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InsideAngles
 BY DOUG STANGE EDITOR IN CHIEF 

Like all living things, fish receive information about 
what’s happening around them through their senses—
vision, smell, taste, hearing, vibration, and touch. Their 
responses are based on a mix of instinct and learning.  
Anglers play at fishing by pushing sensory buttons 
with lures and baits, judging through their own senses 
what’s working and what isn’t. Angler responses also 
are learned. Much of any angler’s success is a matter 
of gathered experience—time on the water, hopefully 
practicing in the right way.

Important, right up front, is recognition that one of 
the most fundamental aspects of fishing is understand-
ing the basic nature of the fish species being pursued.  
Catfish rely extensively on smell and taste to find food.  
Smallmouths rely primarily on vision, in conjunction 
with hearing and vibration. So, too, largemouth bass, 
muskies, pike, crappies, perch, trout,  and, indeed, most 
of the fish we pursue. Taste enters the equation, partic-
ularly after a fish like a bass or walleye picks up a bait.  
Smell, scientists suggest, can alter fish response even 
before a fish samples a bait.

Ultimately, anglers fool fish by sleight of hand, by 
presenting a “fake” something for them to eat or, at 

 F 
Illusion In Action 

Fishing has changed more during the last several decades 

than in all of recorded history. More information, better technol-

ogy, superior products.  Slightly fewer anglers overall, surveys 

suggest, but so too are many more of them experts in pursuit of 

various fish species. Today, the best anglers aren’t just competing 

against the fish, but against other superior anglers to find those 

fish and make them bite—not just in tournaments, but each and 

every day on most waters.

least, to sample out of curiosity. The fake can be as real-
istic as the real thing—livebait or deadbait—altered 
only slightly with a hook. Many times, however, livebait 
and deadbait is a less-than-efficient way to play.  Lures 
allow anglers to fish faster, cover more water, and meet 
more fish, all the while experimenting with a range of 
variables—speed and depth, plus color, vibration, size, 
taste, sound, and so on—to find the combination that 
trips the trap door of response.

It’s a challenge and an ever-changing one. A vari-
ety of combinations also may trigger a response. So it’s 
in this arena—at the presentation level—that today the 
game of fishing transpires competitively and subjec-
tively along a fine intricate edge.

The skillful manipulation of lures is the heart of 
the game for most seasoned anglers who don’t have to 
deal, as catfish anglers do, primarily with the sense of 
taste as a means to fool fish. This is where the grand 
game of illusion begins, by using wits and wile, along 
with the inherent characteristics of a lure, to make a 
lie appear alive.

Lures are immediately realistic or much less so, 
depending. A stickbait like a Floating Rapala offers a 
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WORLD CLASS FISHING IS ONLY A              AWAY

reasonably realistic profile, even at 
rest. When retrieved, a somewhat 
realistic vibration scheme is added 
to the illusion. The angler can stop it, 
twitch it, snap it, and more.

A spoon, on the other hand, 
looks at rest like nothing a fish eats. 
On the retrieve, however, it becomes 
the illusion it is meant to be, flash-
ing, swimming, and vibrating like 
something—who knows exactly 
what.  This bait, too, can be stopped 
and dropped, twitched, snapped, 
and more.

Some of the most versatile lures 
are softbaits, which may or may 
not look like something a fish eats. 
Shad bodies look somewhat like 
fish, granted, but so much the bet-
ter when they’re swimming along, 
adding vibration along with, per-
haps, stop-and-go maneuvers and 
lift-falls. Soft worms, too, look some-
what like worms.  But then, bass 
rarely eat worms. Deadsticking such 
a bait is an option, but most worms 
have to be moved (manipulated) in 
order to come alive. They probably 
look to a fish as much like a minnow 
as like a worm.

Looking at this another way, the 
astute angler’s job is to predispose 
fish, by skillful manipulation, into 
thinking that a lure is something to 
eat or, once again, is at least worthy, 
in a curious way, of being sampled.

The “predisposition thing” is 
important here. When a spoon’s 
jigged vertically, the skip up and fall 
down provides flash and vibration. 
Fish become so predisposed to the 
idea that the thing’s alive (or alive 
and injured) that they’re willing to 
eat the spoon as it comes to rest, even 
when at that point it looks like noth-
ing at all—other than a spoon.

That’s the game that we play. At 
the presentation level, choices often 
rest heavily on angler creativity and 
subjectivity. It really is artistry in 
action.  ■

“A SPOON LOOKS AT 

REST LIKE NOTHING 

A FISH EATS. ON THE 

RETRIEVE, HOWEVER, 

IT BECOMES THE  

ILLUSION IT IS  

MEANT TO BE...” 
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Bits
Blending Fishery Science with Everyday Fishing

&Pieces
BY STEVE QUINN, DR. ROB NEUMANN, 

DR. HAL SCHRAMM & RALPH MANNS 

Lure Color and Bass
Angling Science—Several studies have improved our 
understanding of factors that affect catch rate, size of fish 
caught, and hooking injury and mortality. Little is known, 
however, if and to what extent lure color contributes to 
these outcomes in angled fish. To help answer these ques-
tions, researchers at Carleton University in Ottawa, Can-
ada, tested the effect of lure color on catch rate, size of fish 
caught, and hooking injury of largemouth bass.* The study 
was conducted during the summer on Lake Opinicon, 
Ontario, utilizing anglers who caught largemouth bass on 
5-inch Lunkerhunt Lunker Sticks, a Senko-type softbait. 
Six colors representing three color categories (dark, natu-
ral, and bright) were used, with a #1 octopus hook.

The lures were fished “quite passively.” They were cast, 
allowed to slowly sink, and slowly retrieved. The research-
ers note that nearly all bass were hooked as the lure sank, 
rather than on the retrieve. Each lure color was fished by 
test anglers considered intermediate in skill for set time 
intervals multiple times per day.

During the study, 119 bass ranging from about 8 to 20 
inches were caught. Catch rate was not affected by lure 
color. Among the six lure colors, there was no difference 
in the length of bass caught. Among dark, natural, and 
bright color categories, longer bass were caught on bright 
lures compared to dark or natural. Lure color had no effect 
on hooking depth or anatomical hooking location. The 
researchers conclude that lure color didn’t influence catch 
rate or hooking injury for bass, but had a small effect on 
size of bass caught in this lake. This is among the first stud-
ies testing the effect of lure color on factors important in 
managing recreational fisheries, which can lead to similar 
tests on other species and systems.

Dr. Rob Neumann

*Moraga, A. D., A. D. M. Wilson, and S. J. Cooke. 2015. Does lure 

color influence catch per unit effort, fish capture size and hooking 

injury in angled largemouth bass? Fish. Res. 172:1-6.

Field Research—In the Deep South, crappie anglers 
are either polers or trollers. Poling is fishing a single line, 
working brush or standing timber with a jig pole, but it 
could be casting or even trolling. Trolling involves multi-
ple poles with lines trolled ahead or behind the boat. Spi-
der-rigging, which involves multiple rods pointed forward 
off the bow, is a form of trolling.

Trolling is effective throughout most of the year in 
waters with large areas of open water. It’s so effective that 
Mississippi has recently limited trolling to four poles per 
angler. Trollers are proving that trolling is effective through-
out most of the year.  

Mississippi Department of Wildlife, Fisheries and Parks 
fishery biologists Keith Meals and Arthur Dunn teamed up 

with fishery researcher Dr. Steve Miranda at Mississippi 
State University to measure crappie catch rates with troll-
ing and poling to help management make the best decisions 
about pole limits.*

The study found that trollers caught two to three times 
as many crappies per angler hour as polers, but they got 
an unexpected result: troller catch rate increased exponen-
tially with the number of poles. The catch rate for an angler 
trolling two poles was 0.5 crappie per angler hour. A linear 
response would predict a catch of about 1 crappie per angler 
hour with four poles, but the 4-pole catch rate jumped to 1.6 
crappies per angler hour. With six poles, it was 2.2 crappies 
per angler hour, far greater than the expected catch rate of 
1.5 (3 times 0.5). 

Pearl

Crappie Trolling: Too Effective?

Lure Colors Tested

Sherbert

Leech

Black/Blue

Cigar

Wasp



»A typical spider-rigging setup for crappies.
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Walleye Movements and Dams

Why is trolling so effective? Part of it may be efficiency. 
Trollers effectively fish the expansive open-water zone, and 
they quickly cover a lot of water, both horizontally and verti-
cally. And for anglers using modern side-scan and 360-sonar, 
they’re fishing while looking.

But there may also be something to the effect of multi-
ple baits “swimming” in the water that, by sight or by sound, 
may send crappies the message of a school of bait. Is this the 
umbrella-rig phenomenon played out on a grander scale? ■

Dr. Hal Schramm

*Meals, K. O., A. W. Dunn, and L. E. Miranda. 2012. Trolling may inten-

sify exploitation in crappie fisheries. N. Am. J. Fish. Mgmt. 32:325-332.

Conservation ConnectionsÑWalleyes in some river 
systems move long distances to reach spawning areas and 
feeding and prespawn staging locations. They also have 
been shown to move back downstream to specific areas 
after spawning. Dams that compromise these movements 
potentially reduce genetic diversity and access to spawn-
ing and other important habitats.  

Walleye populations in the Ottawa River in Canada 
have been fragmented by a number of hydroelectric dams 
for about  the past 50 years. None of these dams have mea-
sures in place to promote up- or downstream fish move-
ment. Although this system still contains a “relatively 
robust” walleye population, the effect of fragmentation 
on walleye movement is unknown, as is whether move-
ment is vital to maintaining genetic diversity and a via-
ble population. To answer these questions, researchers 
used two different tagging methods and genetic analysis 
to examine adult walleye movement in the Ottawa River.* 
In total, 1,586 fish were tagged 
with external tags, 35 with radio-
telemetry tags, and 228 walleyes 
were genetically analyzed.

Walleye movement detected 
by all three methods was lim-
ited. While restricted move-
ment was seen in adjacent river 
reaches without dams, even less 
movement was seen in adjacent 
reaches impounded by dams. 
When movement occurred, it 
was generally in an upstream 
direct ion, although l imited 
downstream movement did 
occur. Genetic analysis revealed 
three distinct genetic groups of 
walleyes in the river sections 

examined and genetic isolation impacts were evident in 
the most upstream reach examined. The researchers note 
that detection of movement in this study may have been 
affected by low sample size, length of the study, or low 
recapture rates.

They suggest dams in the Ottawa River might not act 
as a severe barrier to walleye populations since movement 
was low among adjacent river reaches that did not con-
tain dams. They acknowledge that the minimal movement 
observed seems to preserve genetics, and that some level 
of fish passage is likely needed to maintain the genetics of 
walleyes in fragmented rivers.

Gabe Gries

*Haxton, T. S. Nienhuls, K. Punt, and T. Baker.  2015. Assessing walleye 

movement among reaches of a large, fragmented river. N. Am. J. Fish. 

Mgmt. 35:537-550.

PHOTO // ROGER PETERSON

PHOTO // JOHN NEPORADNY, JR.
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■ TEN THOUSAND 

ISLANDS AREA 

FLORIDA

Multispecies » Target trophy 
snook or anything else that 
swims in these complex back-
water areas near Naples.

Contact: Capt. Ron Hueston, 
239/825-0601, ronhueston.
com.

George Large

■ CONCHAS LAKE  

NEW MEXICO

Bass » Brimming with water and 
newly emergent vegetation that attracts 
vibrant populations of largemouth and 
smallmouth bass, with peak fishing dur-
ing May, June, and July.

Contact: Guide Greg Darling, 
503/956-3973.

In-Fisherman 

■ SNAKE RIVER

LEWISTON, IDAHO

Salmon & Sturgeon » 
Should be another stellar year 
for spring kings in this area, 
including the Clearwater and 
Salmon rivers. Or run into Hells 
Canyon for white sturgeon.

Contact: Capt. Jason 
Shultz, 208/791-0344, 
hellscanyonsportfishing.com.

Doug Stange

■ LAKE ATHABASCA SASKATCHEWAN

Lake Trout and Pike » Some of the finest fishing in North 
America for lakers up to 50 pounds and pike to 30, with 
comfortable lodging and great food in a wilderness setting.

Contact: Ryan “Cap’n Bruce” Lowry, 306/864-8087, 
lakersunlimited.com.

Jack Penny
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■ TRINITY RIVER TEXAS

Alligator Gar » One of country’s few strongholds for alligator gar 
that regularly top 100 pounds, with a good chance at a monster 
topping 200.

Contact: Capt. Kirk Kirkland, 214/490-0284, alligatorgarfishing.com.

Steve Ryan

■ LAKE SUPERIOR CHEQUAMEGON BAY

Smallmouths » Numerous fish from 3.5 to over 5 pounds are 
shallow during prespawn. Walleyes and trout also are an option.

Contact: Capt. Aron Kastern, 715/413-0336, fishhuntuto.com; 
Capt. Tommy Hicks, 715/292-4342, beyondthecatch.com; 
Capt. Chris Beeksma, 715/292-4410, getbitguideservice.com.

In-Fisherman

■ SOUTHERN LAKE MICHIGAN
Coho Salmon » Fast limits of tasty salmon are 
the norm, with early action starting in Indiana and 
progressing up the Illinois and Wisconsin shore-
lines.

Contact: Capt. Ralph Steiger, captainsteiger.com; 
Capt. Matt Solchengerger, triofishingcharters.com; 
Capt. Tony Bovenzo, diamondghostcharters.com. ■

Steve Ryan

■ WISCONSIN RIVER

WISCONSIN

Channel Catfish » Prespawn chan-
nel cats congregate below dams at 
Lake Castle Rock, the Dells, Lake 
Wisconsin, and downstream to Prairie 
Du Sac.

Contact: Capt. Jason Gaurkee, 
920/841-2118, ariverguide.com.

Rob Neumann

■ LEECH LAKE MINNESOTA

Walleyes » Lots of eating-sized fish below 20 inches, 
along with plenty of bigger fish. Outstanding guides work 
the lake and there are many nice places to stay.

Contact: Leech Lake Chamber of Commerce,  
leech-lake.com.

Doug Stange

■ LAKE EUFAULA

OKLAHOMA

Crappies » Postspawn spurs 
steady action as fish up to 
1½ pounds school in necked-
down areas with current.

Contact: Guide Todd  
Huckabee, 405/520-8980.

Dan Johnson
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in-fisherman.com/trinity
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New and Unique Fishing 

Stuff, as Reviewed by the 

In-Fisherman Staff

Fear No Frost

A three-season bag like the Field 
and Stream Mountain Scout

gets used all four seasons in the 
North Country. Fit for anglers up to 
6 foot 4 inches, rated to 20°F, this 
comfortable and durable mummy bag 
is priced for family fun at $99.99, 
fieldandstreamshop.com

Sting Like  
a Honey B

The Bagley Honey B, one 
of the original square-lipped 
balsa crankbaits, is back 
along with other classic 
Bagley lures, all retooled via 
a new process called Heat 
Compression Molding. The 
new Honey B has an internal 
rattle chamber, is 1.5 inches 
long, and 1/4 ounce—$5.99, 
bagleybait.com

A Century of  
Excellence

Williams, with its reputation for exceptional 
spoons, celebrates their 100-year an-

niversary. Among other introductions is a 
limited edition 4-pack of stamped com-

memorative W50 Wablers in the 
original finishes of silver, gold, half & 

half, and copper—under $30,  
williams.ca

Trailering Help

Constructed from EPDM rubber and plas-
tic, m-ywedge fits over the outboard’s 
trim & tilt piston, providing a stable, 
cushioned platform for trailering. Centering 
Clips keep an engine straight during traile-
ring—my-wedge, $39.95; Centering Clips 
(pair), $19.95, m-ywedge.com



HUMMINBIRD SMARTSTRIKE  PUTS HOT SPOTS A TOUCH AWAY. 

Predict where the fi sh are biting at any given moment. Based on search parameters like 

season, time of day, weather and fi sh species, an optional SmartStrike SD Card highlights 

areas of the HD lake map where your prey is most likely to be located. No more guessing, 

fruitless searching or wasted casting. Just fi shing. Only from Humminbird®.

© 2016  Johnson Outdoors Marine Electronics, Inc. All Rights Reserved.

humminbird.com

TRIKETRIKE™ PUTS HOT SPOTS A TOUCPUTS HOT SPOTS A TOU

THE CRYSTAL BALL. 

