocks of Common Redpolls. Although 
many individuals cannot be identified 
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Pine Grosbeaks were 
among the "irruptives" that 
visited the Commonwealth 

this winter. As these 
females (top photos and 

left) demonstrate, they are 
particularly fond of crab 
apples, yet only consume 
the seeds, not the pulp, 
of the fruit. For reasons 
that remain unclear, the 
majority of these birds 

observed here this winter 
were adult females or 
juveniles. The reddish 
specimen at right is a 

juvenile male. 
Photos © Bill Byrne 





to species, compared to the Common, 
Hoary Redpolls tend to be paler, with 
shorter bills and finer streaking on their 
flanks and under tail coverts. Ongoing 
work analyzing mitochondrial DNA will 
help determine just how many species 
of red polls exist. 

White-winged Crossbills (Loxia /eu
coptera) had not been present in high 
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Common Redpolls, left and 
below, began appearing 
in boisterous flocks last 
November and December. 

numbers in Massachusetts 
since the winter of 2008-09, 
but they joined groups of 
lingering Red Crossbills in 
late October and November. 
A large mixed flock of around 
200crossbills (mostly white
winged) were consistently 
found in the pine grove 
at Salisbury Beach State 
Reservation, always a good 
place to look for wintering 
"finches ." Like many birds 
that breed in the far north 
and have had limited or no 
contact with humans, these 
were surprisingly tame 
and approachable. There 
were numerous reports of 
cross bills landing on parked 
cars and even perching on 
people's heads and hands! 

If repeatedly disturbed or 
harassed by humans, these 

birds will quickly learn to avoid close 
encounters , but many remain na'ive. 
Unfortunately, such naivete often gets 
these birds into trouble, with many hit by 
cars when they come down to roadsides 
to bathe in puddles or pick up grit to 
help grind up food in their gizzard. Their 
crossed bill is an adaptation that enables 
them to use it as a lever to pry apart 



Photo © Bill Byrne 

White-winged Cross bills (male pictured here) appeared later, but in greater 
numbers, than Red Cross bills this past winter, although both species were present. 
As with many northern birds, conifer seeds compose a major part of their diet. 
Their specialized, offset bills are ideal for extracting seeds from cones. 

the scales of conifer cones (especially 
spruce and tamarack) and extract the 
otherwise-protected seeds using their 
tongue. This gives them exclusive access 
to a food resource that is not available 
to other birds . Cross bills are so adept at 
doing this that they can consume up to 
3,000 seeds in a single day. Of the 10,000 
species of birds in the world, they are 
among only five that exhibit a crossed bill. 

Although this past season was a banner 
one for winter birds, not all of the irruptive 
species moved as far south as Massachu
setts this year. For instance, Bohemian 
Waxwings (Bombycilla garru!us) , named 
in reference to their nomadic movements 

in search of fruit , were not seen in any 
numbers in Massachusetts this winter. 
Waxwings are highly social and often 
form large, gregarious flocks to facili
tate locating abundant, but ephemeral, 
fruit resources . In fact , the advantage 
of flocking and the difficulty associated 
with defending large fruit resources is 
thought to have resulted in them being 
non territorial and lacking a true song 
to delineate territorial boundaries. This 
species breeds far to our north and is not 
a regular winter visitor to Massachusetts, 
but in 2007 there was an unprecedented 
irruption with flocks of several hundred 
individuals reported along the coast. 
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Only a few individual Bohemian Wax- the first record for that state. In Massa-
wings were reported in the state this chusetts, they were concentrated along 
winter, but maybe it will be a bird that the coast, with birds at Plum Island, 
visits us next winter. Duxbury Beach, and Logan Airport. 

Another group of birds that periodically In fact, during the winter months, the 
descends on the Northeast in large num- 1,700 acres of runways and grasslands at 
bers duringthewinter are several species Logan resemble the birds' Arctic home, 
of owls. Like the finches and waxwings, and it may attract the highest number 
their extensive southward movements of Snowy Owls of any single location in 
are primarily driven by food shortages the country. As many as 43 individuals 
within their normal winter ranges. This have been removed and relocated in a 
winter brought an influx of Barred Owls winter. Norman Smith, an ornithologist 
(Strix varia) to Massachusetts , and with MassAudubon, has been trapping 
numerous birds were reported along and relocating Snowy Owls from Logan 
roadside edges. To the surprise of many, for years due to aircraft safety concerns, 
up to five Barred Owls were seen in a and recently he has started affixing sat-
single day in Boston Common, with one ellite transmitters to some of these birds 
bird perching above Paul Revere's grave. to track their movements. 

The best known example of an owl in- Similar to Snowy Owls, Great Gray 
vasion comes from the Snowy Owl (Bubo (Strix nebulosa) and Northern Hawk owls 
scandiacus). This species is an Arctic (Surnia ulula) occasionally undertake 
breeder, and many fly south to the United southern invasions. All three are diurnal 
States when their numbers are high and hunters and show little fear of humans 
lemming populations crash, causing a making them more observable than most 
scarcity of food. In times of high food species of owls. Although invasions of 
abundance, Snowy Owls can produce as t~ese species and the Boreal Owl (Aego-
many as 12 young per nest, but nesting l/Us funereus)can be quite impressive in 
attempts are often abandoned completely the northern Lake States, they are seldom 
when food resources are scarce. documented in Massachusetts. 

