Slicing through the
Montauk’'s shark hunters ¢

prey. It's the brutal Mako Mania tou
customers harry a dying breed of mont
sharks are bigger, and the fishing E# :

I GAN'T SEE
IV, No land. no boats, nothing., Waves rolling from the distant edge
of carth slide beneath the port side, rocking us slowly snd firmly
to the cerie pereussion of water on wood—a rhythm broken oanly
by the vecasional stroke of a shark rushing agaimst the hull.

Beneath me, in the boat’s cockpit. Rocko Cole is performing
his primary duty as first mate: He's laying out the chum line, a
miles-long slick of fish blood. shredded fish flesh, and litte bits of
fish sut. For what hie ealls “surface effect,” Rocko has included a
decorative assortment of candy wrappers, a cardboard box, ciga-
rette butts, and an cmpiy Starbucks Frappoceino bottle. With a
fillet knife, he begins mineing a three-powd, half-dead Bluelish.
Every minute or so he flings a scoop of the bloody soup over his
left shoulder into the ocean. Roeko’s knife-working arm has a
tattoo of # dagser slicing through o heart that says “Kathy.”

Up on the bow. Captain Michael Potts

Say “Ahhh'™: A great
white—1ihe creature that
Kicked off the modem
era of Montauk shark
hunting—shaws off his
pearty whites.

is wearing a blue flinmel shirt, and his tan
eorduroyvs ;nl.:_j,'h‘hnl U tVer his rounded
belly by thick suspenders, He's 47 and
has @ short, solid build, a mustache, @ set

of aviator shades, and a white sun visor

ANYTHING from the bridge of the [ine Fist

t brought you the beast that inspired Jaws,
the Atlantic for their cold-blooded, man-eating

ent, where old salts and paying
ters. Where the stakes are huge, the
hlh!ly to die for.

Jﬁ[l.h tufts of black hair shooting above its band. He's releasing a
mﬂﬁll. black kite into the wind while cxplaining w hy he decided
to bring us to this particular spot of occan. The answer to that
riddie inelades a temperature break created by an eddy of warm
Coulf Stream water spinning in a band of cooler coastal water.
There are three clients on board: an intense, middle-aged
New Jersey businessman with reddish hair. and his two college-
aged sons, The father is talking nonstop, try ing to convinee his
sons that fishing is exciting—1 get the feeling that this trie has
been on a lot of father-inspired outings—but both boys are tast
asleep in the deck chairs. Son number one has the short,
bleached, combed-forward hair that typifies violence-pronc
suburban vouth: son number two is conservatively groomed in
g way that suggests he's overshadowed by his younger brother,
From the captain’s chair of the Blue Fin IV, 1 scan the
technology at my fingertips: GPS, two manne radios with scram-
blers. a eell phone, o radar sercen, and a chromoscope, We're
drifting at three miles per hour in a north-northwest direction
over 240 feer of water, 25 miles south of Montauk Harbor, Long
fsland. The water temperature is 68 degrees, warming slightly.
What [ can’t tell from these instruments, though, is the one thing
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Captain Potts, Rocko, and the New Jersey businessman want to
know: Is there a mako shark around here that is big enough to take
the pot in Star Island Yacht Club's Mako Mania shark-hunting
tournarient® To answer this question, we keep chummin’,

What we do have circling us are blue sharks. I'm surprised
they hang around after learning that we're a custom buile, diesel-
powered, 41-foor wooden sportfishing vessel and not a dead,
bloated whale, There are four or five of them, each longer and
heavier than a full-grown man, with iridescent indigo backs and
long pectoral fins that make them look like underwater fighter
planes. The sharks run their dorsal fins out of the water, then
melt away into the depths only to return out of nowhere to chomp
into the teaser, a 40-pound vellowhin tuna carcass hanging over
the side of the boat on a cable. Rocko grabs the line and vanks it
away from them like he's pulling a shoe from a poodle,

Blues weigh up to 430 pounds, but thev're not what Poos is after
today, and he regards them as a gardener would a weed infestation.
This tournament pavs out only tor the much less common
short-finned malkos. Weighing up to a thousand pounds and traveling
at speeds of 30 miles per hour, makos can actually leap out of the
water, and thev're the only known predators of swordfish and

Weighing up to a thousand pounds
and traveling 30 miles per hour,
makos have attacked humans
using a calculated method called
‘“repeated bump and bite”

marlin. Scientists have documented them attacking humans
with a caleulated method called “repeated bump and bite,”
which doesn't make me very keen on the idea of falling in.