NOW IN HD.
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Tough As Nails

The Bondy Prophet crankbait is built like a tank, with a 
solid body, thru-wire construction, and a custom aluminum 
lip. It weighs 4.4 ounces and measures 7.5 inches. Ten 
colors—$26.99, bondybaitcompany.com  

Reel Tourney 
Series Hooks

Reelbait Flasher Jigs are offered 
in a Tournament Series with ultra-sharp 
Gamakatsu black nickel hooks, in 
popular colors and weights of 1/4, 3/8, 
and 1/2 ounce—$3.60 for twin packs, 
reelbait.com

Ramblers

With a wide mouth and Over-the-Nose 
technology for easy loading, drinking, and 
cleaning, Yeti Ramblers also have a Tri-
pleHaul cap that’s easy to hold, leakproof, 
and insulated. Stainless-steel construc-
tion and double-wall vacuum insulation 
keeps beverages hot or cold—18-, 36-, 
and 64-ounce sizes, $39.99 to $89.99, 
yeticoolers.com ■

Tournament Grade Hooks

Gamakatsu Tournament Grade Wire is 30 percent stronger, with a 
harder temper than regular wire, so it stays sharp and provides quick 
penetration with a micro barb for Drop Shot Hooks and Short 

Shank Trebles—$6.99 per pack of 6, gamakatsu.com

Selfie Stick 
on Steroids

EzCam Post is a uni-
versal mounting pole for 
cameras, smartphones, and 
any other camera accessory. 
It telescopes from 27 inches 
to 6 feet. The mounting plate 
has reversible threads like 
most tripod mounts—$149, 
ezcampost.com

Berkley Cranks

Working with David Fritts, Berkley offers six new crankbaits to contend with vari-
ous fishing situations: Digger, Bad Shad, Wild Thang, Cutter, Pit-

bull, and Warpig, each offered in 12 colors and with Berkley Fusion treble 
hooks—$6.95, berkley-fishing.com

Bad Shad

Cutter

Pitbull

Digger

Wild 
Thang

Warpig
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sPecIAL ECTS

Devils Lake 

L e g e n d a r y N D . c o m

Who do you want to pick a fight with — a walleye, northern pike or perch? They’re all here, 

just waiting to strike. Our non-stop hits bring North Dakota native Josh Duhamel back home. 

Visit us online to discover Josh’s favorites and to line up your next memorable fight.

Josh Duhamel



VVibration is a key component of lure action, along with shape, size, color, and other 

aspects of movement. It’s the unseen ingredient in tempting bass to bite. But it can be easily felt, 

through the pulsing rod tip of the angler and via a bass’ lateral line. ¶ When it comes to produc-

ing vibration, few lures can match the wild gyrations of the ChatterBait, a patented lure owned by 

Z-Man Fishing, or bladed jig, a term for this lure category. And often enough, no lure can match 

its catch of big bass. The thin blade set ahead of a jighead imparts wild, shaking action to the head, 

hook, and any trailing softbaits.  Moreover, this chopping action at the nose help it slice and dice its 

way through vegetation, invading the space of big bass.

BY STEVE QUINN

CHATCHATTERCHATTER

>>>

ChatterBait Origins
The dynamic of the thin curved blade predates the 

ChatterBait. I have squirrelled away somewhere in 
the cellar a bag of Eagle Claw Eaker Shakers, shield-
shaped blades with a cut-out center, meant for plac-
ing in front of a jig, spinnerbait, crankbait, or whatever. 

Sure enough, this simple device made the whole bait 
quake. But like many neat and novel fishing devices, it 
never caught on.

But around 2003, the father-and-son lure design team 
of Ron Davis Sr. and Ron Davis Jr. began tinkering with 
a new lure that looked promising. “We sold the first 

BIG BASS
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ATTERCHATTERCHATTER

ChatterBaits in March, 2004,” reports Davis Jr., “at the 
Sportsman’s Friend in Greenwood, South Carolina. We 
took it as a great compliment that they gave us 12 pegs 
with six lures on each one. My father named it during a 
fishing trip to the Saluda River. While reeling it in, he 
said that thing was enough to make your teeth chatter.”

Its beginnings were humble enough. “In 2004, we 
sold about 5,000 lures,” Davis says. “But the next year, 
we demonstrated it at outdoor shows, including the Bass-
master Classic show, and sales jumped to 25,000.”

They were poised for greater expansion in what had 
become RAD (Ronald Anthony Davis) Lures when FLW 
pro Bryan Thrift used a ChatterBait to win a Stren Series 
tournament at Lake Okeechobee in early January 2006. 
“Four of the top-10 finishers used the bait. Suddenly we 

»Stephen Browning of Z-Man’s pro staff has 
found the new ProjectZ ChatterBait deadly for 
big bass in thick cover.

had orders for 500,000 lures.” Ron Davis Jr. recalls, “but at 
10 cents apiece, we couldn’t even afford to buy that many 
hooks.” Anglers were spending $100 for one on eBay.

The financial crunch subsided when Z-Man Fishing 
Products, with a large factory and supply of lure com-
ponents in Charleston, South Carolina, agreed to build 
and distribute ChatterBaits, beginning in spring of 2006. 
Over the next two years they sold almost 4 million. 
Finally, in May 2008, Z-Man announced that they had 
purchased the ChatterBait brand from RAD Lures with 
all associated patents.

When Arizona pro Brett Hite won consecutive FLW 
Tour events at Lake Toho in Florida and the California 
Delta in 2008 with a Phoenix Lures Vibrator, another 

bladed jig, the lid again blew off the ChatterBait market 
and everyone had to have some of these magic baits.

But like a Rat-L-Trap, Zara Spook, and other deadly 
lures, fishing success isn’t guaranteed. Many anglers 
bought ChatterBaits but didn’t understand the tech-
nique. They gradually slipped from the headlines.

But this lure is so effective in the hands of anglers 
who have honed their techniques, that it was soon back 
at the top of the leaderboard as Hite won another FLW 
event at Lake Okeechobee and a Bassmaster Elite Series 
tournament at Lake Seminole in 2014 on a ChatterBait.

The Patent
Over the years the lure industry has often become 

a me-too business. Just scan catalogs for Senko look-a-
likes or “Beaver-style” baits. Lure 
designers have used the patent 
process to protect their creations 
from imitation, with greater or 
lesser success. Ron Davis applied 
for a utility patent on their lure, 
registered the ChatterBait brand 
name, and registered the Chatter-
Blade trade dress (a type of trade-
mark) and these were transferred 
to Z-Man in 2008.

“As of February, we have three 
utility patents on the ChatterBait 

family of lures,” says Daniel Nussbaum of Z-Man. “Util-
ity patents cover how products work, while design pat-
ents cover the way products look, so utility patents offer 
considerably more protection. Z-Man’s utility patents 
cover bladed jigs with blades connected directly to the 
hook, as well as those with blades connected to the head. 
That’s why others on the market incorporate a split ring 
between the hook eye and blade.

“We also have trade dress protection on our hex-
shaped ChatterBlade. This protects a distinguishing 
but non-functional attribute of a product that helps the 
public identify that brand. Regardless of how the blade 
is attached to the lure, other companies should not be 
using a hexagonal blade. Filing a lawsuit or even having 
an attorney send a cease-and-desist letter is a last resort, 
something we’ve only had to resort to twice since our 
first patent was issued.”

PHOTOS // Z-MAN FISHING PRODUCTS
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Bladed Jig Array
Like the Rat-L-Trap, Kleenex, 

and Windex, the trademarked name 
ChatterBait has to some anglers 
become synonymous with 
the whole lure category, 
which includes an array of 
players.

After acquisition from RAD 
Lures, Z-Man went through several 
updates. Nussbaum explains, “Over 
the last eight years, we’ve improved 
the original several times with 
upgraded hooks, stronger snaps, and 
better skirts,” he says. “A few years 
back, we introduced the ChatterBait 
Elite, with a similar head shape as 
the original, but with a Gamakatsu 
hook and some other upgrades.

“Two years ago, we began plans 
for a ProjectZ ChatterBait during 
filming of our ProjectZ webisode on 
Lake Guntersville with pros Luke 
Clausen, David Walker, and Stephen 
Browning. One evening, we came up 
with an idea for a more streamlined 
head that would shed vegetation 
and come through other cover more 
easily, built around a long-shank, 
heavy-duty Mustad UltraPoint hook 
for maximum strength and a good fit 
with larger swimbait trailers.

“We added other features like a 
pair of sharp keeper barbs that grip 
trailers more securely, an oversized 
collar to keep skirts from sliding 
down, lifelike 3D eyes, a double-
layer EZ Skirt that fishes like a hand-
tied skirt, and matching multi-step 
paint schemes. Due to its elongated 
head and the position of the eyelet 
on the jighead being out in front, the 
blade begins to vibrate more easily 
on the fall or on slow retrieves. The 
line-tie has always been the Chatter-
Bait’s weak spot, so we used a new 
clip that’s remarkably strong for its 
size. To date we haven’t heard of a 
single failure of this clip.” It’s avail-
able in four sizes from 3/8 to 1 ounce.

When Brett Hite reignited the 
bladed jig craze in 2008 with back-to-
back FLW Tour victories at Lake Toho 
in Florida and the California Delta, 
his bait of choice was a 3/8-ounce 
Phenix Baits’ Vibrator. His final day 

catch of 27 pounds 9 ounces vaulted 
him into the “century club” with a 
total of 106 pounds 11 ounces for 4 
days. Robert Schneider now owns 
the company, still based in Temec-
ula, California. In accordance with 
Z-Man’s patent, he changed his orig-
inal design, which had a hexagonal 
blade attached directly to the jig eye, 
with a wire snap to tie onto. “I’m now 
on the third version of the lure,” he 
says. “Our Phenix Wobble Jig uses 
two split rings, which prevent it from 
spinning out, and also provide more 
freedom of movement for soft plastic 
trailers. It’s deadly for fishing slowly 
along the bottom. The V3 Vibrator 
Jig’s blade is attached with a special 
clip, and it’s best in shallow cover. 
It’s available in 32 colors, from 1/4 to 
3/4 ounce. He also offers the ProLine 
Wobble Jig, with one split ring and a 
weedguard for thick 
cover, in a multi-
tude of col-
ors and sizes 
from 1/4 to 
3/4 ounce. 

Dale and 
Mark Med-
dock operate 
D& M Cu stom 
Baits and designer 
D a l e  h a s  g o n e 
through 3 versions of the 
Piranha Swim Jig, the 

latest called the Piranha 2 Swim Jig. 
“We’ve upgraded several features 
on this design,” he says. “First it now 
has a 5/0 Gamakatsu hook and cus-
tom stainless-steel 75-pound-test 
Worth split ring, an oversized snap, 
a keeper to hold a second skirt and 
a barbed keeper to hold a trailer. A 
custom attachment eyelet gives the 
blade even better action.

“Our detailed head with 3D eyes 
and color schemes remain the same. 
Some of our hues require a five-step 
painting process, plus a clear coat. 

CHATTERCHATTERCHATTER

BIG BASS Z-Man  
Original ChatterBait

Z-Man  
ProjectZ ChatterBait

D&M Beast Weedless Swim Jig

D&M Piranha II Bladed 
Swim Jig
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The result is a bait with different 
action. Anglers are fishing it with 
chubby 5-inch grubs, which allow 
it to work superbly at a super-slow 
retrieve.” 

Strike King released the Pure 
Poison about six years ago, with a 
unique oval blade and rounded head. 
Available in 3/8- and 1/2-ounce ver-
sions, it’s equipped with a Perfect 
Skirt with Magic Tails that act as a 
trailer, gyrating wildly as the lure’s 
retrieved. Last  year, they added the 
Tour Grade Rage Blade and Naked 
Rage Blade. Both have a unique blade 
that incorporates a leadhead at the 
bottom and a special wire clip to tie 
onto. In a curious twist, Ron Davis 
was part of the design team for this 
lure. The Naked Rage Blade (6 colors) 
has a clear plastic blade and comes 
prerigged with a Strike King Blade 
Minnow, while the Rage Blade (8 col-
ors) has a metal blade and Perfect 
Skirt with a double-tail trailer. 

Another recent introduction has 
been Picasso’s Shock Blade series of 
bladed jigs. The original resembles a 
ChatterBait, but has basic differences 
in construction and application. “The 
Shock Blade has a wire harness to tie 
to,” says Terry Monteleone, presi-
dent of Picasso Lures. “This feature 
doesn’t violate the patent, but does 
give this lure unique action as well 
as a strong connection to the line. 
One aspect of the Shock Blade is that 
it runs deeper than related lures, for 
its weight. Our 3/8-ounce model can 
be easily fished down to 8 feet, while 
the 1/2-ouncer runs 12 to 14 feet.”

The original Shock Blade comes in 
weights from 1/4 ounce to 2 ounces 
and he says the hefty models have 
been popular with anglers fishing 
deep reservoir ledges in summer. 
“Our blade attachment system means 

the blade shimmies on the fall with 
models of 3/4-ounce and heavier,” he 
adds. “We also offer an Undressed 
Shock Blade in weights to 3/4-ounce, 
ideal for attaching a swimbait.”

Aaron Martens, 2015 Bassmas-
ter Elite Angler of the Year used a 
Z-Man ChatterBait to seal his vic-
tory at Chesapeake Bay last sea-
son, and has signed onto Picasso’s 
team and is excited to work on this 
class of lures. “The new Special FX 
uses bucktail and feathers to create a 
whole new spectrum of tail action,” 
he says. Monteleone reports that his 
initial production runs of Special FX 
baits have already sold out.

The Viberator from Revenge Baits 
has several features to set it apart. 
Owner and designer Ray Mougha-
lian notes that he added a cork-
screw-type Hitchhiker to a loop on 
top of the lure’s head. “This keeper 
allows you to secure a softbait trailer, 
hooking it Texposed,” he says. “But 
it’s really worked well in creating 
a weedguard for working around 
brush or viny vegetation. Take a 

section of a thin plastic worm such 
as the Reaction Innovations Flirt and 
thread it onto the Hitchhiker, then 
onto the hook to cover the barb.

“I started making this bait in 
2008 and the original didn’t have 
a split ring, but I added one once 
Z-man’s patent came out. But it actu-
ally hooks bass better with the split 
ring, since the blade flips over when 
bass eat it, so the hook isn’t blocked.”

The Viberator is unique for its 
long wire line-tie on the nose of the 
jighead, which extends the whole 
lure to 5 inches with a moderate-size 
swimbait trailer, or 6 inches with a 
Reactions Innovations Skinny Dip-
per, one of Moughalian’s favorites. 
The long spinnerbait hook used in 

this lure makes that easy to rig, with 
high hookup success. The head has 
detailed features with realistic eyes 
and custom paint job.

New for 2016 is the Hale Raiser 
from Stanley Jigs, named for designer 
John Hale and his brother Rob-
ert, now a co-owner of Hale Stanley 
Lures. This unique bait starts with a 
pear-shaped blade, basically a Stanley 
Wedge Thumper Blade that’s flat. “It’s 
cut from the same die we use for spin-
nerbaits,” John Hale says. “There’s a 
wire harness with a line-tie, and it has 
two small metal balls on top that rat-
tle as the lure vibrates on the retrieve. 
We used our Wedge Head design, as 
it comes through the grass better than 
anything.” This arrow-shaped head 
is joined to the blade with a split rig, 
and Hale emphasizes that the Hale 
Raiser works great as a swim jig when 
you unclip the blade. “The 5/0 extra-
side-gap VMC hook swings on a wire 
clip behind the head, and you can 
replace the hook if, say, you wanted 
to rig a small swimbait trailer. With 
the trailer Texposed it comes through 

Strike King  
Tour Grade Rage 

Blade

Strike King  
Naked Rage Blade

Picasso  
Special FX Shock Blade
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brush and thick vegetation.”
The latest development has been 

the collaboration of Freedom Tackle 
Corporation with Z-Man to cre-
ate the ChatterBait Freedom, using 
Freedom’s patented hook attachment 
system. This model, to be marketed 
by Z-Man and released this spring, 
combines the Chatter-
Blade with Freedom 
Lu res’  head-to -
hook attachment 
system. Michael 
Tamburro of Free-
dom explains: “For 
years, we’d been asked 
by customers to create a vibrating 
blade jig with our Advanced Inter-
changeable Hook Design. Instead of 
building our own, we partnered with 
Z-Man, the leader in this category. 
This hook system allows anglers to 
customize their hook choice to match 
various trailers. It comes in 6 colors 
with a 5/0 VMC wide-gap hook, in 
3/8- and 1/2-ounce sizes.”