Only a handful of Snowy Owls were On the other hand, the diminutive 
reported in Massachusetts this year, Northern Saw-whet Owl (Aegolius acadi-
but there is still the memory of last cus) , a breeding bird of Massachusetts, 
year's mass migration, which brought often has its population supplemented in 
thousands of them to the United States. October and November when individuals 
A single bird even turned up in Hawaii, from the north move through the state 

Mixed flocks of White-Winged Crossbills and Red Cross bills were observed in 
severaL.loca~ions. This flock is obtaining moisture from a damp road surface. 
The whi~e WlT'}.g patches are the most obvious distinguishing feature, hence the 

identity of the male Red Crossbill in the foreground is obvious. 
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as migrants. The number of these owls 
migrating south through the state varies 
each year and is thought to be determined 
by breeding success during the previous 
summer. Most of these birds will stop only 
briefly in Massachusetts before heading 
farther south, but some will overwinter 
in the state. Northern Saw-whet Owls are 
nocturnal, but during the day they can 
be found roosting in stands of evergreen 
trees and shrubbery. 

As I write this, temperatures are starting 
to rise, causing the snow to recede as win
ter slowly turns to spring. Although bird 
watchers are beginning to think about 
how the coming migration will unfold and 
what unusual species might be seen, this 
winter's finch irruption will not be soon 
forgotten. How many more years will 

Barred Owls 
are native, 

but their 
numbers 

were 
augmented 

by the arrival 
of irruptive 
birds last 

winter. 

pass until the 
Evening Gros
beak is seen 
in high num
bers? (We all 
hope it won't 
be decades.) 
With so many 
species mov
ing south this 
year, will any 
of them return 

next winter? In one sense bird watching 
is like the stock market, in that it is very 
difficult or impossible to predict what the 
future will bring. Maybe, at least partially, 
it is this unpredictability that draws so 
many people to pick up their binoculars 
and head outdoors to look for and enjoy 
watching birds. Y 

Andrew Vitz, Ph.D., joined the DFW last 
year, working with both the Wildlife and 
Natural Heritage sections as the new State 
Ornithologist. He has worked extensively 
on bird conservation in managed land
scapes in both North and South America 
and is excited to play a leading role in 
the conservation of the native birds of the 
Commonwealth. 
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51 Years 
01 Flsblli PIIS 

by Richard Hartley 

You're at your favorite fishing spot when 
you land the fish of a lifetime, a true tro
phy. You can take a few pics on your cell 
phone or camera to share with friends, 
maybe even have the fish mounted if it's 
within your budget, but there's another 
way to celebrate that trophy catch: Sub
mit the proper form and photoes) to the 
Division of Fisheries & Wildlife's Fresh
water Sportfishing Awards Program and 
receive a permanent, wearable memento 
you can proudly display wherever you go! 

Spring of 2013 marks the 50th anniver
sary of the state's "pins" program, as it 
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is popularly known. It was launched with 
little fanfare back in 1963, yet over 300 
pins were awarded that first year. The 
March-April 1964, issue of Massachusetts 
Wildlife featured photos of some of the 
lucky anglers and a listing of all the top 
catches. Highlights in that initial year 
included a monster largemouth bass that 
pushed the scale over 12 pounds, and a 
giant brown trout that was just shy of 17 
pounds! These early submissions truly 
set the standard for their respective 
species in that, 50 years later, that bass 
ranks as the 3rd heaviest largemouth 



ever recorded in the program (out of 
over 3,000 largemouth entries during the 
intervening years) and the brown trout 
ranks as the 4th largest out of nearly 900 
awards issued for that species to date. 

But I'm getting way ahead of myself. 
For those not familiar with the program, 
it works like this: Eligible fish must be 
legally caught from waters of the Com
monwealth open to the public (essential
ly, waters that require a fishing license) 
and then weighed on a scale certified by 
a town or state official. If the fish meets 
the minimum weight for that species, 
an affidavit is filled out and submitted 
along with a side view photo of the fish 
(additional photos are required for some 
species). If everything is done correctly, 
the angler receives his or her award pin 
in the mail a month or two later. 

Initially, pins were awarded for 16 dif
ferent species or categories of fish, and 
some categories, like "catfish," were quite 
broad. Minimum size to qualify for an 
award was based on length, not weight. 
The original parameters of the program 
have evolved over the years, however, 
and today we award pins for 22 differ
ent species, in two age divisions (Adult 
and Youth), based on the fish meeting 
minimum weight requirements. Visit our 
website for a copy of the affidavit, current 
program rules, and a list of the minimum 
weights, in both age classes, to qualify 
for an award. 

The original 16 recognized fish cate
gories included all the traditional game 
species such as largemouth bass and 
chain pickerel, but over time we have 
added northern pike, carp, American 
shad, broodstock Atlantic salmon, land
locked salmon, tiger muskellunge, tiger 

trout, and white and channel catfish (re
placing the generic "catfish" category). In 
addition to the standard pins awarded for 
all eligible fish, "gold" pins and plaques 
have also been awarded since 1964 to 
the anglers that submit the largest fish 
of each species in each calendar year. 
These gold pins and accompanying 
plaques are presented by DFW Director 
Wayne MacCallum at an annual awards 
ceremony where the happy anglers can 
share their stories and show off their 
photos (and often even the mounts) of 
their amazing trophy catches. 

