Wax on Wax Off

When someone offers to take you fishing you go- it’s that simple especially when they are the “legendary Spinner Don”.  You go prepared, and what ever you do you don’t complain- that’s the part you must always remember. Don’t be late, follow directions and don’t complain.
Spinner Don, said to meet him at an exit on Rt 33 heading north to the Poconos- be there by 10:15.  Which in my world being on Time is like being late- being 15 minutes early was standard. This lesson became an important one, when after a while your friends know there is a problem when you are late.  But the real issue- is when it’s your first time fishing with a Pro like Spinner Don; you don’t want him to have any reason to be disappointed in you.   I brought two poles and my mother’s Lunch Box
My mother’s Lunch Box is a light blue thermal hard sided bag that had a strap and a zipper top-  My mom used it to keep drinks and snacks cool when she traveled. When she died, I ended up with all her earthy possessions-it was on a shelf in the basement and one day I found it and thought I’ll put some energy drinks in it and my now growing fishing supplies.  It became my tackle box since then, it’s plenty big for what I need- it floats if I fall in or wade- It’s safe to get wet and it reminds me that my mom, is always with me on the adventures.

I got dressed, had my fishing pants on, and my fishing sneakers-  The pant are light weight, rip-stop material cargo style. If they get wet they dry quickly- put on my hoodie, grabbed my ball cap and sunglasses- I put my son Austin’s rain coat / windbreaker in the car- The one he wore in Afghanistan before he died there.  It was designed to fit over his Body armor so it was big enough for me.   I was all set!
I arrived and Donnie said “Put your stuff in my car I’ll drive”   So I loaded my poles and my Mom’s Lunch Box- but forgot the rain coat.    As we pulled out, I remembered it, but decided to not cause a problem.   We drove North and it turns out Spinner Don like Classic Rock- and listens to “The Hawk”. You know the one that has a 400 song playlist of all the “Hits” – so every song is one that I’ve heard more times than I wanted to hear and Donnie likes it load. I think it helps him in his need to drive really fast.  
As we speed through the back roads of the Poconos the weather goes from 37 degrees to a light rain and about 47 degrees as we arrive at Promised Land State Park-Lower Lake.  The State of PA, stocks the lakes in the Spring and fall. The State raises the fish out near State College PA in hatcheries and when they are big enough they truck them out to the streams in these big tanker trucks.  Normally, during a State Stocking- they meet up with the locals and the WCO (Wildlife Conservation Officers)  and everyone follows the truck along the river or creek and they have specific stops that they pull the truck over- the driver and usually an old man (yes the guys that go up on the side of the truck are usually guys that have done this for 40 or 50 years. There are tanks with lids on top- and a grated walkway on the edge where they stand, dip water in a white 5 gallon bucket then a net or two of fish put a lid on top and hand it down.  The buckets are pretty heavy so with one arm it drops but I stop it before it hits the ground and off to the river to throw the fish in.  Sometimes there may be 8 or 10 guys following the truck each taking turns taking a bucket and putting the fish in the river.  Many times the River isn’t really close so you have to walk over hill & dale to get to it and most guys want to spread the fish out so you might walk either up stream or down. But you only have a few minutes to do it so you really are trying to move quickly even as you might be going through rough terrain. My first year I stocked all the streams in Lehigh County & Northampton County- and part of Monroe, this is the best way to learn to learn about the different rivers & creeks- but the more obvious lesson is you actually know where the fish are.
Promised Land State Park is “About 3,000 acres in size, Promised Land State Park is on the Pocono Plateau, 1,800 feet above sea level, and is surrounded by 12,464 acres of the Delaware State Forest, “   

We pulled into the parking lot-in a wooded area where there was a small cement road about 20 feet wide going into the lake- a couple cars were there when we arrived.  We got out and chatted up the couple fellows that were there and shortly the Stocking truck arrived. Donnie helped back the driver onto the edge of the boat ramp and they attached a long flexible tube to the side of one of the tanks- Donnie climbed into the water to about his knees and the guy on the truck opened the tank.  1000 Brook Trout ranging from 15-20 inches came shooting out of the end of the hose into the water. It was pretty amazing to see all those fish flying out of the tube and splashing in the water.  We helped put the hose back on the truck, jumped into the car and headed off to Lake Tobyhanna where we did the same thing there at their boat ramp.  
Once the fish were in the lake the truck left and Donnie said “Go get your pole”. I went back to the car got it and we stood on the cement boat ramp and started casting out.  With each cast we would either catch or miss one, but with every cast more people started moving closer.