Bladed Jig Applications
Initially, anglers felt that Chat-

terBaits had so much built-in action, 
all you had to do was open the pack, 
tie it on, cast, retrieve, and catch 
bass. It does work like that some-
times. But like all good lures, there’s 
more to it than meets the eye. And 
this evolution in techniques has 
been part of the reason bladed jigs 
remain at the top of the lure selec-
tion chart of pros, particularly dur-
ing spring and early summer.

David Dudley, angler savant of 
the FLW trail recently noted, “I’m 
on my second day of working on my 
bladed jig box and I’m still not done. 
It’s such a powerful bait, it needs 

extra care. Gotta trick 
out blades, tune them 

to run right. I bend 

them slightly right or left to 
run underneath docks or other 

shaded areas. You can bend 
them for more or less resistance 

to increase or decrease vibration 
output, which can make a differ-
ence when fishing pressured bass.” 
The studly Dudley, three-time FLW 
Angler of the Year, is not one to leave 
a blade unturned when it comes to 
catching bass in competition.

Andy Montgomery of South Car-
olina fishes the Bassmaster Elite 
series, where he’s acknowledged as 
an expert dock fisherman. He often 
skips a Strike King Pure Poison under 
docks and trees. “Unlike a spinner-
bait, bladed jigs skip well, as well as 
a jig,” he says, “but few anglers have 
tried them in that application. I use a 
Rage Bug as a trailer when I’m skip-
ping it. I also use that lure around 
vegetation, it’s particularly deadly 
in dingy water where visibility is 
reduced and bass focus on the lure’s 
tremendous vibration.”

He’s found that Rage Blades excel 
around underwater cover, particu-
larly stumps and rocks. “Unlike the 
Pure Poison and ChatterBaits, the 
Rage Blade easily deflects off hard 
cover due to the placement of the 
lead,” he says, “adding a great trig-
gering action for bass. Bang it into 
a stump like a square-bill crankbait 
and it wobbles around it. I’ve fished 
the 1/2-ounce model as deep as 20 
feet on Kentucky Lake, fishing deep 
ledges. I make long casts and use a 
yo-yo retrieve. In those situations, I 
use a Swimmin’ Shiner as a trailer, 
or sometimes a Blade Minnow.” For 
most conditions, Montgomery relies 
on black-blue or green pumpkin, 

switching to white or char-
treuse/white in murky 
water.

Luke Clausen of 
Washington, who’s had 

great success on both the 
Bassmaster and FLW Tours, 

recalls that he first became famil-
iar with the ChatterBait when he 
won the 2006 Bassmaster Classic 
on Lake Toho. “Rick Morris came 
in second and caught nearly all his 
fish on it,” he says. “I figured I’d 
better learn to fish it, especially in 
those weedy waters like Toho. But 
I’ve found the ChatterBait is a year-
round option, and works well in var-
ious situations. One of the best is the 
shad spawn, which usually cranks 
up shortly after bass have completed 
their spawn.

“Shad gather by the thousands 
along grass edges, riprap walls, 
or stumpy areas, the whole school 
seeming to roll and boil along the 
edge as they broadcast eggs. Natu-
rally it’s a magnet for bass, usually 
peaking early in the morning. Spin-
nerbaits are popular choices for this 
bite but the ProjectZ ChatterBait 
increases vibration and its shudder-
ing action drives bass crazy when 
they’re feeding on shad.”

Clausen pays a lot of attention to 
his trailers, opting for a Z-Man Diezel 
Minnow, a 4-inch swimbait or Razor 
ShadZ, a 4.5-inch ElaZtech minnow-
bait with a forked tail, in warm water 
when he retrieves it at a medium to 
fast pace. In cold water, he slows the 
pace and adds a crawbait, such as 
Z-Man’s Turbo CrawZ as a trailer.

Martens agrees about the versa-
tility of the bladed jig. “I use curly-
tail trailers a lot in spring, and 
experiment at other times to see if a 
straight-tail trailer or a paddletail is 
working better.” He carries at least 
7 or 8 colors, different blade colors, 
and his own custom skirts. “I choose 
colors according to water clarity,” he 
says,“ going with black in the murk-
iest water and white or silver with a 
transparent skirt in the clearest con-
ditions. You need gold blades in Flor-
ida, and green pumpkin is a great 
all-around color, while a silver blade 
and white skirt works when they’re 
feeding heavily on shad.” He fishes 
a 3/8-ounce Shock Blade primarily, 
working in 1/4- or 1/2-ounce models 
at times. “Lure weight is comparable 

Stanley  
Hale Raiser

Revenge  
Baits Viberator
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to spinnerbaits,” he says. “You might 
need a heavier one in windy condi-
tions or to probe a bit deeper, or go 
light in calm shallow water.”

Tackle Selection
While choice of rod, reel, and 

line might not seem important for 
this style of lure, pro anglers con-
tend that your percentage of hook-
ing and landing fish is closely 
related to this selection process. 
“The rod is the most important 
choice,” Martens says. “I use a 
7-foot medium-heavy Enigma Aar-
on’s Edge rod for working around 
vegetation and brush, and upsize 
to a 7-foot 3-inch model for fishing 
offshore areas, a medium-power 

for lighter lures and a medium-
heavy for  baits over 3/8 ounce.” He 
uses both braid and fluorocarbon, 
16-pound fluoro in more open or 
deeper areas, and 20- or 30-pound 
braid where vegetation is dense.

“Parabolic rod action is important 
when fishing a ChatterBait,” Clau-
sen maintains. “I use a medium- or 
medium-heavy power 7-foot 5-inch 
Megabass Orochi XX. These actions 
up your odds of hooking a bass that 
strikes and getting it into the boat. 

“With bladed jigs, the blade sits 
far in front of the hook, so it’s impor-
tant to have a little delay to allow the 
fish to fully engulf the lure. Some 
anglers make the mistake of setting 
the hook hard when they feel a bite.

“Instead I keep reeling with a 
parabolic rod and then pull back 
in a smooth motion to set the hook. 
And that’s the reason I don’t use 
braided line. Fluoro gives you some 
stretch that helps the bass eat the 
bait, similar to a crankbait. In pro-
fessional fishing, it’s critical to not 
lose fish. If I was fishing casually, 
I might use braid for its conve-
nience, as it isn’t a big deal if bass 
get off. And more do escape with 
braid, since they’re generally not 
hooked as well.” Montgomery con-
curs, going as light as 12-pound test 
for his deep offshore pattern with a 
Naked Rage Blade. Similarly, reels 
with medium-speed retrieves work 
best: Montgomery favors a Daiwa 
Tatula with 6.3:1 ratio while Clau-
sen goes with a 6.5:1 ratio model.

As we move into the spring 
months, it’s time for the bladed jig 
to shine. There’s a lot more to this 
wild looking and wild acting lure 
than meets the eye. Tuning baits 
and trailers to conditions on the 
water and the mood of bass will put 
you in the winner’s circle this sea-
son and maybe even the subject of 
Internet chatter.  ■

›Trailer Types

Strike King  
Blade Minnow

Zoom Swimming 
Super Fluke

Z-Man Razor 
ShadZ

Strike King  
Rage Tail Structure Bug

Kalin’s  
Sizmic Grub

Lunker City Monkey Grub

Berkley PowerBait 
Chigger Craw

For fishing a bladed jig at high speed or in deep water, choose a 
straight-tail trailer. In cold water, slower retrieves work better, 
matched with a craw bait, grub, or paddletail swimbait.

Z-Man  
ChatterBait Freedom 

CHATTERCHATTERCHATTER

BIG BASS
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A grub’s augering tail mesmerizes fish of all sorts—
trout, walleyes, crappies, pike, lakers, redfish, stripers, 
white bass, and sea trout. But none match the enthusiasm 
of smallmouth bass. Its appeal to them seems like natu-
ral law, akin to gravity. From the remote lakes of Nova 
Scotia and Maine to the bustling immensity of the 
Columbia River, nothing catches bass as con-
sistently. 

Some lures are seasonally produc-
tive, others deadly in certain condi-
tions. But whether they’re active or 
inactive; spring, summer, fall, or winter; 
before, during or after a front—a grub 
can always catch at least a few fish. Even 
when other lures work better, grubs still 
score. Open the Emergency Kit for Smallmouth 
Bass and you find one thing: A 5-inch green pumpkin 
grub on an 1/8-ounce jig.

Of course, the deluxe kit contains jigs from 1/16- up 
to 3/8-ounce and grubs in 10 colors (now what would 
you pay for such a kit?) The instructions read: “Choose 
weight to match depth. Use a slow, steady retrieve or 
troll at .8 to 1.2 mph.” Worms with twistertails work, of 
course, as well as craws and tubes. But I think a grub’s 
tail is better at hypnosis.

The Grub Trolls for Thee
Casting and retrieving grubs is our bread-and-but-

ter technique. Trolling is relatively obscure yet positively 
dynamic. Pull a grub on a jig behind a moving boat, 
canoe, or kayak and the underwater world gets smaller.

The program is simple and should meet the 
approval of those who typically despise troll-

ing. The rod is held, not placed in a holder. 
That means the strike is felt and you adjust 
for depth, adjust speed, and set hooks. 
No special equipment required. You can 
quickly reel up and cast to key spots with 
the same rod.

Smallmouths often move off spots 
where casting is so effective. Cold fronts 

are the usual suspects, but other conditions 
can cause an exodus to deeper areas for several days or 
the remainder of a season. Sometimes it’s fishing pres-
sure. An exodus of fish also can occur when scads of 
pike invade shallow reefs during or after a big blow. 
Extremely clear water can push smallmouths deeper in 
calm, sunny conditions, too.

The primary reason to troll is efficiency. Try it as 
soon as you discover smallmouths are no longer shal-
low. I use a 7-foot medium-light power, fast-action 

SSOMEWHERE IN THE PANTHEON OF FISHING GODS 

STANDS A MONUMENT TO THE MOST EFFECTIVE 

PLASTIC BAIT IN HISTORY FOR SMALLMOUTH 

BASS. THE PLAQUE WILL READ MERELY,  

THE EVERLASTING GRUB. 

Grubs!
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THE GREATEST OF ALL  

FOR SMALLMOUTHS

spinning rod for 6-pound monofilament; an 8-foot, fast, 
light-power stick for 4-pound mono or braided lines 
testing between 4 and 8 pounds. Jigs weigh 1/32- to 3/8-
ounce, in several shapes. The grubs I depend on most 
are 4 to 5 inches long and include Kalin’s, Get Bit, Yama-
moto, Berkley,  Zoom, and Lunker City. Colors cover the 
spectrum, but natural colors and laminates dominate.

After working a couple key shallow spots and sur-
rounding open water with no success in spring or sum-
mer, the typical response is to run to other shallow spots 

where the wind is blowing in. But trolling toward those 
areas often reveals where bass go when they vacate a 
spot. Unless you’re on the Great Lakes or a huge reser-
voir, they probably didn’t move far. Even in those vast 
environments, bass move no farther than they must to 
find food, comfort, or safety. Start along the sharpest 
drops in the immediate area, moving to adjacent deeper 
flats. Slowing down and using sonar begins to fill in 
those empty spots in that jigsaw puzzle picture of what 
the area looks like beneath the waves.

Each of your favorite spots is surrounded by other key 
spots. The largest groups of bass are found where lots of 
usable spots occur in the smallest possible area. Isolated 
spots are key when fishing pressure is high. Otherwise, 
spot density becomes a better key. Every good piece of 
structure is a small part of a bigger area. The more of that 
area bass can occupy, the higher the number of fish.  

Sometimes the key is not a spot, but a roving food 
truck—like baitfish in open water. A small school of 
smelt, shad, or ciscoes is not a food truck. But when a 
massive school of bait moves past a structure occupied 
by smallmouths, the bass often slip off their moorings 
and drift along with the convoy. But when the bait-
fish move too far, bass slide back to that anchored and 
reliable food source usually characterized by a steady 

supply of crawfish, sculpins, gobies, or other struc-
ture-oriented forage.

The cool thing about a grub is it can imitate every 
forage item mentioned so far and more. We can start 
by casting on top or alongside a piece of structure and 
make a smooth transition to trolling without chang-
ing a thing. Even light jigheads can be trolled relatively 
deep by adjusting line length behind the boat. 

Speed and attitude are critical. A speeding crank-
bait, topwater, or spinnerbait often triggers strikes but 

BY MATT STRAW*

the most consistent success with a grub is achieved by a 
slow, steady, horizontal swim. Trolling fast over shallow 
spots can pay off, but I tend to cast to those spots because 
it requires some wizardry or a small trolling board like 
the Off Shore Tackle OR34 to keep the boat over deep 
water and the lure shallow. Snap the rod tip up or pull 
it forward occasionally if you must, but it seldom seems 
to help. Dropping the rod tip back toward the lure, pro-
ducing slack and letting the jig fall, tends to convince 
smallmouths to bite better than sudden jigging actions. 
Swimming a grub steadily on an even keel seldom fails.

The best speeds for trolling plastics on jigs range 
from .8 to 1.2 mph. That narrow range defines the most 
effective presentation about 80 percent of the time. With 
the boat still, make a long cast and let the jig fall for five 
seconds. In most cases I’m searching structure, so if the 
grub never touches bottom, I slow down, feed more line 
out, or try a heavier jighead. If the jig is skipping con-
stantly on bottom, I speed up, shorten the line, or switch 
to a lighter jig. Adjust line length until contact is made 
and adjust accordingly. A 1/8-ounce jig trolls along 
near bottom in 10 to 17 feet of water at those speeds, 
with the correct amount of line out.

When I suspect smallmouths are suspended and 
shadowing ciscoes, alewives, smelt, or shad, I look for 

>>>>>>
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schools of those species with 
sonar before I start trolling. I start 
with a 1/16-ounce jig 50 to 80 feet 
back because smallmouths are 
seldom more than 12 feet down in 
open water.

Finding structure that holds 
fish near one of your prime spots 
is exciting. Side-imaging sonar 
cuts the time required by 75 per-
cent. My Humminbird 998C 
sniffs out key spots off my troll-
ing path—spots I could have 
missed or spent too much time to 
find. The nice thing about side-
imaging is how the distance to 
an object is measured and the direc-
tion is clear. If a spot off to the side 
appears to hold multiple fish, I 
throw the motor into reverse for a 
second, reel up quickly and cast well 
beyond it, allowing the jig to sink to 
bottom before starting a slow, steady 
retrieve that keeps the grub on a hor-
izontal plane. Again, if it doesn’t hit 
bottom, slow down. If it drags, speed 
up slightly.

Sit with the rod comfortably level 
to the water, the tip pointing back 
toward the lure. Trolling positions 
you for a sure hook-set. Strikes can 
feel like almost anything—a slight 
increase in weight, a strand of grass, 
a peck, a tap, or a thump. Set the 
hook on every indication or change 
in weight. Nothing there? Slow 
down, drop the rod tip, and resume.

Jig Shape
Whether trolling or casting, 

the proper jig shape either accen-
tuates an action or provides stabil-
ity. Experiment to determine which 
style triggers fish best on any given 
day. Most if not all shapes work, 
though some excel in specific sit-
uations. The one key attribute is a 
thin-wire hook and a small barb. 
Thick-gauge wire won’t penetrate 
well at distance with stretchy mono-
filament lines and leaders. Even 
with braided lines, it’s better to be 
safe than sorry. Quality hooks put 
more fish in the photo album.

A standard ballhead like the 
Gamakatsu Round 26 or Owner 
Ultrahead Round is my go-to style 
because it adds or subtracts noth-
ing with respect to tail action. The 

round head is steady—best when 
bass prefer a slow, horizontal 
swim. Trolling works best when 
smallmouths slowly overtake 
it, seemingly trying to avoid a 
chase. If the supposed preyfish 
doesn’t spook, wary bass seem to 
take it as encouragement to con-
tinue stalking. 

Bullet- or cone-head jigs from 
Kalin’s, Owner, and others cause 
grubs to wave slightly side-to-
side as the pointy nose tries to 
center itself but consistently 
overcorrects a tiny bit on each 
side. Bullets drop slightly faster 
on slack line. Both characteris-
tics appeal to bass that are a lit-
tle more active after moving off 

prime spots, but it can be hard to 
predict when a bullet will outper-
form other shapes.