But seeing one at all in these waters is rare, as vears of com-
mercial fishing, shark tournaments, and by-catch (when sharks
are killed in nets or on lines set for other species) have reduced
all shark populations in the North Atlantie by 50 to 80 percent
since the early 1970s. Despite fewer sharks and inercasingly
striet recreational-fishing regulations (currently one shark per
boat per day, and it must be longer than 4.5 feet), shark hunting
is still a popular pursuit around Long Island. This is Star Island
Yacht Club’s ninth annual two-day tournament, and there are 30
participating boats, none of which is anvwhere in sight.

So we chum and wait. Ports decides not to set any hooks until
the blue sharks clear out. He doesn't want to sacrifice his tackle
and live bait to the blues, which doesn't please the New Jersev
husinessman. He chartered this boar for the tournament, and he
wants some goddamn hooks in the water. His two sons, now
awake, giggle nervously, trving to gauge the seriousness of this
dispute berween their old man and the captain.

I pass the time grappling with a fisherman’s identity crisis I've been
having out here on the water. One minute [ imagine us a group of
friendly cutdoorsmen, honoring our primordial desive to fish while
we contribute to the local economy. The next minute, I think, we're
nothing but machismo afloat, looking to kill another member of an
already depleted species for a cash prize and local notoriety

while littering the ocean and burning up volumes of diesel fuel.
Be patient, Potts savs. Rocko ladles out another scoop of chum
and lights up a smoke.

SITTING oUT oX THE eastern tip of Long Island, Montauk has
the vibe of an isolated American outpost—a hard-core fishing town
holding off the encroachment of the land-hungry, moneved culmre
of the Hamptons, just to the west across an isthmus. While the
Hamptonians sleep off gin fizzes and lobster bisque, the streets of
Montauk are wide-awake before davlight. Beat-up pickups hauling
bait, fuel cans, and dismantled outboard motors putter along like
rolling hangevers. The most common bumper sticker in the area
depicts a lighthouse next to a shark’s head thart is gobbling up the
wiords FISH MONTAUK.

At one time, the waters off Montauk offered abundant big-game
tishing. Not anvmore. The past decades of poorly regulated
commercial harvesting have nearly wiped out the swordfish,
marlin, and tuna populations that gave the town its “Sportfishing
Capital of the World™ moniker. Now, if vou want big-game fishing
action here, sharks are the only reliable choice.

Montauk's modern shark-hunting era began on June 6, 1964,
fisherman Frank
Mundus harpooned a 4,500-pound

when loecal
great white that was feeding on a
drifting whale carcass just off the
coast. Mundus began marketing
himself as the “Montauk Monster
Man,” promoted “Monster Fishing™
to charter clients, wore a nasty-
looking shark tooth around his
neck, and made a spectacle of
hauling out huge sharks and then
hacking them to pieces on the harbor docks. Novelist Peter
Benchley molded Mundus’s methods into the Quine character in his
1974 novel Jates. The Spielberg movie followed in 1975, and it not
only scared beachgoers out of the water, but prompted marinas up
and down the Atlantic seaboard to start hosting shark-hunting
tournaments. Many of those tournaments have since disappeared,
but Montauk's contests are siill well attended, and this week
hundreds of tourists and participants are converging at the Star
Island Yacht Club. a large. full-service marina in Montauk Harbor.

Star Island hosts two of the town's four major annual shark-
hunting tournaments: the Star Island Shark Tournament, in
June, which offers awards for heaviest shark, heaviest mako,
heaviest blue shark. and heaviest “other” shark; and Mako
Mania, in August, Mako Mania is the connoisseur’s event—the
mako-only policy decreases the chances that an unskilled fish-
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erman is going to have a shark to enver ar the end of the dav, .

Some conservationists applaud the tournament’s restrictive
poliey: Star Island also invites marine biologists to the awards
ceremony to examine any captured sharks. And makos, unlike
other sharks. taste like sword-
fish, and get eaten.