So what are the benefits of this program? 
First and foremost, the awards program 
is a great opportunity to showcase the 
quality and excellence of freshwater fish
ing in the Commonwealth. Furthermore, 
the information generated as a result of 
the data the program collects has prov
en to be a valuable tool in the fisheries 
management toolbox. The recreational 
goals of the program include 1) increasing 
interest in angling statewide; 2) providing 
anglers with information on where, when, 
and how trophy fish are caught; and 3) 
creating "Best Bets" lists of top fishing 
spots across the Commonwealth. The bi
ological and/or management goals of the 
program include 1) providing information 
on trophy fish that likely would be missed 
using traditional fisheries sampling tech
niques; 2) tracking population indices 

Each Sportfishing Award pin depicts 
the species of fish on the front in bas 
relief (a bullhead, on this example), 
while the year and weight of the catch 
is engraved on the back. 
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Table 1. Total pins awarded by species, 1963-2012. The numbers largely re
flect the popularity of certain species, but are also influenced by the limited dis
tribution of other species. Shad and walleye, for instance, are found in only a 
limited number of waters, and in the case of shad, for only a limited time each 
year. Other uncommon pins, such as for tiger muskie and tiger trout, are entirely 
dependent on stocking. If the DFW's access to tiger muskies continues to remain 
uncertain, the award for this fish may be eliminated at some point in the future. 

such as catch rates, species distribution, 
and length frequencies ; and 3) guiding 
fisheries biologists on future manage
ment projects and stocking efforts. 

Other than the addition of new species 
and an occasional tweaking of the mini
mum weights throughout the years (we 
have even been known to ask a select 
few, extraordinarily successful anglers 
to voluntarily increase their personal 
minimum weights for certain species) , 
the three biggest changes to the program 
over the past half-century were 1) where 
and how you can weigh your trophy, 2) the 
creation of a Youth Division, and 3) the 
addition of the Angler of the Year award. 

Evolution 
For the first four decades of the pro

gram, the DFW mandated where eligible 
fish could be officially weighed. Bait
and-tackle shops throughout the state 
that committed to maintain an annually 
certified scale were designated as our ex
clusive "official weigh stations," provided 
with a supply of affidavits and a window / 
counter decal testifying to their special 
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status, and were listed in various DFW 
publications and news releases. At last 
count, there were less than 70 of these 
stations across the Commonwealth, woe
fully inadequate to cover the weighing 
of potential trophies from nearly 3,000 
named lakes and ponds and hundreds of 
miles of flowing waters spread out over 
351 cities and towns. 

Based in part on feedback from anglers 
and the weigh stations themselves, the 
DFW recognized that these limited loca
tions placed unnecessary travel burdens 
on anglers and didn't always have the 
most accommodating schedules, espe
cially at times when anglers were most 
likely to encounter their trophy catches: 
nights and weekends. Therefore, begin
ning in 2006, we allowed fish to be weighed 
at any location that maintained a certified 
scale, and we made the affidavit available 
for anyone to download from our website. 

Now, instead of being limited to only 
a relative handful of weighing locations 
throughout the state, anglers can carry 
an affidavit with them while fishing, 
and can be very creative about where 
they have their trophies weighed. The 



majority of affidavits still come from 
bait-and-tackle shops that have histor
ically participated in the program (list 
available on our website) , but now we 
also routinely receive them from grocery 
stores, post offices, hardware stores, 
etc. - essentially from anyplace that has 
a certified scale and a proprietor willing 
to weigh your fish . 

The awards program was immensely 
popular from the start, and the average 
number of pins issued each year grad
ually increased to about 500. Anglers 
clearly loved the idea of the awards, 
and many began to target "pinfish" (any 
fish of sufficient weight to qualify for an 
award pin) on a regular basis. In 2005, in 
an attempt to lure (pun intended) more 
kids to the program, we created a Youth 
Division, with lower minimum weights for 
anglers 17 and under. Within 2 years of 
the initiation of the Youth Division, the 
number of pins awarded approached 
1,000 and has continued to remain there, 
with the distribution of pins split nearly 
50/ 50 between Adult and Youth anglers. 
We hear wonderful stories from adults 
saying their kids' excitement in receiving 
the pins has actually gotten them inter
ested in fishing again as they share their 
techniques and favorite fishing holes with 
the next generation of anglers. 

In 2002 , the DFW added another major 
piece to the program. The Angler of the 
Year award was created to recognize the 
angler who submitted the largest variety 
of qualifying species each year. While 
the gold pins recognize the anglers who 

Figure 1. Fishing 
method, all species. 

The great majority of pin
fish are taken in open wa
ter by conventional rod 
and reel methods, and 
most of the remainder 
are caught on ice tip-ups. 
Trolling still accounts for 
many trout and salmon 
each year, however, as 
well as a few bass and 
pan fish. Fly- and bow
fishing account for most 
catches in the "Other" 
category. 

catch the largest fish of each individual 
species , the Angler of the Year award 
allows us to showcase the multi-talented 
angler with the skills and luck necessary 
to land trophy examples of everything 
from trout to sunfish in a single calendar 
year. In its first year, a local legend in 
freshwater fishing, Roger Pyzocha, won 
with a catch of five species. Less than 10 
years later, our first Youth Division angler 
won the coveted trophy by submitting 
an amazing 16 of the 22 eligible species. 