Football heads can be awesome 
trolling tools when smallmouths 
are pinned tight to structure, hunt-
ing gobies, sculpins, or crayfish. In 
those cases, occasionally dragging 
a jig or stopping periodically so the 
presentation falls to the bottom for a 
slight pause can be highly effective. 
The hook stays up, keeping snags 
to a minimum as the jig rolls over 
rocky structure. I often troll with 
1/16- to 3/8-ounce Gamakatsu or 
Lunker City football heads.

Some shapes stay up a lit-
tle higher than others of the same 
weight. Swimbait heads of vari-
ous shapes with a fluted underside, 
like the Northland Slurp! Jig Head 

Grubs!

›Pulling Plastics Watch side-
imaging sonar.

Snags: Put a deep bend in the rod and pop the bail 
open—works about 75 percent of the time in rock and 

other hard substrates when jigs are running horizontally.

.8 to 1.2 mph

120' to 140'

50' to 70'

10' or suspended  
baitfish

15'

18'

A 1/8-ounce jig and 5-inch grub can cover all 
these depths, but a heavier head keeps the 

presentation more vertical and lines shorter—
depends on which head is right for casting.

Adding a turn here or a drop there can trigger 
curious but reluctant bass. Ask not for whom 

the grub trolls.
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Gamakatsu Football 24/
Zoom Fat Albert Grub

›A Grub Sampler

TC Tackle Glider Head/ 
Berkley PowerBait 

Power Grub

Gopher Tackle Mushroom 
Head/ISG Intimidator 

Hypertail Grub

Lunker City Fin-S Head/
Lunker City HydroTail Grub

ISG Darter Head/Kalin’s 
Lunker Grub

VMC Half Moon Jig/ 
Lunker City Monkey Grub

Gamakatsu Round 26 Jig/
Get Bit Grub

Owner Ultrahead 
Round/Yamamoto 
Single Tail Grub

W W W . F R A B I L L . C O M

A FEW NEW ITEMS

TO ADD TO YOUR

BUCKET LIST

• CLASSIC BAIT BUCKET

• INSULATED BAIT BUCKET

• DRAINER BAIT BUCKET

• BUILT-IN AERATOR LID

• DUAL-BAIT AERATED BUCKET

The Frabill Bait Bucket.  
It has been a staple for anglers for years and 
is now getting a complete overhaul. Available 
in 5 new options with updated designs, new 
features and more durable construction, there 
is an option for everyone’s live bait needs.



Grubs!
or Matzuo Heavy Metal Head may 
fall as fast as a ballhead, but con-
sistently ride a little higher when 
trolling or making long casts and 
retrieves. An entirely flattened jig, 
like the TC Tackle Glider Head, 
rides even higher and falls much 
slower with an enticing flutter—like 
a struggling, dying baitfish. The lip 
is turned up slightly, accentuating 

the lift on a steady pull, cir-
cling on the drop. All these 
heads are optimal for troll-

ing over suspended bass in open 
water or trolling across structures 
that rise relatively high off bottom.

Tail up or tail down? Take your 
pick. When grubs get chewed up I 
turn them around and thread them 
back on with the tail down to catch 
a few more with no observable loss 
of effectiveness. The critical thing is 
running the hook straight through, 

bringing the point out precisely on 
the seam. Otherwise the jig can spin 
and twist your line.

Every turn of the boat speeds 
and raises the lure on the outside of 
the turn, while slowing and drop-
ping the lure on the inside of the 
turn, which suggests making lon-
ger, more subtle turns when troll-
ing softbaits. Why not troll with a 
spread of crankbaits on line-coun-
ter reels to cover the same area with 
more precision? I’ve tried it many 
times and it sometimes works. The 
grub’s subtlety, natural appearance, 
and softness translates into more 
hookups for me, especially in heav-
ily-fished waters. And the efficiency 
of simply reeling up to use the same 
tackle to cast when concentrations 
of bass reveal themselves adds fish-
ing time to the day.

The final bit of persuasion is 
that smallmouths sometimes fol-
low baits quite far without strik-
ing. How often have you seen fish 
follow baits up to the boat only to 
turn away? It happens often in clear 
water and questionable weather. 
The cure is keeping the lure coming 
slow and steady. ■

*In-Fisherman Field Editor Matt Straw, 

Brainerd, Minnesota, has been an avid 

smallmouth bass chaser for several 

decades.

10 Bearing System

Limited

Aluminum Main Shaft

Aluminum Pinion Gear

Braid Ready Spool

www.pfluegerfishing.com

Sealed Drag

Carbon Handle

Rosewood Knob



 TALON REBATE
BETWEEN 1/1/16 AND 6/1/16

Save $100 on any Talon Shallow Water Anchor.

For details, visit minnkotamotors.com/Talon.

TALON. THE WORLD’S FIRST 12-FOOT SHALLOW WATER ANCHOR.

We lowered the anchor, raised the bar and silenced the competition. The bold 12' and 10' Talons are 

30% quieter, 30% more powerful and 100% guaranteed to be the last shallow water anchor you’ll 

ever need. And for more stealth action than ever, Talon is now available in camo.
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WWhen it comes to walleye fishing, the devil’s in the details. Add a few small tweaks to 

the same old program and an angler can quickly go from zero to hero, even on big waters like 

the Great Lakes. The good news? None of these overlooked, winning ways requires a degree in 

rocket science. It’s all about putting efficiencies into play, whether trolling or casting.

BY JIM EDLUND*

>>>

Smarter Spreads
According to Lake Erie Guide Captain Ross Robert-

son, success often hinges on smarter spreads—keeping 
lines properly positioned and in the strike zone lon-
ger. “I use rod-holder trees to keep planer boards far-
ther out and my line angles up so nothing tangles, even 
while turning in rough water. I run Bert’s Custom Tackle 
Swivel Trees, because unlike a lot of the rod holders 
made for big boats, you can rotate these in or backwards 

for mooring at docks or backing into the garage. Even 
if you’re running a fishing/ski boat, they take almost 
no space.”

He finds rod trees a huge advantage in calm 
waters, when anglers typically have trouble boxing 
Erie ‘eyes: “When it’s calm, the water temp is either 
going up or down, and the bigger fish are going to 
move up in the water column chasing bait. Rod trees 

Trolling & Casting
F O R  W A L L E Y E S  O

»Lake Erie Guide Captain Ross Robertson is 
a proponent of rod trees for big-water trolling. 
“It’s about keeping lines untangled and in the 
water. Just means more fish,” he says.
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Tweaks
Slider Lines

To up his odds, Robertson also 
employs slider lines were legal, clip-
ping them to existing planer-board 
lines. “If you’re running boards at 
75 and 150 feet, you have over 70 feet 
with no baits in the water. Try to run 
another board and you’ve got tan-
gling or legality issues. The advan-
tage of slider lines is you get to cover 
that void, working baits up high. It 
works well in calm to rough water.”

He typically uses slider lines to 
run crankbaits high in the water col-
umn, an area he says is overlooked. 
“When I first started using Hum-
minbird Side Imaging in 2008, I 
noticed giant clouds of bait high up 
in the water column off both sides 
of the boat. That gave me the confi-
dence to pull cranks up high, even 
over deep water.” 

Robertson’s slider lines con-
sist of pre-tied 10- to 15-foot sec-
tions of 10-pound mono with a large 
swivel on one end and a large Duo-
Lock snap on the other end to which 

S  O N  B I G  W A T E R >>>

allow you to run three rods on the 
same tree at 75 feet, 100 feet, and 
your outside boards at 150 feet to 
cover various depths. I put a rod in 
the vertical, one at the top, one in 
the bottom, and keep the middle 
empty.”

He mounts extra rod holders on 
a track system throughout his boat, 
which makes for fast rod movement 
when necessary. He may move an 
inside board from port side to star-
board, casting it out as a fish is com-
ing in. “It’s about being efficient and 
keeping your lines in the water, even 
when someone is landing a fish.” 

Slider lines 
improve spread 
and eliminate 
dead space. 
They’re also 

less affected by 
planer-board 

action.

Length depends on desired lure depth.

slider line 
(Attach with 
snap swivel 

and secure with 
planer-board 

clip.)

planer 
board

planer 
board

planer 
board

planer 
board

crankbaits 
or spinners

Pre-tie leaders in 10- to 
15-foot sections that can be 

connected in daisy-chain 
fashion to set desired length. 
Attach with a snap on one end 

and swivel on the other.

hand-over-hand 
line retrieve
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he attaches the crankbait. When 
needed, he piggy-backs rigs to create 
30-foot slider lines. “Let your board 
out with 25 to 30 feet of line, then 
attach the swivel of the slider line 
to a keychain-style clip on a planer 
board release. Then when you see 
a strike on your rod tip and there’s 
no flag, bring the slider-line fish in 
hand-over-hand,” Robertson says.  

Slider lines take practice, espe-
cially on short trolling paths around 
clean or dirty water pockets or struc-
ture. “Some guys like to run a bob-
ber or a foam indicator, which helps 
you know where the slider line is 
located at all times,” he says. When 
not in use, he keeps his slider lines 
wrapped around sections of foam 
pool noodles. Some anglers wrap 
slider lines around suction cups 
positioned on the gunnel for quick 
access.

Oh Snap!
During early- and late-season, 

pro angler Marianne Huskey often 
downsizes from large deep-diving 
cranks to the less-erratic #9 Matzuo 
Kinchou Minnow. “The problem is 
getting these baits to dive beyond 
18 feet,” Huskey says. “So I add a 
1-ounce Off Shore Tackle Pro Guppy 
weight to get smaller or shallow-div-
ing cranks deeper. I generally put the 
bait out 20 feet and then go to the Off 

Shore website on my phone where 
there’s a dive-curve chart for the 
various weights, bait lips, and boat 
speeds. That tells me which weight 
to use, which I attach to an Off Shore 
Pro Snap Weight Clip.”

Why not lead core? In Huskey’s 
opinion, more weight trumps more 
line. For that reason, she also utilizes 

Off Shore Tackle Tadpole weights 
when pulling ‘crawler harnesses, sit-
uations that could call for a football 
field’s length of leadcore. “Like on 
Oahe, where I might be pulling over 
treetops that are 50 to 60 feet down in 
100 feet of water, I would need 8 or 9 
lengths of leadcore and boards. Then 
add rough water. You lose too many 

Tweaks

›Huskey Talks Tech
“One of the things that hit home this year was how much the boat affects fish when we go over them,” says 
walleye pro Marianne Huskey. This observation is based on her use of Garmin’s new Panoptix technology, which 
reveals real-time movements of walleyes up to 180 feet in front of the boat. “The eye-opener was watching fish that 
were higher up in the water column move significantly deeper when the boat passed overhead,” she says. 

The technology has given her the ability to more 
precisely present baits at the right depth, whether troll-
ing, casting, or vertical fishing; for example, setting 
planer-board position and crankbait running depth to 
what she’s seeing in front of the boat, not below. “I can 
also watch what walleyes are doing in relation to my 
bait, actually chasing lures,” she says. “I watch walleyes 
move and feed.”

This technology has also helped her better identify 
bottom contours. “While fishing the NWT tournament 
on the Mississippi River at Lake City last year, Panoptix 
helped me hug breaks that other anglers couldn’t see. 
The benefit of knowing exactly how far the bow was 
from the break and its depth made a huge difference.” 

Off Shore Tackle 
Guppy weight

Off Shore Pro Snap 
Weight Clip

>>> Trolling & Casting

»Walleye pro Marianne Huskey uses Off Shore Guppy weights to get 
smaller and shallow-diving cranks down deeper without the alterna-
tive of numerous colors of leadcore line.

Off Shore Tackle 
Tadpole weight

PHOTOS // BILL LINDNER PHOTOGRAPHY
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fish. Snap- or in-line weights 
make it a lot easier.”

Focused Snapjigging
Guide and former profes-

sional walleye tournament 
angler Captain Dale Stros-
chein works snapjigging 
cadences with the focus of a 
surgeon. “I don’t spend much 
time talking when I’m jigging 
because I want to stay 100 per-
cent focused on the end of my 
line. That’s how I catch fish 
with it, day-in, day-out.”

As owner of Sturgeon 
Bay’s Sand Bay Beach, Stros-
chein says jigging doesn’t get 
enough play on big waters: 
“When it’s flat-calm, guys 
shouldn’t be trolling. Jig-
ging gives you better per-
centages. Guys are making 
critical mistakes by not set-
ting waypoints while trolling, 
instead making long trolling 
runs even though fish are only 
picked up in specific locations. It’s 
best to stop and rip jig those small 
schools of fish. Instead of it taking 
a day to get a nice limit of fish, now 
you can do that in a couple of hours.” 

The questions then are what and 
how to jig on big waters? “I teach my 
customers how to set up a snapjig-
ging rod, the right lines, and the 
proper cadences to go out and catch 
fish,” he says. He prefers a 6- to 61⁄2-
foot medium-power spinning rod 
loaded with 6-pound Berkley Fire-
Line in Crystal or high-vis orange 
attached to old mono backing, and a 
16-inch section of 8-, 10-, or 12-pound 
Berkley Trilene 100% Fluorocarbon 
connected with an Albright knot 
to the mainline. “Six-pound super-
line gives you the sensitivity to feel 
‘presence bites’ and maintain con-
stant contact with bottom, plus the 
visual cue for bite detection. Pres-
ence bites are when you lift your rod 
and feel weight because the walleye 
has pinned the bait to the bottom. 
And the thin FireLine casts long dis-
tances, even in wind,” he says. 

Lure choice hinges on water 
clarity and temperature. “Even if 
I’m working 4 to 10 feet, I use a 3/8-
ounce jighead,” he says. “If it’s calm, 
1/4-ounce. And anytime the water 
is dirty, even when it’s calm, I fish 
a 3/8-ounce jighead so fish can find 

the bait. That’s also when I go to pad-
dletails or bladebaits, to create more 
vibration. And in cooler water, I snap 
hair jigs.”  

For water under 50°F—or when 
it’s warm and chalky—Stroschein 
says over 90 percent of his wall-
eyes are presence-bite fish. But if the 
water warms or clears, 90 percent hit 
on the drop.

Cadence & Count
Stroschein says subtle snaps are 

best. “I don’t move my forearm much, 
it’s more in the wrist. I don’t snap too 
sharply because the tendency is to 
drop the rod tip too early on pres-
ence bites,” he says. Another big part 
of his program is counting. “When 
the jig hits the water, I count one-
one-thousand, two-one-thousand, 

and so forth … then if say on 
7 my line lays down, I start the 
retrieve,” he says. “Then I cast 
again and count again. I might 
count up to 12 in another 
spot and I know it’s deeper. I 
might catch a fish there, and 
now I can start to put some-
thing together. Counting 
helps you learn and visualize 
the underwater topography. 
Casts where you count to 5 or 
7 might not produce, but areas 
with counts to 10 or 15 do, so 
you know fish are holding off 
the edge and deeper. That’s 
something more anglers 
should be doing.”

He also urges anglers to 
make full retrieves, working the 
snap-jig retrieve all the way back 
to boat: “Fish have the tendency to 
hit by the boat because of the angle 
change,” he says. “As you get closer 
to the boat, the angle of the jig is get-
ting higher and higher off the bottom, 
like baitfish escaping to the surface.”

Two additional problems he sees 
beginners make are getting snagged 
and having trouble detecting bites 
in wind. “Don’t let the jig settle for 
long,” he says. “As soon as you see 
the line start to bow, snap. I only let 
my jig hit bottom for a split second. 
Let it sit too long and it will fall down 
between the rocks and snag. You 
want to get into a rigorous rhythm. 
And if you’re new to this, cast into 
the wind or with the wind. Don’t 
work perpendicular to the wind.” 

›Stroschein’s Picks
■ 3-, 4-, and 5-inch paddletails

■ 3-, 4-, and 5-inch soft plastic minnows

■ 4- or 5-inch curlytail grubs

■ 1/4- to 3/8-ounce jigheads, Northland RZ Neon & Bait Rigs LS jigs

■ Bucktail hair jigs—1/4- to 3/8-ounce in dark colors 

■ Moonshine Lures Shiver Minnows, #2 

■ Rapala Jigging Raps, #5, #7, #9

■ Bitzer Creek Zip Lure

■ Sebile Vibrato

»Guide Dale Stroschein 
believes snapjigging can 
catch fish day-in, day-out 
on big waters. The key? 
Simple setup and lots of 
focus.
PHOTO // BILL LINDNER PHOTOGRAPHY
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Big Water Spots
“Seventy-five percent of the year I 

fish 10 feet or shallower,” Stroschein 
says. “I look for points on shorelines, 
preferably near a flat with scattered 
rock. With StructureScan, I survey 
rock size and look for sand-rock 
transitions. I like larger rock, which 
makes for the best walleye ambush 
spots.” 