Caprain Michael Potts keeps
his boat on the other side of the
harbor from Star Island Yachrt
Club, at the far less swanky
charter docks. His slip has a

No marcy: clockwise, from top,

end; Captain Michael Potis (right)
and first mate Rocko Cola, the crew
of the Blue Fin IV: the Blwe Fin IV
fighting chair and hunting grounds.
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a 219-pound mako fights to the bitter |
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Frank “Montauk Maaiter Man™ Mundus (eft) with a 3 300-pound great white,

'\.uu-\J._-:]_ ;,|;|'|,"l'|'|.1.'.i:.' decarared wirth several zers of shark _i'.L'l'\ 5. The
Blue Fin IV, us 1 sev when Potts pulls in a few momings before the
rournament with a lead of chaner clients, is immaculate and withomur
decorative frll, like something the US. Navy would desighn il it were
into Aehting fsh

The cabin louks hike o fAshing-supply warehouse, “Fishing

has gotten so complicated,” Potts says, puinting out all the

It was the first time in my life I've
beenhooked into a creature that

1888 Carl Safina, lounder of the Avdubon Society's Living Oceans Program.

and the New Jersey businessman who hired Potts for this vear's

event paid the boar’s Star

5600 rournament regisiration fee. St
Island pavs out 54,000 for the biggest mako, on down to
£1.000 for the fourth-largest, but the real money in Mako
Manin comes from side-betting pools called caleuttas, which
el from $200 1o 52,000 1o buy inte. The payout is up o several
hundred thousand dollars. Potis and the New .1:'.']'5":':‘}' huziness-
InEeLn L']I[\.'rl.'-! []l['L'L' IC'-"‘]IC'HTT.I‘-
and agreed to split whatever
thevy might win

Of the

[ouUrmams<

A0 Montowk shark
nts Pouws ]Iﬂ'- fished,

catch prizewinning sharks in

wasgomgtotearmyamoﬁ

Thosze are gaff heads. thars uliralighe tackle. light

tackle, medium tackle, and heavy, offshore equipment. About 40

equipment.

rode, conservatively, That's the freceer, where we keop bait,
which reminds me that 've gor 1o seop off and place an vrder
Those are kites, lure boxes, wire leaders, flving :,_",.IT!'\. cockpir
stick. That's the head in there. That's my shotgun—Mossberg 12
gaude, purip action. stainless barrel. We use it on big sharks that
are otherwiwe hard o &et in the baat l.ir'-.- rind, surn |.\.|| slls

“But it hasn't alwavs been like this,” he continues. 1 nsed o
hring girliriends down here o fool around. There were even
cushions to lie on. Fishings gotren =o complicated now.”

Potts hias boen fishing Montauk sinee he was eight. He wonld ride
shotéun In a twosseater airplane with his mother, Margarer,
searching the Atlantie for hasking swordnsh. When they tound
one. they'd drop 2 ete in g bottde with the fish’s coondinates to his
father, {renrde. in his boat below., and he would attampt w head the
fisl off and harpoon it. The summer after graduating from East
Hampton High Schood in 1973, Michae] began capeaining
Fin IV
where he eamed a bachelor’s degrov in environmental biology, Potes

he ook aver the family business

d e h-llln,.

Miuer a brief exile (o the Floridn Institute of Technology

returmed to Montank in 1951

three vears liter and pow dows charter fishing almost exclosively
Fotfs never participates in a shark tourmanent o hiks own e

josment; if e joins one, it's becanse he's heen hired by a paving

client. Potts gets 81000 for a2 day of chartered big-game fishing

six of them, the bigsesta T2
The
clivnt’s only responsibilities are to show up at 5 v, and then

pound rtiger shark.
take a sear. It's a shark safan. with Pous guiding his client to o
fish, setting up the bair, and then handing o the rod.
FHE DAY BEFORE THE wumament, [ was up before dawn to
a0 eatch-and-release shark Ashing with Carl Safina, a lifelong
fisherman amd the founder and director of the Audubon Society's
Living Oceans Progrom, based in nearhy l<lip, Long Isbind. Sahna
and his saff of elght scientists and lobbyists wse cnvironmentol
and fishing-policy analvsis to convinee natlons around the world

to proteet fish and their habitats, In 1997, a coalition led
by Living Oceans successfully lobbicd the Xational Marine
Fishories Service to have thi

l-.l_” il“”‘:ll ot 1n h_l_hll H:Jl-jlj:j-'\-n. 1”'1'\ I"lu'\-:. ."‘I:llrl;.'_rllr' n'.l.- J’HHl I K='vin

vilantie Coast's commercial shark-

is a poignant chronicle of the world'’s declining fishenes and
these who relv on them