A computerized database was created 
in the late 1980s to compile all the af
fidavits and look for trends that might 
prove useful to fisheries biologists. At 
that time, the database contained infor
mation generated from approximately 
4,500 entries. In addition to angler infor
mation, the affidavit provides data on the 
species, weight, length, girth, location of 
the catch, and gear type used. By 2000, 
the database had grown to over 13,000 
fish entries and individual angler data 
was added to allow us to track every 
entrant's progress relative to numbers 
of species and total pins awarded. As 
of this writing, that database now has 
nearly 26,000 fish entries from over 4,000 
individual anglers! 

Most anglers would be interested to 
know which fish have garnered the most 
and least awards over the years (Table 
1). No single species has come close to 
topping the largemouth bass, which holds 
the Number 1 spot with just over 3,000 
pins awarded (or about 12% of the total) 
since the program began. Our stocked 

• Rod & Reel 

. Tip-up 

• Trolling 

. Other 
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- Lure 
- Plastic 
- Food Items 
- Baitfish 
- Worm 
- Powerbait 
- Fly 
- Other 

Figure 2. Terminal tackle, all 
species. Live bait, particularly bait
fish, account for the majority of pin
fish catches, but note that worms 
have actually fallen slightly behind 
lures. Some of the baits, such as "food 
items" and ''Powerbait™,'' are gener
ally only effective for specific species 
(such as carp and trout, respectively). 

trout species (brook, brown, rainbow, 
and tiger trout) are collectively a close 
second (11 % of the total) , followed by 
chain pickerel in third place (with about 
10% of the total). Smallmouth bass, yellow 

perch, white perch, lake trout, channel 
catfish, bullhead, and crappie (calico 
bass) round out the top 10. The majority 
of pins (about 77%) are recorded during 
the open-water-season, with most of the 
fish taken by rod and reel (casting) or 
trolling (Figure 1). Ice fishing (tip-up) ac
counts for about 21 % of the pins awarded. 
Fly fishing and bow-and-arrow catches 
combined constitute the remaining 2% 
or so of the total. As for terminal tackle 
choices (Figure 2), baitfish (mainly live 
shiners) and worms account for over 75 % 
of award catches, while lures and plastic 
baits are a distant second at about 15%. 

A breakdown of the number of pins 
awarded by month offers good informa
tion on when to plan a trophy fishing trip 
(Table 2). The spring months are the peak 
time for landing most trophy fish (16 of 
the 22 recognized species) , which isn't 
surprising since they coincide with the 
expected, annual peak in recreational 
fishing, warming water temperatures , 
spawning activity for most species, and 
of course, trout stocking. Award entries 
trail off for most species during the heat 
of summer and on through early winter, 
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Table 2. Award catches by month, all species. 

The traditional spring peak of trout stocking, fish spawning, and fishing effort is 
certainly obvious in the monthly totals, but a secondary peak in winter reflects the 
annual peak of pickerel, yellow perch, and northern pike through the ice. Sunfish 
and channel catfish are the only catches that peak in the summer months. 
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Largemouth Bass have remained the Number 1 pinfish since the awards program 
was initiated. Catches like this one, however, at 10 pounds in weight, are extreme
ly rare and produced by only a handful of waters, most in the Southeast District. 

then pick up again in mid-winter during 
years when ice conditions are favorable to 
fishing. Species that buck the spring-peak 
trend are those that have long been the 
staples of ice fishing enthusiasts. These 
are the winter-peak fish: Northern pike, 
tiger muskie, chain pickerel, and yellow 
perch all hit their summits in January 
or February. The only two outliers of 
the spring or winter peaks - sunfish and 
channel catfish - experience their peaks, 
respectively, in June and July. 

Trophy fish are clearly accessible 
throughout the calendar year if you know 
when to target them. In terms of overall 
accessibility, largemouth bass are again 
the big winner, yielding pins in triple dig
its in all but two months (the doldrums 
of November and December); followed 
by chain pickerel at nine months; and 
bullhead, yellow perch, white perch and 
smallmouth bass at six months. Of all the 
eligible species, American shad offer the 
smallest window of opportunity, with a 
single peak in May corresponding with 

their spawning runs. That is the only time 
they are accessible to freshwater anglers. 
Surprisingly, walleye, which annually 
never account for more than a few pins, 
seem to be about equally accessible all 
12 months of the year, even though most 
anglers only think to target them during 
their spring spawning period. 

One of the great things about the 
computer age is that, with just a few 
keystrokes, it has become relatively 
easy for us to examine every possible 
combination of data for each of the 22 
species. Whether you're looking to hone 
your skills for a specific species or family 
of fish, or you simply want to increase 
your chances of catching any of the 22 
species, you can concentrate your fishing 
efforts on the waters that have produced 
the largest numbers or the highest diver
sity. Let's see what we can learn from the 
database for largemouth bass, our Num
ber 1 game fish; our ever-popular trout 
species; and one of our most popular 
panfish, yellow perch. 
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lariemouth Bass 
Given that the largemouth bass is Num

ber 1 overall-and has long ranked among 
the Commonwealth's and the nation's 
most-sought-after game species - let's 
look at what the database shows us if we 
want to increase our chances of landing 
a trophy bucketmouth. Keep in mind that 
this analysis includes Adult and Youth an
glers combined, so the largemouth bass 
in the database range from a minimum 
of 4 pounds (the minimum weight for 
the Youth Division) to our current state 
record of over 15 pounds, and everything 
in between. (As the biologist responsible 
for managing the Commonwealth's large
mouth bass, I can tell you that all our 
data shows that any largemouth over 5 
pounds is a brag-worthy catch.) 