In that area there is a large Russian community, they came to catch fish and take them home.  Donnie & I came to catch fish, but put them back.  We were using spinners, they were using bait and bobbers.  A bobber is a small plastic ball that floats so when the fish takes the bait which is on your line maybe a foot or two below the bobber it pulls the bobber down and you know you have a fish.  The problem is when you spinner fish- you use a lure that has a little medal spoon blade that when you pull it through the water is spins around the lure fast to look like the body of a minnow- sending out vibrations and flashes of reflected light. The point is you cast out and crank it back in- you can’t let it drop on the bottom or the three pointed hook (treble hook) will likely snag on the bottom.
So spinner fishermen are constantly casting out and reeling in there isn’t a time when you aren’t doing those two things unless you aren’t actually fishing. 

The moment you caught one- there would appear a bobber of one on the Russian fisherman, making it harder to find a place to cast without going over their lines that were now like permanent obstacles to avoid as we cast out in the lake.  After about 20 minutes and maybe three fish, Donnie said “Let’s go back and see what is going on at Promised Land”  So we jumped back in the car and off we went- Flying around the curves, radio blasting back to where we started.    
When we arrived back, everyone was gone, they had caught there three fish Fall Limit and left.  Donnie and I stood on the cement road and began to cast.  With each cast we caught a fish, one after another- when you use bait- like a worm or Power Bait- the fish see the bait and go pick it up and you’ll feel the slight tug and you pull back to set the hook- it’s a very distinctive feel- you feel the line move then you set the hook by tugging back- the fish will usually start to pull and the fight is on.
With spinners you cast out and are already pulling it back and the fish attacks what it thinks is a minnow and there is a sudden STOP of the line. Like you hit something- it’s a totally different feel.  You’re just cranking in and “thud’ but the trick is that is the moment you need to set the hook. It happens in a flash and if you miss it by a second you’ll “roll” the fish and it will get away and probably not bite again.
But this was as I have learned a rare opportunity to have this many large trout swimming directly in front of us.  When you stock a boat launch like this, the fish pretty much stay right there for about a day.  They are used to being in a cement pond all together, there is no real current so they sit there.   They don’t feed the fish before they transport them so they don’t get sick in the truck because it can kill them if they start vomiting the food. These fish are fed daily and raised without much experience in large bodies of water- Yes instincts take over quickly- but they spent the last two years fighting over food that was delivered to them.

The area where the fish settled in was a swath of open water straight in front of the Boat Launch, 20 ft wide by maybe 50 feet into the lake.  This was the perfect range for a cast, landing at the back of the “Pod” so you had to pull the lure through the crowd of fish, as you reeled in to the shore.   The fish would follow the lure right up the cement road right out of the water.  Yes, I know it was like fishing in a barrel.  I thought that as well, but feeling that thud and reeling in these big fish was actually fun.  The first 25 was fun, the next 25 was making me feel weird- like “is this fishing?” by the 3rd 25 I was getting tired of bending down and taking them off. It was raining and I was wet, I didn’t have my raincoat- I was hungry and tired, but I wasn’t going to complain. I said to Donnie “You think these fish will eat anything?” So I grabbed my other pole started looking around for things other people had dropped. Found some old green Power bait globs on the ground.  It worked, then the words of Spinner Don which I won’t forget, “I have a peanut butter and Jelly sandwich in the car”  He said “Listen I haven’t used a single barbed hook in 20 years- do you have one?”  I said “Yep” and handed him one. He tied on and put a piece of that PB & J on it and tossed it out. Just like that, he had one- we fished in the light rain about an hour more and that last 25 fish was all I had the energy to catch. It was getting dark and we climbed in the car, I looked at Donnie and said that kinda got weird, catching all those fish.   I mean it was fun in the beginning but it got so easy it seemed silly.   Donnie looked at me and said “Young Jedi, In fishing you don’t get many opportunities like today, Do you know how long it would take you to catch that many fish learning how to set the hook? Do you realize what would take the average fisherman many years to learn, that muscle memory needed to develop that skill and you young Jedi-learned it in less than five hours”  That’s when I realized he was actually going to do what I asked of him. Teach me, just like in the Karate Kid- Wax on, wax off.”