Safina. 46, is of medium height with a dark beard and wavy
brown hadr, toppaed by o Living Occans cop. We were going oug on
the Mizs Peach, a dhfoot Black Wareh sporuishing boat owned and
piloted by his friend Timothy Dvkman, a local artist and nsherman,
|1L‘| |.;|'I|-\. L

out fArsthand. We miotored 18 miles south o a place called the

o hunt down a few of the Xorth Atlantic’s sharks hem

Butteriish Hole, and lewered a perfo-
rated bucket of ground fish inw e water, Safina flleted a bluefish
and laced a hook—its harb aled off so0 it could be pulled out of the

annd Dvkman eut the ending



hish’'s mouth easier—through the meat. He slowly let ont the line
hehind the boar unell ic was 60 vards back. A hunk of foam rabber
kept the bait tHoating just below the surface

Safina said he doubted we'd And a mako; now mostly blue sharks
prowled here. “People used to fish these waters for glane tuna and
swordfish, and l.]LL':'. 'd get besieged ||j-' sharks, sometimes as ANy
as a hundred a day,” he said. *No one wanted them: they were con-
sidered trash fish.” But by the late 1950s, swordfish and the great
schools of tuna were almost gone. ©If vou wanted to consistent]y
cateh big fish—and tourists do—sharks were it. They were the only
thing left that was easilv available,”

Soon the commercial fishing industry realized that a lot of
money could be had from sharks—aor shark fins. o be specific.
which are sold to Asian markets for shark-fin soup. The other
95 percent of the animal, of such little value thar ic's not worth
refrigerating, gets dumped overboard and sinks to the bottom
where it dies from blood Ioss. (In 1995, President Bill Clinton
approved a law banning the practice of Anning in U5, waters.
but there are still no regulations for international waters, 200
miiles bevond U.S. shores.)

Suddenly Satina jumped up, grabbed the rod, and started reeling
like a madman. He handed the rod to me and 1 shoved the butt of
it into myv bellv and held on dght. The
strain on my arms from the running blue
shark felt like I was doing a chin-up. It
was the first time in my life I've been
hooked into a creature thar weighed
maore than me,

At first that fish and [ just had fun
with each other, testing our skills and
stamina. He'd come my way some, ['d go
his wav some, but | knew this wonld
lead somewhere else, like a little plaviul
wrestling that could at any moment
turn into direy sex. Things between us
slowly became serious, angry, and
mezan. [ thought that fucker was going to
tear my arms off, and then | didn't care
if he did. | poured myself into that 150-
pound-test line, and the shark did, too,
all couple-hundred pounds of him.
Again and again he fled from me 1o the
depths, and every time 1 hauled him back up. We might have
staved there forever, locked in a monofilament embrace, but even-
[1L:L||}' Safina jumped in when the shark was near the boat and
popped the hook free, divorcing us.

“Some sharks take ten vears to reach sexval maturity,” Safna said
as | mussaged my arms, I evervone decided righe now 1o just leave
them alone, it would be years untl vou noticed any improvement. Sad
even then it would happen very slowdy,”

Another blue shark had followed the chum o the boat. e
lnoked to be the size of a pro wrestler. He staved close, pacing
the hoat like a heeling dog.

“Far be it from me to understand why people join those wurna-
ments,” Safina said, “The marinas who put them on do it because
they can malke a lot of money from entrance fees and reail and
service sales. It's a business. But | don’t want vou to think thar

shark tournaments, or even recreational shark nshing. are

wholly to blame for declined shark populations. Finning and
bv-catch are the main factors. In the grand scheme, shark
tournaments are almost beside the point. My aversion to them
comes from attaching o carnival atmosphere to the killing of a big,
beautiful fish—something that, if done, should be deeply
contemplative and personal.”