He suggests anglers keep mov-
ing. “Especially when it’s calm, a spot 
won’t reload, so keep working new 
water,” he says. “Every day there’s 
going to be a new crevasse, depres-
sion, point, or sandy spot between 
rocks that walleyes use. Make sure 
to fancast the area and if you don’t 
get bit by the time you’ve worked 
180 degrees around the boat—or 
two guys covering 360 degrees—
there’s probably no fish there. Move 
20 yards and start over. Each day can 

vary as to where wall-
eyes are located.

“But don’t be afraid 
to cast over and over in 
one spot if you get a fish. 
This summer I made 12 
consecutive casts into the 
same spot and caught 12 
walleyes in a row. When 
you’re casting, always 
make a mental note of 
where you’re casting, because where 
there’s one fish, 9 out of 10 times, 
there are two. If you get bit and miss, 
cast right back again,” he says.

Slow-Mo Rippin’
Green Bay Guide Bret Alexander 

relies on snapjigging to put walleyes 
in the boat, although his take on the 
technique typically involves larger 
baits and a slower retrieve. First used 
to extract big Green Bay ‘eyes from 

rockpiles and reefs, Alexander also 
plies shallower water with success. 

“I’ve used it on Lower Bay rock 
reefs: all over on the East Shore; Two 
Mile Reef; all the rivers and tribu-
taries; Fox and Menomonie rivers; 

»The key to Guide Bret Alex-
ander’s slow-mo program is 
“match the hatch.” Dark col-

ors to mimic gobies; varia-
tions of white for alewives.

PHOTO // BILL LINDNER PHOTOGRAPHY



■ Rod: Abu Villain 2.0 spinning – 7-foot medium with fast tip 

■ Reel: Revo MGX spinning

■ Line: 12-pound Berkley NanoFil (green)

■ Leader: 18-inch, 14-pound Berkley Trilene 100% Fluorocarbon tied to mainline with double uni-knot

■ Jigheads: Owner Saltwater bullet head for larger baits; B Fish N Tackle H20 Precision Series for smaller baits. 
“You want good hook gap.”

■ Soft Plastics: 4.5-inch Berkley Rib Shad or Keitech Swing Impact. “I’ve caught them on all the colors but darker 
ones that mimic gobies work best. When the alewives are in, I use variations of white.” When downsizing, try a Berkley 
Havoc Beat Shad or B Fish N Tackle Pulse-R. 

Berkley Havoc Beat Shad on B Fish N 
Tackle H20 Precision Series Jig Head

›Alexander’s “Slo-Mo” Essentials

Berkley Ripple Shad 
on Kalin’s Ultimate 
Saltwater Bullet Jig

Berkley Rib Shad on  
Owner Saltwater Bullet Jig
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Don’t just sit there. Get your butt in line for one of the next generation
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Tweaks
>>> Trolling & Casting

Sturgeon Bay shipping channel dur-
ing spring; everywhere on Green 
Bay; even some inland lakes. I’ve had 
customers tell me it works for them 
back home on river systems, inland 
lakes, in Canada, especially waters 
with a larger forage base. The key? 
Match the hatch,” he says. 

He casts plus-size 
swimbaits like 4.5-
inch Berkley Rib Shads 
on saltwater-style jig-
heads from Owner or 

VMC. “If there’s no wind, I use 1/4- 
to 1/3-ounce heads; with the wind, 
3/4- to 1-ounce heads. I cast as far as I 
can and let the bait fall to the bottom. 
Then I lift the rod tip, stop my arm, 
and let the lure flutter down. Some 
days the fish want a faster hop like a 
rip-jig, but typically it’s a slow lift so 

the bait only rises 8 to 10 inches off 
the bottom before I let if flutter down. 
In those cases the walleyes won’t hit 
until it drops, when they pin it to the 
bottom and suck it in.” 

This feeding behavior is the result 
of walleyes that have learned to eat 
Lake Michigan’s ubiquitous gobies. 
Half of Alexander’s walleyes “are 
simply there” when you lift up your 
rod after the bait falls to the bottom. 

Now add wind, and he says Stur-
geon Bay walleyes go on an alewife 
chew, pushing bait into shallow 
waters. “I filmed a show with In-
Fisherman TV’s Doug Stange and 
we found walleyes along the mil-
foil and sand edges of Green Island’s 
rockbars. We could literally see them 
chasing our baits in 6 to 8 feet of 
water,” he says. Particularly during 
June, Alexander says these shallow, 
windward spots can really produce: 
“A lot of days I had 6, 8, or 10 walleyes 
chasing the same bait, which I’d never 
seen before. I could catch 15 to 20 fish 
a day doing this, and all big ones.”

He locates fish-holding spots by 
idling around points, islands, and 
other structure with his Hummin-
bird Side Imaging set to 100 to 120 
feet. “I find the fish first, mark way-
points, then stay out from them with 
my bowmount Terrova so I don’t 
spook them,” he says. “I attack the 
windward side first, quickly fancast-
ing. Then I make a pass shallow, then 
deeper. Some days I work the oppo-
site side of the structure if the wind 
is blowing hard, which can push bait 
over the side. Sometimes you get 
a dirty-water cloud that builds up 
on the back side and the bait moves 
there. If I get on a good pod of fish I 
hit SpotLock on my Terrova. If it isn’t 
too windy, I program Link to run the 
contour slowly,” he says.

His advice for slow-motion 
snapjigging? “People come in, work 
it for an hour, don’t catch anything, 
then give up,” he says. “Experiment 
with speed. Some days fish want a 
slow drag, sometimes they don’t. It 
can take some time to figure out how 
the fish want it, but it eventually pays 
off.” ■

*Jim Edlund, Becker, Minnesota, is an 

avid multispecies angler and freelance 

writer who contributes to many In-Fisher-

man publications. 
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A 

CASE FOR

D
Do you remember the last time you saw a bluegill so big it curled up 

in the bottom of a 5-gallon bucket? Neither do I. Consequences of killing 

such exceptional fish notwithstanding, any sunfish over 10 inches today 

is as valuable and perhaps even scarcer than a Master Angler Award 

sized walleye, muskie, or bass. When was the last time you filleted a 

10-pound walleye or an 8-pound largemouth, or made steaks from a 

muskie? Yet even today, many anglers don’t give a second thought to 

harvesting an entire limit of giant bluegills. 

>>> >>>

Selective
If you’re much over the age of 30, you likely have 

memories of unbelievably large bluegills caught from 
public waters. These were thick, heavy, impressive fish 
that despite their relatively giant dimensions didn’t seem 
all that uncommon at the time. 

Among my clearest early recollections are winter 
catches of massive blue and orange sunfish—fish my 
grandfather called two-pounders—from Mississippi 
River backwaters in Iowa and Minnesota. I also recall 
running across pods of plate-size, dark-bodied bluegills 
in busy southwestern reservoirs during the late 1980s. 
During a 15-year stretch when I was ice fishing almost 
daily, friends and I would discover one or two lakes with 
monster sunfish every winter. Inevitably, inside a season 
or less, as word spread, we’d return to a hollow fishery—
once-numerous 9-inch-plus sunfish replaced by swarms 
of 5-inchers. We never measured bluegills in those days, 
nor do I recall harvesting the giant ones, seeing little 
point in sticking dead fish on our walls.

Anyone who visited bait shops during this era wit-
nessed another form of sunfish slaughter—colossal fro-
zen bluegills on display during then-popular big-fish 
contests. At Marv Koep’s famed shop in Nisswa, Minne-
sota, the real jaw-droppers were always plate-sized sun-
fish, rather than big walleyes, bass, or pike. 

When I moved to central Minnesota in the mid-90s, 
pound-plus bluegills had already been more or less exter-
minated from local lakes—a distressing trend that has 
continued across the species’ range, leaving pockets of 

BY CORY SCHMIDT*
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big fish isolated in private ponds, large lakes, and remote 
river backwaters. Fishery managers as well as anglers 
have realized—oftentimes, too late—that 25- and 50-fish 
limits are not sustainable, if healthy, balanced bluegill 
populations are the goal.

We’ve been losing stocks of top-end-size sunfish for 
over half a century. Moreover, the slaughter of big blue-
gills in a particular lake can happen within a single fish-
ing season. When word of a newly discovered lake or a 
torrid bite reaches the wrong ears, greed often runs ram-
pant, particularly given a lack of progressive regulations 
limiting the harvest of big bluegills. The psychology of 
gluttony and hoarding are whole other topics. Suffice to 
say, for every angler ticketed by conservation officers 
for over-limits, assume that dozens of others are stock-
ing freezers and “double dipping” panfish limits every 
day without recrimination. You know who you are and 
you’re only shooting yourself, the fishery, and your fel-
low fishermen in the gut. 

So even while attitudes on catch and release and 
selective harvest remain the norms for other species, 
many anglers continue to harvest big sunfish with impu-
nity and with little thought to the future. It doesn’t help 
that most state fishery agencies allow the harvest of 25 
to 50 sunfish daily, with some imposing no limit at all. 
Yes, licensed anglers are completely within their rights 
to harvest up to a limit. But even with liberal possession 
limits, realize anglers aren’t harvesting small bluegills; 
they’re targeting and taking the largest fish.

In the absence of progressive management strate-
gies, anglers must look inward and self-impose the 
appropriate selective-harvest ethic on each lake we fish. 
In most states, a single licensed angler can legally har-
vest enough panfish to feed an entire family, or even 
enough to supply a neighborhood fish fry. The reality 
is, a half dozen 7-inch sunfish or as few as two or three 
11-inch crappies are enough for one dinner. A single 
deep-fried bluegill fillet can contain in excess of 200 cal-
ories. Run the numbers and you realize how much food 
value lies in a limit of 25 sunfish. 

Perspectives from the Past
If only we’d known then how rare those big old blue-

gills would become. It’s eye opening and disheartening 
to read accounts of fish populations, and net and creel 
survey data from the period between 1950 and 1990. But 
the data also give us a glimpse of what healthy, balanced 
bluegill populations look like. Given sufficient spawn-
ing habitat, predator abundance, and adequate bluegill 
growth rates, fisheries are meant to contain multiple 
year-classes, including plenty of mature fish over 8 and 
9 inches. With a few steps in the right direction—the 
right panfish regulations blended with voluntary selec-
tive harvest—we can return to the good old days within 
our lifetimes. If not, the data merely become a footnote 
in the history of fishery management. 

Two previous studies from Michigan and Wis-
consin show how vulnerable sunfish can be to angler 

Bluegill Harvest

»Trophy-class sun-
fish have become 
one of our rarest and 
most precious fresh-
water resources. 

PHOTOS (LEFT, ABOVE) // BILL LINDNER PHOTOGRAPHY
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exploitation. Just one month after 
a new Michigan lake (Third Sister) 
was opened to angling, 24 percent 
of legal-sized (6-inch) sunfish were 
harvested. In another lake newly 
opened to the public in 1976—Mid 
Lake, Wisconsin—anglers harvested 
13 percent of bluegills greater than 

6 inches within the 
f irst three days, 
and 35 percent by 
the end of the third 
month.

A creel survey from 1961 showed 
that 40 percent of harvested blue-
gill from Lake Andrew, Minnesota, 
measured 225 mm (nearly 9 inches) 
or larger. In 1995, only 1 percent 
the entire bluegill population from 
this same lake measured this size 
or larger. 

In another study on four Min-
nesota lakes, fishery biologists 
Brad Parsons and Jeff Reed found 
that during the four-year evalua-
tion, average total mortality was 75 
percent for bluegills and 59 percent 
for black crappies. Rates of angler 
exploitation averaged 25 to 35 per-
cent for each lake, each year, with 
average sizes declining rapidly. 

If it isn’t already obvious that 
current harvest levels can be exces-
sive and that existing regulations 
often aren’t working, you need only 
experience the phenomenon on a 
personal level. If you’re no longer 
catching big bluegills in your lake, it 
likely isn’t because they’ve suddenly 
become harder to catch. Big bluegills 
typically are the most aggressive 
and first fish to be removed from a 
population. Rather, it’s likely the fish 
no longer exist in that system. 

Balanced Bluegill Fishery
In waters biologists refer to as 

“balanced,” bluegills larger than 8 
or 9 inches can be abundant, with 
at least several strong year-classes 
present in the population. Healthy 
fisheries house smaller popula-
tions of sunfish, with lots of top-
end-size spawning males as well 
as moderate numbers of large, yel-
low-orange females. (Compare that 
to overly abundant populations of 
stunted, slow-growing bluegills). 
Individual growth rates vary, based 
on latitude, water temperature, and 
forage. In Minnesota, it can take 10 
years or more to grow a 9-inch blue-
gill under nearly optimal condi-
tions. In a fertile pond in the South, 
a bluegill can reach 8 inches or more 
within 3 years. 

Some lakes lack the ingredients 
necessary to grow large numbers 
of big bluegills. When lake fertil-
ity is low, and biomass (particularly 
zooplankton) is lacking, bluegills 
grow slowly. In many shad-based 
reservoirs, for example, big blue-
gills often are rare because shad 
outcompete bluegills for available 
zooplankton—a key forage for both 
species. 

Outside remote lakes and pri-
vate ponds that lack fishing pres-
sure, prime big-bluegill fisheries 
contain limited areas of optimal 
spawning habitat—often hard bot-
tom, sand/rubble shallow flats 

Bluegill Harvest
Selective
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»Alongside the spawning season, the popular frozen water period 
necessitates the selective release of jumbo bluegills.

peppered with hardstem bulrush 
and a variety of other plant species. 
Water clarity is often stained, lim-
iting growth of vegetation, which 
can shelter small sunfish from pre-
dation. Invasive macrophytes, such 
as Eurasian milfoil, provide exces-
sive refuge, promoting numbers 
of small sunfish. Also, dark water 
often indicates high fertility, which 
means abundant zooplankton and 
invertebrates. Largemouth bass can 
be important to balance fisheries, 

keeping bluegill numbers in check 
through predation. Studies in Mis-
souri, South Dakota, and Nebraska 
have shown that lakes with high 
numbers of bass less than 12 inches 
tend to produce larger bluegills. 

Fast-growing bluegills often 
possess thick, burly midsections, 
with relatively short, stout bod-
ies. Older, slower-growing ‘gills 
or those from stunted popula-
tions can appear more streamlined 
and thinner across the chest. Even 

mature male bluegills may lack a 
pronounced hump, indicating pre-
maturely spawning fish known 
as “sneakers,” a phenomenon that 
occurs when too many alpha male 
bluegills are removed from a pop-
ulation. The removal of large alpha 
males is particularly damaging to a 
fishery because as sneakers begin 
to infiltrate spawning beds and dis-
place absent alphas, the trend can 
quickly become an epidemic that’s 
nearly impossible to reverse. 

p-li e XTCB BRAID ~P-Li e Fluorocarbo .

ULTIMATE STRENGTH ~ ultimate stealth.

www.P-Line.com @plinefshing
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Heavy Harvest Seasons
Two distinct seasons account for 

a lionshare of the year’s bluegill har-
vest. In the ice belt, primarily the 
Upper Midwest, Northeast, and Great 
Plains, bluegills become highly sus-
ceptible to winter harvest, espe-
cially in smaller, remote lakes 
that can only be reached by ATV 
or snowmobile. When harvest-
minded anglers eradicate a fish-
ery’s biggest bluegills—which 
can easily happen in weeks—it 
may take decades to restore the 
population, and only then if har-
vest diminishes.

Throughout the rest of the 
bluegill’s range—to say noth-
ing of other sunfish species, 
such as redear and pumpkin-
seed sunfish—anglers target 
and remove more big fish dur-
ing the extended spring-summer 
spawning season than any other 
period. The fish are shallow, vis-
ible to anglers, and aggressive. 
But removing the large alpha 
males at this time can be damag-
ing for the reasons stated earlier. 
Each alpha harvested is likely to 
be replaced by several smaller 
males that mature earlier and 
produce offspring with their 
same genetics. Once a male blue-
gill matures, its growth slows 
greatly, as energy goes toward 
spawning. So you see why it’s in 
a fishery’s best interest to max-
imize the abundance of later-
maturing, alpha males. 

