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Breaking the Fish ƵNot the Rod

Fighting large saltwater fish is not the same as 
fighting freshwater Trout and Bass. You cannot 
land strong fish using the tip section of the rod. 
You must employ the lower, thicker, more 
powerful sections of the rod to break a big fish.

You must also know how to handle the rod during 
the fight so at the end of the trip your rod is still 
in the same number of pieces as when you left 
home.
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Breaking the Fish ƵNot the Rod

It is all relative:
ÁA big trout (10 Lbs) can be landed on a 5 or 6 wt 

rod.

ÁA small Skipjack (5 lbs) requires a powerful 9 or 
10 wt rod.

Many saltwater sport fish species are built 
ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔȣ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÍÕÃÈ ÆÁÓÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÏÎÇÅÒȟ 
pound for pound, than most freshwater species. 
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Breaking the Fish ƵNot the Rod

Salt water sport fish have 2 main physical 
differences that make them faster and 
stronger than most fresh water species

ÁMore aerodynamic shape creating less drag 
which equates to greater speed, though less 
stability at slow speeds

ÁStiff tails with a high aspect ration (>5) allowing 
for very fast acceleration over longer  distances

Copyright Guy Manning, 2008 4



Aspect ratio of the tail

(Fin height)2/(Fin surface area)

Á If you find the square the tail height 
then divide it by the area of the tail, 
you will get a number usually from 
about 1 to about 10. Fish with a tail 
aspect ratio of about 5 and over 
usually are faster and stronger 
fighters and therefore are harder to 
land. 

Á Fish with lower tail aspect ratios 
cannot pull as hard or run as far but 
may be more maneuverable than 
those with higher aspect ratios 
making them easier to land.
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Creating Rod Failure

Most rod failures are user related
Creating focused compression on the blank
ÀUsing too high a Rod Butt Angle to the fish 

ÀCreating a small radius fulcrum point on the blank
ÍYanking on the rod

ÍUsing fingers above the cork  instead of a fighting grip

Incidental Damage
ÀHook gouges and collisions

ÀEnvironmental  Damage
ÍBoat damage

ÍDropping rod on rocks etc.
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Rod Butt Angle

RBA= The angle of the butt to the fish

In this case a perpendicular line = a Rod Butt Angle of 90 
degrees

This uses only the upper parts of the rod to apply pressure, 
and provides the most shock absorption, but puts little 
pressure on the fish ( 2-4 lbs)
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Rod Butt Angle

Rod Butt Angle of 60 degrees

This uses both upper and mid sections of the rod to apply 
greater pressure ( 5-7 lbs) to the fish but provides less 
shock absorption protection
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Rod Butt Angle

Rod Butt Angle of 30 degrees

This uses upper, mid and lower sections of the rod to apply 
even greater pressure ( 10-12 lbs) to the fish but provides 
even less shock absorption protection, though enough to 
protect most commonly used strengths of salt water 
tippets <20#.
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Rod Butt Angle

Rod Butt Angle of 0 degrees

This uses none of the rod to apply pressure to the fish, 
instead it depends on the reel and the breaking strength 
of the line ( tippet or knot strength). It also provides no 
shock absorption protection other than what the line 
allows.
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Shock absorption and fighting 
pressure as a function of 
Rod Butt Angle (18 pound tippet)
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Rod fiber compression causes 
rod failure

The upper surface fibers are stretching while 
those on the bottom surface are under 
compression

ÁThe fibers in a modern graphite rod will 
stretch a fair amount without damage but 
will fail when compression is focused into 
too small of an area on the blank.

ÁThered arrow points to where rod failure 
would begin as the rod bend approaches 
180 degrees, due to high Rod Tip Angle.
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Using the tip to land a fish

4ÈÅ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÍÅÔÈÏÄȣ
ÁThe rod is usually held at about 45 

degrees from horizontal (Trout, 
Bass, etc.)

ÁMost of the bend occurs in the 
upper sections of the rod. This 
applies only 3-5 pounds of pressure 
on the fish. 

The tip can bend so much when the 
fish is close that it causesfocused 
compression - then failure
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Using the butt to land a 
fish

3ÁÌÔ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÍÅÔÈÏÄȣ
ÁThe rod is held at an angle less 

around 30 degrees.

ÁMuch of the lower, more powerful 
section of the rod comes into play 
and could apply as much as 10-12 
lbs of pressure on the fish.

ÁDistributed compression prevents 
rod failure
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Distributed compression 
prevents rod failure
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By keeping the rod butt at a lower angle the compression is not focused into a 
small area. Instead it is distributed along the entire blank. This keeps the 
blank from failing due to focused compression.

Unfocused or distributed 
compressioné

occurs along the entire 
blank
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Rod angles in a boat for a 
vertical fish

High angle ïno pressure 
put on the fish & puts the 
rod in danger

Mid angle ïNever lift 
the rod butt higher 
than this if fighting a 
fish vertically. About 
30 degrees above 
the horizon

45 degrees

< horizontal to 30 
degrees above Horizon

Likely lower rod positions 
when fighting vertically
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Rod angles for shallow fish

When the fish is shallow then you need to 
adjust your horizon line 

as the fish goes to the side. 

Á If the fish is to the right, tilt your horizon line up on the right.

Á If the fish is to the left, tilt your horizon line up on the left
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Surface fish off to the left

Fish just under surface and off to the right
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