Safina was still eaughr up in the grace and allure of landing a
hsh. He respected Potts and told me that 1 was lucky to be going
onf with him, that Potts was a good hsherman. But Potts didn’t
plan on throwing his makos back.
ruat 15, 1F nE could ind anv. No makos turned up on the frst
day of the tournament. Now its day two, three hours in: Potis,
Rocko, the New Jersey orio, and 1 are drifting along ar the head of
a chum line when we hear on the tommament’s official radio station
that someone boated a mako of over M) pounds, the hsh o beat.

Ports has his black kite out again. He tlies it out with a small
clip haltwavy up the string, and he attaches a ashing line o
the clip. Cne end of the line is spooled onto a rod and reel on the
boat, and the other end hangs down from the kite sLring to
the water’s surface, where it is tied to two hig hooks lashed to a

live three-pound bluensh. The kite keeps the fish bobbing ar the

While the Hamptons sleep; the commercial fishing fleet and the docks of Montauk Harbor

surface, but it's not strong enough to pull the fish out of
the water. The technologies that bring us e-mail and intercontinental
ballistic missiles are completelv unimpressive o me. but the
ingenuity of this kite iden blows my miind.

Just as I'm getting ready to doze otf on the bridge, son number
two starts velling, “The kite, the kite, the kite!” | look over and
something the size of a canoe is thrashing at the live bait. which is
bucking against the Kite and bopping in and out of the water, After
whar seems like a mll minute, the shark getz hold of the bair,
starts to pull the Kite down into the water—and then loses the
bait. The little bait fish comes popping back up and the shark
nails it again, hooks and all. This time the shark pulls hard
enough to pop the line free from the clip on the kite string,
releasing the kite and connecting itself directly to the rod and
reel via o lengeh of 100-pound-test monofilament.

Pous savs ivs a very large blue shark. The elients deecide to



fight the fish for fun, and the batle lases
about 45 minures as they take turns
with the rod. All the while, the two who
aren’t holding the rod joshingly punch
the one who is and sav things like,
“Come on, you pussy, get that fucking
guppy in here!™ When thev get the
ghark to the boat, it shows its disdain
for the whole procedure by biting and
thrashing at the hull, biting at the wire
leader, and biting ar Potts, who is trying
tor cut the leader while velling ar the
clients to get out of the way,

The blue shark has another stainless-
steal hook in its jaw besides the two we're
soing to leave it with, This is the least of
its worrles, though, as it is also tangdled in
a piece of discarded fishing net, which
has cut an inch-deep gash all the way
around the fish’s head and agross its gill
openings. As it bucks and thrashes, I
ask Rocko if he's going to cut the net
off. He looks at the fash's open, tooth-
ridddled mouth and savs, “If you want to
get down there and take that net off, be my guest.” [ decline.

Potts cuts the wire and the Ash wags itself straight down, The
blue and white sheen of its skin fades to ocean green and then
disappears like really good magic

And so we walt again. Rocko chops and ladles. Potrs passes the
time hy telling his version of a story that is well known around
Montauk, about a controversial oceurrence that happened at 2
1987 shark tournament weigh-in. He and his clients came in
with a tiger shark that was a definite contender for the biggest
carch, and against the usual protocol Pors hung it head-up on
the seale. Another angler with a near-winner complained about
this position. When they weighed the fish hanging by the tail,
Ports savs, “Two small sharks, a tuna. and a pound of packaged
ground beef fell out of the fish's mouth.”

Which raises an obvious question,

“MNo, 1 wouldn't do that,” Pots savs, grinning. “Why risk getting
caught stuffing a shark for one single pound="

“Bur the two sharks amd the tina weighed wav more than a
pound,” 1 point out. *Why'd you hang it by the head®”

“We already had a ook in its head. so it just went up like tha”

“Come on, man, packaged ground beef®”

He just shrugs and savs that tiger sharks are scavengers,
and then points to all the stuff we threw into our chum line,
sugsesting, | suppose, that the shark could have gotten the
plastic-wrapped hamburger anvwhere. Either way, Potts and his
clients took first place. Case closed.