In scattered lakes across 
the U.S., fishery managers have 
closed panfish nesting sites during 
the Spawn Period. In Minnesota, 
several lakes I fish have posted 
spawning areas off limits to fish-
ing from April 15 to June 15. I’ve 
enjoyed catching and releasing 
a few nesting fish in the past, as 
these resplendent males make for 
beautiful photographs. But pulling 
such sunfish off their nests, even 
temporarily, can be a bad idea. 
Smaller sunfish and other preda-
tors can swarm and vacuum a nest 
clean within seconds, effectively 
erasing a throng of baby bluegills 

w it h potent ia l ly 
grand genetics.

Beyond the joy 
of simply watching 
the antics of nesting 

sunfish, closing spawning sites has 
other benefits. It’s compelled friends 
and I to seek new patterns—target-
ing prespawn or postspawn females 
on adjacent structures as well dur-
ing summer and autumn, when big 

‘gills can be wholly underfished and 
intensely active, once found.

Reduced Limit Model
Given a general lack of regulations 

limiting the harvest of large bluegills, 
anglers must continue to rely on per-
sonal restraint and selective harvest. 
Meanwhile, some fishery agencies 
have been experimenting with spe-
cial regulations for at least a decade. 
Some, such as reduced bag limits, are 
showing promise.

In Minnesota, Wisconsin, and 
some other states, certain lakes identi-
fied for their propensity to grow large 

bluegills have received 5- or 10-fish 
limits, where statewide limits are 25. 
One promising study, by Andrew 
Rypel of the Wisconsin DNR, has 
evaluated the effects reduced daily 
bag limits (from 25 to 10) have on blue-
gill size structure in 7 Wisconsin lakes 
over the past 15 years. Rypel identified 
and selected lakes based on bluegill 
size and growth. Problem lakes were 
identified as those with good growth 

rates but poor size structure, 
where angler exploitation was 
identified as the main culprit for 
the lack of larger fish. 

The study showed that mean 
and mean maximum length 
of bluegills increased in five of 
the seven 10-fish limit lakes. On 
average, bluegills in all lakes 
increased by an average of a half 
inch. Rypel noted that over time, 
greater gains in bluegill size 
can be expected. By contrast, in 
another study lake, where the bag 
limit increased from 25 to unlim-
ited, mean total length decreased 
substantially, dropping from 
over 8 inches to under 6. 

Rypel added that the next 
stage of the project—which will 
run another 10 years—is to add 
new management strategies on 
an additional 100 lakes—some 
with 10-fish limits, some with 
5, and others with reduced lim-
its only during the spawning 
season.

Length Limits 
and the Future

Bringing the management of 
bluegills into the realm of selec-
tive harvest strategies for larger 
predator species, several studies 

have also examined bluegill length 
limits. At Nebraska’s Sandhill lakes, 
biologist Dr. Craig Paukert analyzed 
an 8-inch minimum length limit for 
its effectiveness in increasing popu-
lation size structure. In these lakes, 
bluegills attained 8 inches between 
years 4.3 and 8.3. Unlike other areas 
where anglers have not supported 
bluegill length limits, 100 percent 
of anglers surveyed in this study 
favored the new regulation, if it 
increased the number of larger blue-
gills, even though the size restriction 
meant a reduction in the number of 
fish they were legally able to harvest. 
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›Fillet Weights and  
Selective Harvest

At In-Fisherman we believe that maintaining the tradition of harvesting fish 
for a nutritious and delicious meal is important. By harvesting selectively—keep-
ing some of the more abundant smaller fish and releasing the largest ones—fish-
eries are renewable. It’s tempting to stringer the largest panfish with thoughts of 
thick fillets browning in butter, but it only takes one, two, or three smaller ones and 
a few extra minutes with the fillet knife to make up for releasing the largest fish—a 
bit of extra effort as a matter of conscience and conservation.

This table shows the number of fish it takes to equal a half-pound of fillets. 
When you release the biggest fish, it just takes a few smaller ones to make up for 
it. (Data courtesy of the Wisconsin Dept. Nat. Res.)

In-Fisherman

Inch group Bluegill  Crappie Yellow Perch

5 20.8 -- --
6 11.5 -- 18.5
7 6.9 -- 11.2
8 4.5 6.1 7.4
9 3.0 4.0 5.0

10 2.1 2.8 3.6
11 -- 2.1 2.7
12 -- 1.5 2.0
13 -- 1.2 --
14 -- 0.9 --
15 -- .07 1.0
16 -- .06 --

The length limit increased bluegill 
size structure on all 18 study lakes. 
The populations with the lowest nat-
ural mortality and fastest growth had 
the highest increase in size structure. 
Where bluegill growth was slower, 
gains in size structure were smallest. 

In Bluegills—Biology and Behav-
ior, author Stephen Spotte notes that 
maximum size limit to 175 mm (6.8 
inches) have been tested and have 
failed to significantly increase mean 
size. He also notes that to achieve 
populations of quality bluegills, the 
goal should be to reduce recruit-
ment (number of surviving fish) and 
to increase juvenile mortality—prin-
cipally through predation.

To my knowledge, neither blue-
gill slot limits nor a “one fish 
over” a given size daily been 
attempted in public fisheries. 
Also, although we’ve primarily 
examined bluegill here, size lim-
its—particularly minimum size 
limits, as opposed to maximum 
sizes or slot limits—have a lon-
ger history in crappie manage-
ment. While populations of large 
crappies can certainly be dam-
aged by harvest, crappies seem  
capable of replenishing them-
selves faster in many waters, 
given good growth rates. 

In my experiences across 
the country and with other spe-
cies, minimum size limits often 
result in a fishery rife with 
specimens just below the legal 
size limit, and very few larger 
individuals. Instead, protected 
slot limits and limiting harvest 
to one fish over a certain length 

per day, may be much more effective 
tools if the goal is larger fish.

Dr. Michael S. Allen, Univer-
sity of Florida fishery professor 
and veteran bluegill biologist says: 
“One of the keys to quality bluegill 
management is high mortality rates 
of smaller, juvenile sunfish—both 

through predation and exploitation 
by anglers. A slot limit that per-
haps protects those valuable 8-, 9-, 
and 10-inch bluegills would allow 
anglers to continue harvesting 
ample numbers of the more numer-
ous medium-sized fish. Folks could 
also continue to experience the 

thrill of trophy fish—whether 
they’re fishing in Florida or 
Minnesota.” 

As complicated as the big-
bluegill issue often appears, it 
actually couldn’t be simpler. 
Harvest selectively, gently, 
wisely. Understand that it’s our 
own individual actions—more 
than any rule, regulation, or 
management tool—that helps 
shape fishing’s future. Keep 
enough medium sunfish for 
a meal—these are the most 
numerous, easy to replace,  and 
delicious. Catch, admire, and 
release the rest. ■

*In-Fisherman Field Editor Cory 

Schmidt, Brainerd, Minnesota, con-

tributes to all In-Fisherman publi-

cations and along with his angling 

expertise often covers conservation 

issues affecting fishing.
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TTrends come and go in flathead catfishing circles. Night-fishing, day-fishing, big 

livebaits, small livebaits, artificial lures, river fishing, lake fishing—they all have advocates 

among the fanatics who target flatheads. But the constant that all successful flathead hunters 

share is patience—time spent on the water. They universally possess the ability and willingness 

to fish for hours, over periods of days or even weeks, in order to catch the meanest, most  

obstinate and challenging catfish in North America.

More Fla

>>> >>>

Robinson on Reservoirs
Robby Robinson has landed more than 1,400 flat-

heads from flood-control reservoirs and rivers in south-
east Ohio during his decades of stalking them, but he 
says those big catfish have come one or two at a time, and 
often with a week or more between catches. “Everybody 
wants a shortcut on how to catch big flatheads,” he says. 
“There are no shortcuts. You’ve got to put in the time, 
know where to fish, and use the right baits and tackle in 
the right ways.” 

Because he fishes at night, when solitary flatheads 
leave their daytime lairs to prowl, Robinson looks for 
bottom features such as old creek channels that the big 
fish use to move to and from feeding areas, or small flats 
they patrol for any food they can get in their mouths.

“I think they have their own territories, maybe a half-
mile diameter circle from the spot where they hole-up 
during the day,” he says. “When they’re out prowling 
those areas, they’re opportunists. We caught one flat-
head last year that took a 3-inch goldfish, but before we 
could set the hook it grabbed a 1-pound pumpkinseed, 
and had both of them in its mouth when we landed it. 
They’re like a snake—they eat as much as they can, then 
lay up for a week and not eat anything. So you have to 
be in the right place at the right time when they decide 
it’s time to eat.”

Robinson’s strategy to be in the right place at the right 
time involves nosing his pontoon boat onto the shore 
near submerged creek channels or other bottom struc-
ture that create funnels for flatheads when they’re on 
their midnight prowl. He then uses a small boat to ferry 
hefty sunfish, bullheads, or goldfish loaded on a 5/0 
Kahle hook snelled to 36-pound-test Dacron braided line 

THE CONSTANT IN 

CATCHING



BY DAN ANDERSON*

latheads

to “choke points” where he precisely 
anchors them with egg sinkers. Posi-
tioning the baits with the small boat 
not only allows precise placement, but avoids impairing, 
stunning, or killing baits due to the effort to cast them 
great distances.

“You’ve got to have lively baits,” he says. “I don’t peg 
the egg sinker—I let the baitfish swim out from the sinker 
a foot or so and create its own leader. I like Dacron line 
because it sinks. I may have more than 100 yards of line 
out, and with boat traffic and wind and waves, floating 

line doesn’t work. I’d use monofil-
ament, but its 5 to 15 percent stretch 

is a problem when you’re trying to set 
the hook and you’ve got that much line out. Setting the 
hook at that distance is hard, but I’ve had good luck with 
medium-heavy or heavy power, 6- or 7-foot Rippin Lips 
rods. I recommend Shimano TR200 reels for big flatheads.

“I use circle hooks if I’m tightlining or fishing in 
current, but if you’re using a circle hook in a lake and 
the fish swims toward you, there’s no tension to turn 
the hook. If you jerk to set a circle hook, it just pulls 
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out. Kahle hooks let me be the one 
to decide when the hook gets set,” 
he says.

While long-distance fishing pres-
ents challenges, Robinson feels that 
parking his boat on shore and using 
a shuttle boat is the best way to put 
and keep baits exactly where flat-
heads will find them. “Even with 
two anchors it’s tough to hold a boat 
and keep baits in the exact spots I 
want them,” he says. “Catching big 
flatheads is a combination of preci-
sion and patience.”

Trager’s Tactics
Guide John Trager, aka “Cap-

tain Catfish,” agrees that patience 
is key to catching big flatheads, but 
offers clients around Kansas City 
the option of catching either big 
flatheads or lots of flatheads—and 
sometimes both.

“Catfish guys forget that a ‘small’ 
flathead is bigger than the biggest 
fish most other anglers catch in their 
entire lifetime,” he says. “There are 
bass and walleye anglers who have 
never caught a 10-pound fish. I take 

them out and help them catch 10 
or more 10- to 20-pound flatheads 
and they can’t believe it. I find a rip-
rapped outside bend and look for 
any little point or outcrop of rocks, 
then jam the nose of my boat into 
the shore just upstream from that 
outcrop. I run a rope from the back 
of my boat and tie it off to the shore 
upstream, then pull the boat so it’s 
sideways to the current. With the 
boat sideways to that outcrop, I can 
use four or more rods to fish all along 
and beside that spot. If I’d anchored 
from the bow and was fishing out 
the back I’d end up with all my baits 
in one small area.”

“Baits” is a misnomer, because 
when fishing near rocks Trager often 
uses jigs and artificial lures. “Espe-
cially during the spawn, flatheads 
are in rocks,” he says. “There’s a rock 
dam in Lawrence, Kansas, and a 
rock weir in Kansas City that main-
tains depth for a water intake, and 
at times it seems like there’s a flat-
head behind every rock below those 
dams. You’d think it would take a big 
jig to interest a flathead, but I use a 
1/8- to 1/4-ounce Blakemore Road 
Runner because I can straighten the 
hook if I get snagged. My favorite 
color pattern is red and chartreuse. 
Everyone who casts jigs for flat-
heads has chartreuse on their jigs. 
Shad-colored swimbaits work well, 
too. But mostly it’s about dragging it 
right in front of them and triggering 
a strike.”

Crankbaits are another option 
for flatheads near rocks. Trager often 
wades out a few feet from rocky 
shorelines, balancing on rocks. “I 
cast a shad-colored Rat-L-Trap out 
in the current and let it drift down-
stream to the current seam that’s 
along the rocks,” he says. “I don’t 
really retrieve it, I just hold it in that 
seam, let it swim and do its thing. 
Flatheads follow that current seam 
up and down the rocks, maybe only 
a couple feet from the water’s edge, 
especially at night.”

›Robinson’s  
  Shorebound Scenario

FlatheadsMORE>>>

pontoon boat anchored to shoreline

Robinson uses a small 
boat to set his baits at 

exact locations.

sand and gravel bottom

feeder 
creeks

creek 
channel

8'

logpile at edge of 
creek channel or 

pinchpoint

»Robby Robinson uses a pontoon 
boat as a base and a smaller boat 
for setting baits.
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Floats are another tactic for pull-
ing flatheads from rocky shorelines. 
“Drifting a big goldfish or green sun-
fish under a float along rocks after 
dark works well,” he says. “Green 
sunfish are my favorite livebait for 
flatheads. They’re tough and feisty. I 
call them the Eddie Haskell (remem-
ber the obnoxious teenager on Leave 
it to Beaver) of livebaits because they 
annoy flatheads into biting.”

While Trager delights in shar-
ing 10- to 20-pound flatheads with 
converts to catfishing, he also caters 
to anglers who want to cross paths 
with the biggest flatheads. When a 
monster fish is the goal, he targets 
individual fish rather than general 
locations.

“During the day, we drift right 
up to a logjam and put a sunfish or 
other bait right down into the mid-
dle of it,” he says. “We’re after the big 
loner that’s king of that stickpile, try-
ing to bounce it off his nose so he has 
to bite. It’s like dabbing for crappies.”

The solitary nature of large flat-
heads has been well documented. 
Researchers in Iowa and Missouri 
used radio-tagging and showed that 
postspawn flatheads often migrate 
to the same stretches of rivers where 
they spent previous summers, often 
to within feet of where they found 
them the previous year. Once in their 
summer lairs, big flatheads are often 
immobile for up to 23 hours a day, 
leaving only to feed, usually at night. 

“I know I’ve caught the same flat-
head from the same hole, year after 
year,” Trager says. “We go to certain 
spots and when my client pulls in a 
big flathead I say, ‘Hey, you caught 
Harold!’ because I recognize the 
hook marks from when I caught him 
the previous year.”

Working with cl ients man-
dates that Trager uses durable but 
economical gear. He favors 7-foot, 
medium-heavy Eagle Claw Water 
Eagle or Ugly Stik rods that carry 
Okuma or Penn 9500 reels. Mus-
tad Demon Point, Team Catfish, or 
Rippin Lips 8/0 to 10/0 Kahle-style  
hooks are loaded with green sunfish, 
bluegills, or sometimes cutbait made 
from Asian Carp.

He collects silver carp for bait 
then hangs several of the them from 
a stringer above a 5-gallon bucket. 
He cuts off their tails with heavy-
duty titanium-nitride scissors (“Six-
teen dollars at Home Depot, and they 
never get dull,” Trager says), and lets 
the fish bleed into the bucket. He 
then fillets slabs of meat off the carp, 
cuts the fillets into chunks, and mar-
inates them in the drained blood 
during the rest of the trip. 

“Livebaits, especially green sun-
fish, are best for flatheads, but there 
are days when they go nuts over the 
bloody Asian carp,” he says. “Big 
flatheads don’t feed every day, so 
it’s best to have different baits in the 
boat so you have what they want 
when they get hungry.”

Run-and-Gun Gunter
Being in the right place at the right 

time with the right bait when reclu-
sive flatheads decide to feed is also 
the primary strategy of Joe Gunter, 
catfish guide on the Susquehanna 
River, Pennsylvania. A self-described 
“flathead fanatic,” Gunter fishes 
exclusively at night because he feels 
nighttime offers him the best odds.

“There’s always that unknown 
variable of exactly when a big cat 
is going to decide to feed,” he says. 
“They don’t feed every night, so 
they aren’t going to bite until they’re 
ready. I set up on a likely flathead 
spot that I find with my side-imag-
ing sonar.” 

Shelf rock is the major feature of 
the bottom landscape of the Susque-
hanna, and therefore the focus of 
Gunter’s search for mega flatheads. 
Rock ledges perpendicular to the 
current are a favorite target.