Graph 3 shows the number of pins 
awarded, bymonth, for largemouth bass. 
A comparison with the total number of 
pins awarded by month in Table 2 shows 
a nearly identical trend . The highest 
percentage of largemouth catches take 
place in the spring. Respectable numbers 
are also caught in late winter (when 
pre-spawn, egg-bloated females are at 
their heaviest) and late summer. In other 
words, largemouth bass, unlike many 
of our other eligible species, provide 
good angling opportunities throughout 
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much of the calendar year. They are also 
a good bet to target because trophies 
are so cosmopolitan in distribution: 
Award-qualifying examples have been 
landed from nearly 600 different waters 
in the Commonwealth, accounting for 
53% of all the waters that have produced 
pinfish, and the most of any of the 22 
species. 

Eight of the top ten (Table 3) trophy 
largemouth producers are from the 
southeastern part of the state. These 
waters account for an astounding 22% of 
all the largemouth pins we have awarded. 
Of largemouth bass 10 pounds or greater 
- only 20 of which have been weighed 
in to date - 12 have also come from the 
southeast (Figure 4). The minimum size 
of a 10 pound largemouth based on our 
records is 21 inches in length with a 25-
inch girth. Talk about a football! 

While any water, in theory, has the po
tential to produce lO-pound largemouth 
bass, Billington Sea and Long Pond, 
Plymouth; Muddy Pond, Carver; New 
Bedford Reservoir, Acushnet; Leonard's 
and Mary's Ponds, Rochester; and Samp
son Pond, Carver (which also boasts 
the state current and world northern 
largemouth bass record), have proven it. 
As for method, bass anglers tend to be 
traditionalists, so rod and reel is by far 
their most popular method for landing 

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec 

Graph 3. Award catches, by month, largemouth bass. 
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Table 3. Top ten waters Water # of Pins 
for largemouth bass. 
Nearly a quarter of all 
qualifying large mouths 
were taken from these 
waters. 

trophies . It accounts for 
85% of largemouth awards, 
with ice tip-ups second at 
15%. For terminal tackle 
choices, which almost mir
ror the data for all species 
combined, about 70 % of 
our successful trophy bass 
anglers fished with bait fish 
(primarily shiners) , fol
lowed by 27% who fished 
with lures and plastic baits. 

Trout 

Sampson Pond, Carver 

Quabbin Reservoir 

New Bedford Reservoir, Acushnet 

Snipatuit Pond, Rochester 

Onota Lake, Pittsfield 

Long Pond, Lakeville 

Mashpee-Wakeby Pond, Mashpee 

Monponsett Pond, Halifax 

Nippenicket Lake, Bridgewater 

Agawam River, Wareham 

Total 

89 
86 
67 
60 
59 
59 
45 
45 
45 
40 
595 

The geographic and seasonal distribu
tion of most salmonid awards (brood
stock salmon, brook trout, brown trout, 
rainbow trout, and tiger trout) is largely 
dependent on DFW stocking practices, 
as most of these species rarely reach 

trophy size naturally in Massachusetts 
other than in the few waters that have the 
ability to sustain these coldwater species 
year-round. Graph 4 shows that, as with 
largemouth bass, the peak in landings 
of trophy trout occur in April and May, 
coinciding with the start of trout stock
ing across the state. Unlike the situation 
with bass, however, the numbers trail off 

Figure 4. A "golden swath" in the Southeast produces monster largemouths: 
12 of the total of 20 largemouths recorded at 10 pounds or better during the 
program's history came from these seven southeastern waters. Arcadia Lake, 
(Belchertown), Beaver Pond (Beverly) , Congamond Lakes (Southwick), Lau
rel Lake (Lee), Norwich Pond (Huntington), Pearl Lake ( Wrentham), Stevens 
Pond (North Andover), and Waldo Lake (Avon) accounted for the remainder. 
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Graph 4. Award catches by month, trout (not including lake trout or salmon). 
Not surprisingly, peak catches occur during the spring stocking season. 

precipitously during the summer. This 
is due in part to the need for cold, well 
oxygenated water to support healthy 
trout numbers. More than 260 different 
waters have produced trout pins (over 
50% of all the waters stocked with trout), 
with the top ten providing trophy trout 
fishing from the Cape to the Berkshires 
(Table 4). These top ten waters account 
for 42% of all the trout pins awarded to 
date. The number one producers of indi
vidual salmonid species are Comet Pond, 
Hubbardston, for broodstock salmon, 
the Swift River for brook trout, Quabbin 
Reservoir for brown and rainbow trout, 