“B1G FUCKIN® Mako, big fuckin' mako!™

Rocke's velling and | jump up to sce what's happening. A mako,
he savs, just came up to the teaser, checked it ourt, and swam oft
He figures it wag a definite big-monev contender. Just then a
blug shark cruises past, but Rocko gives it a thorough bitching
our and ir leaves. Porrz is super runed-in now, and a small trace or

excitement has, for the irst time in owe dayvs, come across his face,

Hail 1o the gladiators: & photo held by farmer Blwe Fio IV crewman Rob Osinski of a successful hunt day in

1581, Osinski’s the one litting the head of a T62-pound mako fo the dalight of a happy client.

The mako takes the hait.

Potts reefs on the rod three times, reeling hard, and he’s
banjo-tight an the fish. which seems to be hell-bent on a trip to
England. Heading east, the fish sounds and the reel lets out a
long painiul seream. The hsh rises back up to the surtace, heads
southwest, and then sounds again in a deep run. Pous and
Rocko go ballistic.

“Cut that leader off on the Kive rig, just let the whole thing go!™ Pots
vells at Rocka. “On the dash are two black keys,” he screams at me.
“Tum both those black kevs to the right. Now hit the green button.”

The boar kicks inro motion and begins a curve that will circle
the running fish to keep it om the port side.

The kite rig is cut free so it can't tangle the line, and Rocko
throws all the other gear up in the cabin to clear room for the
shark. He readies the gafis, tving them off to the hase of the
fighting chair in case they need to fight the fish with ropes after
thev get a gaff into frs side. The father mkes the rod, and Potes
and Rocko try to strap him into a rod-holding harness. The father
savs he doesn't need the harness and Potts snaps at him to wear
it anvwayv. Potts has told me stories abour men being strapped to
a rod that was hooked into a giant Ash and getting pulled over
the side of the boat, never to surface again. The reel screams
SOIME TOre.

Cine minute the shark is somewhere way below us off the stern,
tearing out line. Then the line goes slack. Potts grabs the rod from
the father and reels franticallv, but the hook's pulled free.

No one savs a word, For the first time all day Potts just stands
there, doing nothing. The sons put their cameorder back in its
by and recline in their chairs. The dad takes off the Aghring
harness. 5o much for mako mania.

WITH A SHARKE HANGING by ftstall, vou can show lts teeth by
grabbing its nose and lifting up like you're bending the neck

Plewse turn to page 1.3



KILLER from page 64

back. | learn this trick by watching the
photo shoot taking place ar Scar Izsland
Yacht Club’s awards ceremony. The
anglers pose next to a Jbd-pound shark's
head, making growling faces to show their
own teeth. One of the fshermen sayvs, “Be
careful, thev’ll bite vou hours after thev're
poon] and dead.™

With no whopper shark to weigh, the
Blue Fin IV gang decided to skip
this circus. Theres a erowd of several
hundred peaple, including TV journalises
and newspaper reporters. Families of
tourists mill around. The women and
children are completely unabashed about
their amazement at the toothy sharks.
The men stare at the hsh with practiced
nonchalance, like they would have caught
a bigger one had they tried.

Of the 30 registered boats, only five
caught makos, and the Jod-pound beast
takes first prize. It was caught by a group
of cigar-smoking Long Islanders. led by a
local captain, Onee the sharks are down
from the hanging hools, scientists from the
University of Connecticut start picking at
them. One, o goologist named Gaines Tyler,
is a young, clean-cut guy in a baschall cap.
He works with the National Marine Fisheries
Service, and he's looking for parasites on
the sharks, One parasite, Clisroboferium
montaukensis, was discovered for the fArst
time In a shark caught here at a tourma-
ment, Caines tells me. It not known yvet
whether the parasites have any greater
scientific significance; for now, Gaines
i just rrving ro catalog new rvpes

Things slowly wind down on the docks,
and the zoologists pack up their equip-
ment and their parasites. The calcurtas
have been handed our, the news people
got their stories, the charter captains got
paid, the spectators got thelr fill of gore
and Instamatic photos, Evervone has
migrated up toward Scar [sland’s bar,
which is jumping. Live music will be
kicking in soon. When the last mako is
dragged off, it leaves a trail of hlood
leading down the dock to a large white
cooler. A little girl in a pink T-shirt and
baby-blue sandals is making a game of
skipping from one splotch to another,
smiling on down the chum line.

Steven Rinella wrote about fishing for Lake
Superior whitefish in the May 2000 issue.
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