“I prefer a bigger ledge, with at 
least a 10-foot drop-off,” he says. “If I 
find a 10- or 15-foot ledge, there’s gen-
erally a bunch of baitfish somewhere 
along that edge, and that means 
there’s probably a big flathead in the 
area. Aggressive, feeding flatheads in 
such areas usually bite immediately, 
then the action generally slows. If we 
don’t have the number or size of fish I 
want in the boat in a half hour, I pull 
anchor and go to another spot. Some 
nights I don’t have to move because 
the cats bite really well. Most nights, 
moving is the key to lots of action and 
a fun trip for my clients. We have lots 
of trips where we catch more than 
30 flatheads. Most are in the 8- to 
15-pound range, with usually at least 
one over 20.”

Gunter fuels his flathead hunts 
with rock bass, redbreast sunfish, 
and green sunfish from the river’s 
tributaries. He’s found that while 
baitfish from ponds or lakes are eas-
ier to catch, they aren’t as resilient 
and feisty as baitfish from creeks and 
rivers. When fishing in moderate 
current, he tail-hooks a 3- to 8-inch 
baitfish on tandem 8/0 Gamakatsu 
Octopus circle hooks. He lip-hooks 
baits in strong currents because tail-

hooked baits spin too much. 
He loads 40-pound-test Berk-
ley Big Game Solar Collector 
monofilament line on Shi-

mano Baitrunner reels with the 
bait clickers turned off, mounted on 
7-foot medium-heavy Ugly Stik Tiger 
rods painted fluorescent green.

“I don’t use the reel’s clicker 
because when a flathead feels a 
change in tension after it picks up a 

›Rock Lures
Blakemore Road Runner 

with Kalin’s Grub

Berkley PowerBait 
Ripple Shad 

Bill Lewis 
Rat-L-Trap

“I KNOW I’VE CAUGHT THE SAME 

FLATHEAD FROM THE SAME 

HOLE, YEAR AFTER YEAR” 
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bait, most times it rejects the bait,” he 
says. “I set the drag tight, put the rod 
in a rod holder, and let the rod pull 
down so the circle hook sets itself. 
We land a lot more fish that way. 
Even the most inexperienced fish-
erman can ‘reel-down’ on a rod in a 
rod holder until it’s loaded. The Solar 
Collector line and fluorescent green 
rods are important because I fish 
at night. I’ve got blacklights rigged 
around the perimeter of my boat. 
Flatheads like to pick up a bait and 
swim toward the boat, and the flu-
orescent line lets me see when that 
happens.”

Gunter generally uses a three-
way rig with a 3- to 6-inch leader of 
80-pound-test Ande line, and 20 to 24 

inches of 40-pound-test Berkley Big 
Game line as a dropper, connected 
to a 2- to 8-ounce flat bank sinker. 
Instead of tying the sinker to the end 
of the dropper line, he ties a swivel 
to the end of the dropper then uses 
a small, 3-inch zip-tie to secure the 
swivel to the sinker. A slipfloat rides 
on the line a few inches above the 
three-way swivel to hold the boat a 
bit off bottom. 

“It’s my ‘sinker sacrificer’ when I 
get snagged in rocks,” he says. “Zip-
ping on one of those ties is faster 
than tying a knot, so it saves time. 
I buy a bag of 100, 3-inch zip-ties at 
Walmart for $1.25.”

Gunter’s nighttime run-and-gun 
tactics for flatheads to find active, 
feeding fish pays off. Flatheads over 

40 pounds are rare in Pennsylvania; 
the state record is 48.6. Last year he 
caught and released 12 that weighed 
over 40 pounds each. 

 “I know there are bigger ones in 
the river,” he says. “I’ll eventually 
find them. Time on the water is the 
key to catching the biggest flatheads, 
once you figure out the locations and 
the baits. You just have to have the 
right baits in the right places when 
they finally decide to eat.  ■

*Dan Anderson, Bouton, Iowa, is a fre-

quent contributor to In-Fisherman pub-

lications. Contacts: Guide John Trager, 

captaincatfish.net, Captain Catfish 

on Facebook, 913/706-5888; Guide 

Joe Gunter, hookedoncatfishing.com, 

717/304-9843.

2- to 8-ounce 
bank sinker

»Guide Joe Gunter and clients heft a big Susquehanna River flathead.

20 to 24 inches of 
40-pound-test  

Berkley Big Game

3 to 6 inches of 
80-pound-test Ande 

mono
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Octopus Circle 

Hooks

three-way 
swivel

submerged float 
holds bait off 

bottom

bead

bead

stop-knot

zip-tie  
(“Sinker Sacrificer”)

barrel 
swivel
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VisionsInsider
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BY STEVE RYAN*

There are no hypothetical qualifiers to this list (e.g., 
What if smallmouth bass grew to be 50 pounds?). Every 
fish on the list grows to at least that size and would 
either eat or destroy a hypothetical 50-pound small-
mouth. Come prepared to enter a world of pain when 
you take on these 10 toughest fish. There are no excuses 
or apologies should you accept their challenge.

In-Fisherman has previously pondered this topic 
and acknowledges the imperfect and subjective nature 

These are the fish that fuel your daydreams and haunt your nightmares. Nearly all of 

them grow to over 100 pounds. Those that fail to reach the magical century mark have especially 

bad attitudes and the ability to both rip up your gear and tear off your face. These are diabolical 

bruisers that don’t fight fair. 

World’s 10 Toughest Freshwater Fish

Size Piraiba may grow to more than 
450 pounds. Fish in the 350-
pound range have been verified 
and fish topping 250 pounds are 
caught annually. 

Points 
17

Accessibility Remote Amazon river systems 
and tidal rivers that harbor Piraiba 
require multiple flights, long bumpy 
vehicle rides, and boat cruises of 
more than a day in some cases.  

17

Abundance Found in limited river systems and 
never in abundance.

17

Toughness As tough as they come. Strained 
backs, spent arms, and busted 
gear are the norm when battling 
these heavyweights.

19

Spectacularity Speed, endurance, a knack for 
tangling in cover and insanely 
long whiskers. 

15

Total 85

of defining criteria and grading diverse fish species 
from around the world. The criteria selected favor big 
fish that are sporting in nature, exhibit spectacular traits, 
and are difficult to catch due to their location and rela-
tive lack of abundance. Points are assigned to fish based 
upon five criteria, each on a scale of 0 to 20: Size (combi-
nation of top-end and realistic size); Accessibility (hard-
to-reach destinations get a higher score); Abundance (an 
adversary that is tougher to catch due to lack of abun-
dance earns more points); Toughness (pure strength and 
endurance); and Spectacularity (intangibles from phys-
ical traits to propensity to strike lures, make blistering 
runs, do crazy acrobatics, and destroy tackle).

1

Piraiba is the strongest and largest of the Amazon catfish spe-
cies—high praise given such fine company as redtail, jau, 
dourada, and surubim catfish. These giant catfish can stretch 
the tape measure at more than nine feet and are pure muscle 
from nose to tail. Their massive heads seem fit for slamming 
through log jams as they make seasonal spawning migrations 
up hundreds of miles of raging jungle rivers with mouths big 
enough to swallow a tapir (pig-like mammal) whole. They 
astonish anglers with their speed and destroy them with their 
strength. Bring heavy gear, plenty of Advil, and a realization 
that some fish are just unstoppable. 

PIRAIBA
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Size This menace of the Congo likely 
grows to over 150 pounds, with 
verified catches of over 100 
pounds. 

Points 
12

Accessibility Getting to the Congo is a chal-
lenge. Infrastructure is lim-
ited. Shake downs are common. 
Deadly critters and debilitating 
aliments await as you trek through 
war-torn jungles and navigate the 
formidable Congo River.

19

Abundance Few and far between. Plan a 
three-week expedition for the 
mere opportunity to land a sin-
gle trophy. 

18

Toughness Fierce but with limited stamina. 16

Spectacularity Savage strikes, blistering speed, 
dramatic jumps, and a killer smile.

18

Total 83

Size The “featherweight” of this list, 
topping out at 70 pounds. Sev-
eral fish in the 50-pound range 
have been caught in recent 
years.

Points 
10

Accessibility Think Australia is far? Add a 
few more travel days just to get 
to remote rivers where permis-
sion for access must first be 
requested from tribal leaders 
who may have recently practiced 
headhunting and cannibalism.

18

Abundance This species is scarce. Finding 
them is as challenging as land-
ing them.

16

Toughness The pulling power of a freight 
train. Hold on as even staying in 
the boat can be a challenge.

19

Spectacularity The most intense strike in fresh-
water fishing. Jaws and teeth 
to puncture, bend, or shred any 
lure. Haunting eyes should you 
get a glimpse of them.

17

Total 80

3

2Hydrocynus goliath, a.k.a. the Goliath tigerfish, remains 
the “Holy Grail” for hardcore international anglers 
seeking the ultimate freshwater fish. These apex preda-
tors have 3-inch-long, surgically-sharp teeth that can rip 
through the hide of a crocodile, and a deeply forked-tail 
to generate blistering speed. Don’t confuse Goliaths with 
any of the four much smaller species in the Hydrocynus 
genus. Based upon their scarcity and limited geographic 

range in the Congo River Basin, few non-African anglers 
have caught this elusive fish. Their bony mouth, acro-
batic nature, and unstoppable runs when hooked add to 
the challenge of landing this extraordinary adversary. 

Residing primarily in remote tidal rivers of Papua New 
Guinea and Indonesia, these freshwater snapper have 
powerful jaws and large canine teeth that inflict tremen-
dous damage. The striking and pulling power of these 

fish is second to none. Residing in narrow rivers full of 
submerged logs and snags, extra-heavy fishing gear is 
necessary to have a chance of stopping these fish before 
they get back into cover upon striking the lure. Maxed 
out tackle and ill-natured Papuan black bass often result 
in snapped rods, stripped gears, straightened hooks, 
broken lines, and astonished anglers. A fish of this size 
should not be able to inflict this much destruction and 
pain.

PAPUAN BLACK BASS 

GOLIATH TIGERFISH 

PHOTO // BOB DALY
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4

5

Size Stories are told of one-ton 
giants requiring a team of 
horses to drag them to shore; 
800- to 1,200-pound fish 
remain possible today. 

Points 
19

Accessibility Remarkably easy to access 
from Portland, Oregon, on the 
Columbia River and from Van-
couver, British Columbia, on the 
Fraser River.

13

Abundance Healthy populations of trophy 
and smaller sturgeon in select 
areas.

13

Toughness Stubborn fighters on even the 
heaviest gear.

18

Spectacularity Their prehistoric looks include 
armored plates and a vacuum for 
a mouth. Spectacular jumps. 

16

Total 79

Size Reports of fish topping 350 
pounds circulate throughout the 
Middle East. Mangar of 150 to 
200 pounds have been captured 
in recent years.

Points 
15

Accessibility Iran, Iraq, and Syria make up most 
of their range. Need I say more?

18

Abundance Fish are there if you can access 
areas removed from fishing 
pressure.

15

Toughness Incredible pulling and staying 
power due to the strong current 
habitats they call home.

16

Spectacularity It’s a barb that routinely strikes 
lures. With a broad tail for 
generating great speed and a 
muscular body for endurance, 
massive-size mangar are simply 
unstoppable in swift river 
settings.

14

Total 78

Due to the critically endangered status of its cousins—the 
Beluga and Kaluga sturgeons—the white sturgeon quali-
fies as the largest on our list. This scaleless species has gone 
largely unchanged over the last 200 million years and comes 
equipped with five rows of sharp bony plates that run across 
the top and sides of their bodies. They may be bottom-feed-
ers, but there’s nothing sluggish about them. Upon picking 
up a piece of cutbait in deep-river holes at depths of 60 feet or 
more, these leviathans shock anglers as their line begins to 
rise quickly in the water column and within seconds the beast 
rockets to the surface with impressive jumps, followed by line-
melting runs and prolonged battles of give and take. 

Mangar belong to the Cyprinidae family (minnows/
barbs/carps), but grow to over 350 pounds. Their scien-
tific name, Luciobarbus esocinus, translates to pike-like 
wolf-barb. Living up to its name, the mangar is a ferocious 
fighter with a streamlined body and large tail for gener-
ating speed and power when 
navigating the swift currents 
of the Tigris-Euphrates river 
system. As an omnivorous 
predator, they eat and attack 
anything they fancy, includ-
ing artificial baits, livebait, 
and cutbait. (Note: mangar 
replace mahseer on this list 
due to dramatic declines in 
the stock of trophy mahseer 
and mass closures of prime 
rivers in India, making fish-
ing for humpback mahseer 
problematic these days). 

WHITE STURGEON

MANGAR 

PHOTO // BOB HARCAR

PHOTO // SINA KH IRANFISHINGREPORTS FB
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6

7

Size Stories from the Amazon inflate 
the top-end size of these fish that 
have been verified to 450 pounds, 
with trophy fish approaching 
300 pounds caught annually by 
anglers.

Points 
17

Accessibility Overfishing means the best fish-
ing occurs in remote areas of 
Brazil, Peru, and Guyana.

16

Abundance Shrinking areas hold fishable 
populations of large adult fish.

16

Toughness Can tow around a dugout canoe 
for hours on light gear but tire 
more quickly on heavy mod-
ern gear.

12

Spectacularity Violent headshakes and cagey 
fighters. Leaps across the sur-
face when first hooked. Has a 
head as hard as concrete that 
they use as a weapon, and abra-
sive scales with spectacular 
crimson coloration. Willing-
ness to strike lures and flies adds 
excitement.

16

Total 77

Size Records reflect fish topping 400 
pounds. Few, if any, fish remain 
in that size category, but impres-
sive fish in the 200-pound range 
remain to be caught.

Points 
16

Accessibility Travel to Uganda’s Murchison 
Falls or Lake Nasser in Egypt is 
manageable and relatively com-
fortable. 

14

Abundance Prolific numbers on historical 
fisheries of lakes Victoria and 
Nasser have crashed, but good 
numbers remain on other sec-
tions of the Nile River.

14

Toughness Good pulling power. 14

Spectacularity Strikes a variety of lures. Can 
reside in incredibly fast, tur-
bid water. Repeated jumps and 
impressive speed.

17

Total 75

With a primitive lung, arapaima breath air from the sur-
face. This unique trait allows them to prosper in lagoons that 
become disconnected from main rivers during the dry sea-
son, which causes other trapped fish to suffer from low oxy-
gen levels. Large thick scales form a nearly impenetrable 
armor shell across their massive bodies that can grow to over 
10 feet. The Amazon jungle is a hostile place and arapaima 
are true survivors. 

This massive predator draws comparisons to largemouth 
bass due to its similar body shape and sporting nature. Nile 
perch are eager to hit a well-placed lure and quickly take to 
the air upon setting the hook. Their size and speed quickly 
distinguish them from bass. Although their top-end size and 
overall population has suffered from overharvesting by com-
mercial fishing operations and a self-inflicted depletion of 
their forage, Nile perch over 200 pounds can still be pursued 
at incredibly scenic settings in Africa.

ARAPAIMA

NILE PERCH 
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Size Photos appear to show fish of 
over 200 pounds. Taimen in the 
75- to 100-pound range are a 
rarity these days.

Points 
14

Accessibility Remote areas of Siberia and 
Mongolia are prime targets. 
Planes, trains, automobiles, heli-
copters, rafts, horses, and camels 
may all come into play before you 
connect with a trophy Taimen. 

15

Abundance As a slow-growing fish, abun-
dance is rarely high, even in the 
best locations.

15

Toughness Strong and powerful initial runs 
before slugging it out in current 
or deep holes.

14

Spectacularity They regularly eat rodents, strike 
lures and flies, and do their best 
to clear the water when hooked.

15

Total 74

Size Just shy of 100 pounds at 
the top end size, with 50- to 
60-pound fish caught annually. 

Points 
11

Accessibility “La Zona”—the world’s great-
est Dorado fishery—is located 
near Concordia, Argentina, and 
easily accessible to international 
anglers.

14

Abundance Populations remain stable in the 
Parana and Uruguay river sys-
tems and throughout Bolivia and 
Peru. 

12

Toughness Extraordinary. Meet your hypo-
thetical 50-pound smallmouth 
bass.

18

Spectacularity Powerful jaws. Razor sharp teeth. 
Spectacular jumps. An aggres-
sive disposition. Good endur-
ance and propensity to strike 
both flies and lures, including 
topwater baits. 