Water 

and Peter's Pond, Sandwich, for tiger 
trout. The other two eligible salmonid 
species, lake trout and landlocked salm
on, have the smallest distribution given 
that they are only found in the Quabbin 
and Wachusett reservoirs and a few of 
their tributaries. The gear most favored 
by trout anglers is similar to that for large
mouth bass with the exception of a larger 
trolling component. Trolling has always 
been a traditional method for targeting 
trout. The terminal tackle choices of tro
phy trout catchers are again dominated 
by live bait (mainly small shiners and 
worms) ; however, a higher percentage 

# of Pins 

Quabbin Reservoir/Swift River 334 

Table 4. Top ten 
waters for trout. 
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Onota Lake, Pittsfield 

Congamond Lakes, Southwick 

Peters Pond, Sandwich 

Cliff Pond, Brewster 

Wachusett Reservoir 

Walden Pond , Concord 

Long Pond, Plymouth 

Quaboag/Quacumquasit Ponds, Brookfield 

Little Pond (Morton Pond), Plymouth 

Total 

116 
106 

101 
97 

89 
89 

80 
64 

57 
1133 



Water # of Pins 

Congamond Lakes, Southwick 236 
Wequaquet Lake, Barnstable 99 
Long Pond, Brewster/Harwich 54 
Long Pond, Lakeville 52 Table 5. Top ten 

waters for yellow 
perch. 

Halfway Pond, Plymouth 48 
Quabbin Reservoir 48 
Connecticut River 33 
Mashpee-Wakeby Pond, Mashpee 32 

Billington Sea, Plymouth 29 

Snake Pond, Sandwich 29 

Total 

of trout anglers use Powerbait™ and flies 
than any other anglers. 

Yellow Pereh 
Unlike the monthly trend for large

mouth bass or trout (or all the species 
combined, for that matter) Graph 5 shows 
that for yellow perch, the peak catches 
occur in January and February. Yellow 
perch are one of the Commonwealth's 
earliest spawners and can be at their 
heaviest in mid-to-late winter when they 
are a favorite target of hard-water (ice) 
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660 
anglers. Nearly 400 waters have produced 
yellow perch pins, with the top ten waters 
(Table 5) producing 33% of all the yellow 
perch pins awarded to date. Congamond 
Lakes alone accounts for nearly 12 %. 
Given that most trophy yellow perch 
come through the ice, it's not surprising 
that - unlike the case with the majority of 
our other eligible species - tip-up is the 
Number 1 fishing method. Since anglers 
typically bait their tip-ups with shiners, 
baitfish are predictably the bait of choice, 
accounting for over 90% of the yellow 
perch pins. 

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec 

Graph 5. Award catches by month, yellow perch. 
The annual peak for yellow perch catches occurs in winter, the time when most 
anglers pursue them and when this species is at its heaviest annual weight. 
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If we could dedicate an entire issue to 
the awards program, we could present 
the same analysis for all 22 species, but 
suffice it to say, if you want that infor
mation for your species of interest, it's 
only a request away. For an abbreviated 
version, check out the "Best Bets" on 
our website. Those lists were formulated 
using only Adult Division data from the 
last decade of the program, so they really 
are the best bets for big trophies. 

The Bill Picture 
Now let's zoom out to look at the bigger 

picture. Of the nearly 3,000 named lakes 
and ponds in the Commonwealth, nearly 
40% (1,099) have produced trophy fish . 
Of these, some have produced as few 
as one pin apiece, while nearly 40 have 
produced a hundred pins or more and 
account for over 60% of all pins awarded. 
Quabbin and Wachusett reservoirs and 
the Connecticut River, our largest and 
most popular recreational waters, take 
top honors , but there are some waters on 
the list of top producers that all but local 
anglers would tend to overlook. Bottom 
line, trophy fish can be found from the 
Cape to the Berkshires and everywhere 
in between. 

While most waters typically yield only 
one or two species of pinfish, nearly 
50 have produced pins for at least 10 
species. If you're looking to maximize 
your time fishing for a variety of species, 
Onota Lake, Pittsfield, holds the top 
honor for having produced 17 of the 22 
eligible species, while the Connecticut 
River; Quinsigamond Lake, Shrewsbury; 
Webster Lake, Webster; Pontoosuc Lake, 
Pittsfield ; Quabbin Reservoir; Quaboag 
Pond, Brookfield; Long Pond, Plymouth; 
Mashpee-Wakeby Pond, Mashpee; and 
Mattawa Lake, Orange, round out the 
top ten for variety. If, however, you're 
looking to concentrate on the trophy that 
occurs in the most waters statewide, the 
largemouth bass, as noted previously, 
takes top honors, with nearly 600 waters 
producing trophies. 

This distribution reflects the fact that 
trophies of generalist species such as 
largemouth bass, chain pickerel, sunfish, 
etc. , are found in literally thousands 
of warmwater habitats throughout the 
Commonwealth, while specialists such as 
the salmonid species (trout and salmon), 
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shad, walleye, etc., are found in the rela
tively few waters that provide the more 
specific habitat these species require. 

In 2000, we began to track the fishing 
prowess of individual anglers as they 
racked up their awards . Since then, 
over 4,100 anglers have been awarded 
at least one pin. While the vast majority 
of participants have been awarded only 
one or a few pins, nearly 40 anglers have 
amassed more than 25 pins to date, and 
there are 3 fishing masters (or "fishing 
obsessives," depending on your point 
of view) who have earned over 100. The 
highest individual accumulation so far is 
an astounding 148 pins. 

I have to point out that these individual 
award accumulations don't account for 
the pins awarded during the 37 years 
prior to the creation of the individual 
tracking database in 2000. We know of 
several anglers whose fishing exploits 
predate the database that have hundreds 
of pins in their collections, and most 
show no signs of slowing down. Many of 
these talented anglers have distinguished 
themselves by earning numerous gold 
pins, the Angler of the Year Award, and 
even the occasional state record. As with 
the eligible species themselves, some 
anglers are generalists who pursue a 
variety of species, while others tend to 
be specialists who focus on just a few 
species or families. 

Of the 4,000+ anglers tracked so far, 
124 have been awarded pins for at least 
5 different species. Of these, 17 have 
10 species, 6 have 15 species, and one 
incredibly talented angler has landed 
all but one of the eligible species (the 
elusive tiger muskie, which is quickly 
going the way of the dinosaur in Mas
sachusetts) . Additionally, 51 anglers 
have earned at least 10 pins for a single 
species. Of these, 43 have 10 pins for 
one species, while the remainder have 
earned 10 pins for 2-6 different species . 
Landlocked salmon, with its recent rise 
in fame, accounts for the highest number 
of anglers with 10 single-species pins. 
There are 13 in all, almost all of whom 
zealously fish the Quabbin. White perch 
comes in a close second, with 11 anglers 
having earned 10 pins or more for this 
species . Four elite anglers lead the pack 
for "most pins for a single species"; one 
with 54 white catfish pins, another with 



The 2011 Angler of the Year recipient Trenton Anestis of Boxborough gets a con
gratulatory hand from MassWildlife Director Wayne MacCallum at the annual 
awards celebration in early 2012. Trenton won the prestigious award with quali
fying Youth Division catches of 16 different species, tying the previous record set 
by adult three-time winner Roy Leyva in 2004. 

50 for bullhead, another with 47 for white 
perch, and one more with 44 landlocked 
salmon awards. 

A 50-year analysis is hard to condense 
into a short article, but hopefully this 
synopsis and the accompanying tables 
provide the average angler with useful 
information to pursue trophy freshwater 
fish . Keep in mind that although we fo
cused on just a few species forthis article, 
the database allows us to provide detailed 
information for any species recognized 
by the program. 

Given that we live in an age where most 
people (anglers included) look increas
ingly to their computers for up-to-the
minute information, we are working to 

make the wealth of data garnered from 
the 26,000 fish entries in the database 
available on our website. The key will 
be to present the data in a format that 
will allow anglers to search for their 
species of interest (or conversely, the 
waters where they are most frequently 
found) and learn the where, when, and 
how to target trophy freshwater fish in 
Massachusetts . Have fun doing it - and 
don't forget to take a kid! y 
Richard Hartley has been the DFW Warm/ 
Coolwater Project Leader for the past 20+ 
years. In addition to the "pins" program, 
he is responsible for management of some 
of our most popular game fish, such as 
bass and pike. 
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Continued from inside front cover ... 
raise the tip of the abdomen to the surface to 
obtain air through a pair of breathing tubes. 
Under the ice, they presumably find air pock
ets to tap for oxygen, or they find openings 
such as the one you so conveniently provid
ed. I suspect they also become more lethar
gic in winter so as to conserve both energy 
and oxygen, but so far I have been unable to 
locate any documentation of their under-ice 
behavior. In summer, they often fly at night, 
and since they are attracted to bright lights, 
they are also called Electric Light Bugs. South
erners sometimes refer to them as "Alligator 
Ticks," which, though entirely inaccurate, is 
nevertheless a delightful colloquialism. These 
insects are regarded as food in some parts of 
the world, most famously in Thailand, where 
they appear on restaurant menus and are har
vested with special floating traps equipped 
with black lights. 

PG.M. 

Dear Editor; I thought you might enjoy the 
enclosed photos of bluebirds taken on Jan
uary 16, 2013. I have 6 birdfeeders and two 
suet feeders in my backyard. We have many 
types of birds that visit throughout the year. 
However, a bluebird sighting is rare and 
usually only happens in the summer. If we 
catch a glimpse of one, we are lucky. I was 
working at home on this day and was on the 
phone talking with a coworker when I looked 
out the window and in a maple tree close to 
the feeders was a bluebird. I excitedly told 
the coworker what I was seeing. I then ex
claimed: "I see another! And another .. . " and 
continued until I had counted 10 bluebirds! 
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I had to apologize to the coworker for not 
being professional, but I was so excited 
to see so many bluebirds. I was shocked 
to see them in the middle of winter. I end
ed our conversation quickly and went to 
retrieve my camera. Since they were scat
tered about, I wasn't able to capture all in 
one picture. Best I could do was 4 together. 
If I had told my husband "I saw 10 bluebirds 
at the feeder today," he would have said 
"sure . . . and I saw 10 pigs flying today." Get
ting these pictures was my proof that they 
had visited. Over the next few weeks, this 
flock of bluebirds has continued to visit on 
a regular basis. When my husband told me: 
"I saw the flock of bluebirds today," I should 
have responded with "sure . .. and I saw pigs 
flying today." 

Sharon Vieira 
Pepperell, MA 

We received numerous reports of Eastern 
Bluebirds (Sialia sialis) at feeders this winter, 
probably more than we have ever received. 
Although the Christmas Bird Count has clearly 
documented a steady increase of overwinter
ing bluebirds in Massachusetts over the last 
few decades, there is no definitive explana
tion as to Why. One factor may be that the 
bluebird population, which had declined by 
up to 70 % by the 1970s due to competition 
with introduced House Sparrows and Star
lings for nesting cavities (including bird hous
es), has been on the increase for more than a 
decade, thanks mostly to people erecting and 
maintaining thousands of bluebird houses. 
Another may be that more people are feeding 
birds every year. More bluebirds, plus more 

people observing feeders 
(especially suet feeders in 
this case) naturally leads 
to more sightings. But blue
birds have typically migrat
ed south in the winter, so it 
is a mystery as to why so 
many were hanging around 
this winter. It may be that 
climate change is allowing 
them to extend their win
ter range northward, or it 
may be that they are simply 
adapting to the increasing 
presence of suet feeders 
(a new and increasingly 
abundant food resource), 
or it may be that there was 
an abundance of soft mast 
(berries) available this 
year (which hung on the 
trees/ shrubbery and pro
vided a natural winter food 
source). If they have a food 
supply, bluebirds can stay 
warm, and if they can stay 



warm. they have little incentive to migrate. It 
remains to be seen if the heavy snows of Feb
ruary increased mortality on those that didn 't 
migrate. For readers who want to attract blue
birds to feeders, suet is probably Number I, 
but raisins soaked in water, heated birdbaths, 
and even live "mealworm" beetle grubs (lar
vae of the Darkling Beetle) are recommend
ed for attracting these beautiful birds. They 
won't eat seeds, and they need open (not fully 
forested) habitat. Thanks so much for sharing 
your experience, and thanks to all the folks 
who have created bluebird trails and put up 
bluebird houses. This species is one of the 
best to have around the garden, as they are 
voracious insect eaters. 

PG.M. 

I found this snake in my wood pile last sum
mer. I took a few pictures because I'd nev
er seen one like this before. The "Y" on its 
head makes me think Milksnake, but I've not 
been able to find a photo of or reference to 
its dark color. All the Milksnakes I've seen 
in photos are a lot lighter than the snake I 
found. Did I find the "rare and elusive" dark 
phase milk snake? I hope you can quell my 
curiosity. Thanks. 
Vernon Gagne 
Wales , MA 

I examined your photos and concur with your 
identification: This is a darkly patterned 
example of a Milksnake, Lampropeltis tri
angulum. Your specimen displays a more 
"brown-an-brown" pattern than the more 
typical "brown-an-white" or "brown-an-gray" 
color patterns common to this species. Further, 
I think this particular animal was "opaque" 
when you photographed it. That is, it was go
ing through a skin-shedding cycle, and at this 
time its eyes and entire body were clouded by 
a bluish layer of lymph that separates the old 
skin from the new one prior to shedding. This 
makes its appearance much duller than the 
normal "high gloss" that is characteristic of 
the look of this smooth-scaled species. I have 
seen many examples of darkly patterned 
Milksnakes over the years (as well as a few of 
what I would term "high red" and "extra light" 
individuals), so I would say this color phase 
is not rare. Unfortunately, I have no documen
tation of its frequency of occurrence in our 
populations. It would be interesting to know if 
its frequency can be correlated to geographic 
regions or to specific habitat parameters (i.e., 
does the dark phase occur more frequently 
in wooded vs. open habitats? Higher eleva
tions vs. lower? Colder vs. warmer environ
ments?). It 's a great example of a common 
native species about which we still know very 

little. Aside from 
the enjoyment of 
having such a 
beautiful reptile in 
your yard, it is also 
worth pointing out 
that this species is 
helpful in rodent 
control. It appears 
to specialize in 
tracking mice to 
their nests, where 
it will commonly 
consume an entire 
litter of newborns. 
This behavior of
ten leads it to enter 
buildings (follow
ing mouse trails) 
and many base
ments in old hous
es in New England 
with stone founda
tions harbor a few 
of these secretive, 
harmless, largely 
nocturnal snakes. 

PG.M. 

Have a question about wildlife? Photograph of a plant or animal you can't identify? 
Catch an unusual fish? Have some ideas for future articles? We want to hear from 
you. Drop us a line at: Correspondents, Fisheries & Wildlife Field Headquarters, 
100 Hartwell Street, Suite 230, West Boylston, MA 01583, or email at: 

mass.wildUfe@state.ma.us 
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The Massachusetts Freshwater Sportfishing Awards Program, which rewards 
anglers who make a trophy catch (based on weight) with a bronze award pin, 
has long been one of the most popular programs ever created by MassWild
life. This year marks the 50th anniversary of the program, which has now 
issued a total of more than 26,000 awards to more than 4,000 lucky anglers. 
At the end of each calendar year, the anglers who have caught the largest fish 
in each of 22 categories that year are presented with "gold" award pins and 
plaques by MassWildlife Director Wayne MacCallum (back row, sixth from left 
in this photo) at a special awards ceremony. A Youth Division with reduced 
minimum weights was created in 2005, which doubled the fun as well as the 
number of pins and plaques issued each year. These are the 2011 recipients 
from both age divisions. Now go get your fishing rod! Photo © Bill 
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