18

Total 73

TAIMEN 

DORADO 

8

9

This largest member of the salmon family gained notori-
ety among international anglers when stories circulated of 
locals using large rodents (lemmings) as bait for them. It 
didn’t hurt that these attractive fish can grow to over 200 
pounds. They are worthy adversaries on fly tackle and 

reside in some of the most spectacular rivers of East-
ern Asia. Start tying your best rodent pattern flies and 
be prepared for cold, wet, windy conditions during the 
prime fall fishing periods.

One of South America’s premiere sportfish, dorado are classi-
fied in the Characidae family and are the apex predator wher-
ever they reside. Dorado either swallow their prey whole or 
neatly slice it in pieces with their razor-sharp teeth. When 
hunting in packs, nothing is safe from these river tigers—
including other dorado. Select lures that can survive their 
abuse, and keep your fingers away from their chompers.     

PHOTO // WWW.INGOL.CZ

PHOTO // PAUL BRISTOW
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1. Beluga Sturgeon. Recorded to over 3,000 
pounds, belugas are the largest and toughest of all fresh-
water fish. But its critically 
endangered status makes it 
impractical to catch a trophy 
beluga in its native range of 
the Caspian and Black seas. 
Pollution, poaching, and 
human degradation of its 
spawning grounds (con-
struction of dams) are the 
major sources of its decline.  

2. Mekong Catfish. Arguably the hardest fighting 
and most powerful of all catfish. The Mekong also has 

the distinction of being 
the largest verified catfish 
with a giant of 646 pounds 
being netted by Thai fish-
ermen. Not only is this 
fish critically endangered 
in the wild, it’s also an 
herbivore, which makes it 
nearly impossible to catch 
in the wild. To experience 

this beast of a catfish, many private Thai fishing venues 
have stocked Mekong catfish in such densities that spec-
imens in the 40- to 80-pound range are guaranteed and 
catching a fish over 300 pounds is possible while fish-
ing groundbait on suspen-
sion rigs. 

3 . Wels cat f ish . 

These giant catfish of 
Europe have plenty of lore 
attached to them. Upon 
being transplanted to 

Size With a maximum size surpass-
ing 350 pounds, top guides 
annually catch fish over 200 
pounds.

Points 
16

Accessibility Trophy waters exist within a 
few hours’ drive of Dallas and 
Houston.

14

Abundance A diminished range across the 
U.S. Texas remains a strong-
hold with a good number of fish 
remaining.

12

Toughness A determined fighter that is 
tough to control during its initial 
runs in wood-strewn rivers. 

14

Spectacularity Even 200-pound fish jump at 
boat-side. They boast an amazing 
mouth of teeth, armored scales, 
and an appearance reminiscent 
of dinosaurs.

16

Total 72

10

These menacing-looking fish have regrettably been extir-
pated from much of their natural range of the Mississippi and 
Ohio river systems due to habitat alterations and overexploi-
tation. This prehistoric species has a body covered in inter-
locking armored scales, a formidable double row of teeth, a 
tolerance for poor water quality, and toxic eggs to aid in their 
preservation. They eat most anything that fits in their mouth 
and are good sport on medium-heavy tackle.

ALLIGATOR GAR

fisheries like Spain’s Ebro River in Western Europe, their 
numbers and size have skyrocketed. New world records 

are broken regularly. The current mark stands at 
280 pounds, with fish over 100 pounds common.  

4. Siamese Carp. The largest of all carp spe-
cies, the Siamese Carp is reported to reach 400 
pounds. Although fish over 100 pounds have been 
caught in the wild on 
rod and reel, odds 
are low for such suc-
cess given their wary 
nature and overhar-

vesting that has occurred 
throughout their native 
range of Southeast Asia. 
Private venues in Thailand 
still make it possible to do 
battle with Siamese Carp 
surpassing 300 pounds. 

5. Yellowcheek Carp. These fish more closely 
resemble barracuda than common carp in both appear-
ance and disposition. Yellowcheeks are speed demons 
that strike a lure light-
ning-quick and are wary 
adversaries in the heav-
ily pressured waters of 
China. While this fish may 
grow to 150 pounds, fish 

in the 100-pound class 
have been recorded in 
recent years.

6. Barramundi. 

This relative of the Nile perch provides spectacu-
lar sport for anglers throughout Australia and Asia. 
These quick, acrobatic fish are routinely caught in 

HONORABLE MENTIONS

PHOTO // KIRK KIRKLAND

PHOTO // GONG LEI

PHOTO // PALM TREE LAGOON

PHOTO // YURI GRISENDI

PHOTO // FRANCOIS HELIAS FISHASIA@KSC.TH.COM



the 40- to 60-pound range and 
100-pound fish exist. 

7. Surubim Catfish. 

This Dr. Seuss-looking shov-
elnosed, spotted catfish edges 

out other South American catfish that 
also surpass the century mark mostly 
because of its unique looks, willing-
ness to strike lures, and amazing 
speed. Found primarily in Argentina, 
this fish faces overharvest due to it 
being fine table fare. 

8. Goonch. This “devil catfish” 
is found primarily in swift rivers of 
India and Nepal, with smaller related 
species residing throughout Asia. 
They can grow to over 250 pounds 
and know how to play strong river 
currents and wedge themselves into rocky caverns once 

hooked. It has a mouth full of 
teeth and a reputation for feast-
ing on dead flesh—including 
human flesh.

9. Giant Freshwater Ray.  
Residing in the murky river 
waters of Southeast Asia, limited 
scientific information is avail-
able regarding these monster 

rays that may grow to over 
1,000 pounds and measure 
10 feet across and 14 feet 
long. Masochistic anglers 
who elect to pursue them 
should be prepared for bat-
tles lasting for the better part of the day in searing 
heat. Anglers are strapped into heavy marlin-style 
stand-up gear, with enough drag pressure to pull 
them overboard or swamp the boat at any moment. 
Watch out for their sinister looks and a massive sting-
ing barb that can kill you. 

10. Chao Phraya. 

These elegant, predatory 
catfish have long sweep-
ing dorsal and pectoral 
fins and an unflatter-
ing nickname of “dog-
eat ing catf ish.” They 
can top the 300-pound 
mark and have incredi-

ble speed and endurance; however, large specimens 
are extremely rare in the wild.  ■

*In-Fisherman Field Editor Steve Ryan, Chicago, Illinois, has 

traveled extensively throughout the world to tangle with the 

toughest freshwater fish alive. He’s also an accomplished mul-

tispecies angler “closer” to home in North America. 
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North with Doc
BY GREG KNOWLES* 

I l l u s t r a t i o n s  b y  P e t e r  K o h l s a a t

Knobby’s turboprop dropped us at the Bamaji Lake 
VIP outpost about an hour after dawn. The flight north 
from Sioux Lookout was as smooth as one of Aunt 
Lucy’s blended cauliflower margaritas, but with a lot 
less heartburn. 

Doc, the banker, the attorney, the kid, the policeman, 
and I were quick to hump our gear to the cabin, and cut 
cards to choose beds. We’d done it so many times, it 
took mere minutes to unpack and stow canned goods, 
load the fridge, rig our rods, and ice the coolers.

Knobby’s main camp on Bamaji has a number of 
large, comfortable cabins that can hold a bunch of fish-
ing groups. However, as many fishermen as might be 
accommodated at any given time, we seldom see each 
other on the water because Bamaji is a huge lake, and it 
offers easy access to a number of other lakes on the Cat 
River chain. 

During the nearly 40 years we had fished Northwest 
Ontario, we had seen the weather on the first of June go 
from frigid in the 1970s to balmy in the 1990s to down-
right hot in the 2010s. Sure, there were mornings when 
we had to scrape frost from the boat seats, and trolled 
shorelines while sleet bounced off our rain suits, but the 
trend seemed to be warming. That’s what we counted 
on for our prank of Doc.

The fishing had been spectacular for two days. The 
third day a front came through with light rain to slow 
things down, but on the tail of that was a steamy morn-
ing on the fourth day, and the fish went berserk again.

Our well-used maps marked hotspots for pike troll-
ing and walleye honey holes, and also our favorite 
shorelunch locales. Depending on the timing of ice-out, 
there were also weedless coves with curving beaches of 
fine yellow sand that we sometimes visited for a bit of 
au natural splashing in the cool, tea-colored water. As 
luck would have it, the wind and weather were perfect, 
and we put our plan in motion.

Our three boats had run way north and east that 
morning, a good 15 miles from the cabin. We’d caught 
and released dozens of fine fish, and lunched on bolo-
gna sandwiches and salt and vinegar potato chips atop 
a monster glacier-scoured rock. 

W
The Skin Game

When rating practical jokers, Doc is in the top percentile. His childish shenanigans 

have caused more cussing and confusion than a high school full of class clowns. Over the years 

we boys have tried to best him, but he always gets us back, in spades. It is entirely possible his 

DNA has a big wad of Dubble Bubble gum on one of those double helix thingies that gives him 

the diabolical comebacks that cause us such anxiety and consternation. After months of careful 

planning, we devised a stunt that was intended to bring about the end to Doc’s tomfoolery. Here’s 

how it played out.

We lazily trolled back, and mid-afternoon gathered 
the boats to jig for an hour at an incoming spring that 
was always productive for walleyes.

Then, right on cue, the kid said, “Sure would be nice 
to take a cool-down dip somewhere.”

The attorney said, “Good idea. It must be near 80.”
“Doc,” I said, “isn’t that beach we went to a couple 

years ago around here somewhere?”
Doc checked the map, stabbed a spot with his index 

finger. “Not more than a mile across the lake,” he said.
“Let’s go,” the policeman said.
“I’m in,” the attorney said.
“Me, too,” the banker said.
I put the engine in gear, and set a course for the far 

shore. Less than 10 minutes later, Doc and I were glid-
ing into the cove. I tilted the engine and powered onto 
the beach, then motioned to the other boat drivers to 
pull up next to us, which they did.
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While we boat drivers pretended 
to secure the boats, the kid was out 
first, followed by Doc. They strolled 
down the beach, tossing a few chunks 
of driftwood into the bushes, and 
found the widest expanse of sand a 
good 50 yards away from the boats.

As quickly and quietly as 
the rest of us could, we removed 
everything from the boat I shared 
with Doc and put it in the other 
boats. In seconds the boat had noth-
ing in it but Doc’s fishing rod, tackle 
box, and coffee-can anchor. No rain 
suit. No map. No garbage bag with 
leftover lunch items. No stinky box 
of cigars. No net, hat, life jacket or 
seat cushion. No cooler. No con-
tainer of salted minnows. No oar. 
Not even a gum wrapper.

“Last one in’s a rotten egg!” the 
kid yelled, and began to unbutton 
his shirt. Doc kicked off his shoes, 
stripped faster than I thought possi-
ble for a man his size, tossed every-
thing in a pile, and ran into the water 
in his birthday suit. The kid snatched 
Doc’s outer clothes, underwear, and 
shoes, and sprinted to the boats. We 
had already pushed one into the 
water and started the other. Before 
jumping in, the kid unclipped the 
fuel line to Doc’s boat, adding a few 
more seconds of delay as we made 
our getaway.

Doc splashed a while, laughing, 
snorting, and spouting in the shal-
low water like an albino orca, hav-
ing a whee of a time. Then he noticed 
our two boats pulling away instead 
of joining him.

“Hey!” he yelled, standing waist 
deep in the water, small ripples lap-
ping at his ample paunch. “What’s 
the deal?”

“See you back at the cabin!” I 
taunted.

“Don’t get sunburned!” the attor-
ney warned.

“That’s a lotta skin for the skee-
ters!” the banker hooted.

“We’ll be waiting for you with a 
towel!” the policeman bellowed.

We got him. After all these years, 
there was nothing he could do to 
hide his nudity from all those fisher-
men back at the camp. We told them 
what to expect the night before, and 
they warmed to it immediately. Two 
of the men had brought their spouses 
fishing, and they were in on it as 
well.

In 20 minutes, we rounded the 
point by the east boat dock. At least 
a dozen men and two women had 
brought chairs out on the grass to 
watch Doc’s homecoming. It was 
indeed a festive occasion, and after 
we tied up our boats, we distributed 
cold refreshments and snacks to the 
spectators.

A half hour passed. Then another. 
I began to get worried. “He’s only 20 
minutes from here,” I said. “Do you 
suppose he fell out of the boat?”

“Not Doc,” the attorney said. “He 
is just taking it easy, wondering how 
he will make his grand entrance.”

“Maybe we should go look for 
him,” the banker said.

“After all that planning? No way!” 
the policeman said. 

After yet another half hour, I was 
walking toward the boats with res-
cue on my mind, seriously concerned 
that the worst had happened, when 
we heard the hum of an approaching 
boat engine.

Several minutes later Doc’s boat 
passed the point. His lily white skin, 
a whole lot of it, shone in the late 
afternoon sun like a Hatteras light-
house beam. The crowd began to 
whoop and holler, applauding, jeer-
ing, but Doc didn’t slow his progress. 
He pulled into the spot we prepared 
right up front, killed the engine, and 
looped a rope around a cleat. 

I was going to yell a warning that 
there were ladies present, but Doc 
stood right up in the boat, and eased 
himself to a standing position on the 
dock. The raucous throng suddenly 
ceased its chorus of mocking remarks.

For instead of a full frontal, we 
got ... fish. As best as I can describe 
it, Doc wore a loincloth consisting of 
three walleyes in the front and four 
in the back. They were strategically 
bunched on a nylon stringer that was 
secured around his waist.

He walked toward us, the fresh 
fish swaying as he came. If the wall-
eyes had been a bit more lively, Doc 
would have put on a show for the 
whole wagon train. 

Gradually the fishermen and 
their ladies began to cheer. Several 
approached Doc and slapped him on 
his sunburned and mosquito chewed 
back. I have to admit it was a triumph 
of sorts, and we all got a kick out of 
his fishy attire.

Unprompted, Doc said, “Boys, 
it was a good plan. But you should 
not have left me with fishing tackle. 
I went directly to a walleye honey 
hole, used a jig and twister tail to 
catch all these fish, and a few others 
too small to provide adequate cov-
erage. Then I strung them together, 
and here I am.”

Drats! Foiled again. Instead of the 
master prankster being ridiculed and 
embarrassed, he was transformed 
into a Northwest Ontario folk hero.

As he made his way up the short 
slope to our cabin, the rear view was 
revoltingly priceless.

Doc stopped, turned, and said, 
“One thing.”

“What’s that?” the kid asked.
“Somebody has a mess of fish to 

clean.”
I was doubting we’d actually eat 

those fish, knowing where they’d 
been and all, when one of the ladies 
rushed up to Doc and said, “Can I get 
a photo for my hometown newspa-
per?”

“Of course,” he said, thrusting 
out his pathetically pale chest, pos-
ing like a body builder, which he was 
most certainly not.

Clicking off half a dozen shots of 
our half-baked, half-naked compa-
triot, she shook her head in wonder, 
and said, “They will never believe 
this in Bemidji.” Then she took 
another look, shrieked like a hyena, 
and said, “Thanks, Doc!” ■

*North with Doc columnist Greg Knowles 

lives in Green Valley, Arizona. A 5-volume 

set of the first 20 years of North with Doc is 

available in e-reader form at amazon.com.
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 IN-FISHERMAN TV > In each show we take you to three different parts of 

North America to fish for three different fish species—everything from bass and walleyes, to catfish and carp, sturgeon, 

muskies, pike, trout, salmon, and panfish like white bass, perch, and crappies, along with near-shore saltwater species like 

redfish and tarpon. We hope to entertain as we offer solid how-to-fish tricks to help you catch more fish.

     FOR 2016 > You’ll find more timely treatment of show topics, along with 26 all new shows. The topics seen during the first quarter (first 
three months) for 2016 were shot during the January-through-March (winter) time frame in 2015. To capture the seasonal nature of winter 
fishing, there’s a blend of ice fishing, open-water fishing on rivers, and fishing in regions that don’t get ice cover. 

      That’s how it continues throughout the year, with fresh, new season-sensitive show topics for each of the four quarters of the year— 
winter, early season, summer, and late season. Fresh seasonal programming all year long is a new approach little seen before in outdoor  
television in North America.

> SPONSORS:
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7:13A - 9:13A

7:39P - 9:39P

1:11A - 3:11A

1:41P - 3:41P

7:15A - 9:15A

7:36P - 9:36P

11:45P - 1:45A

12:10P - 2:10P

6:03A - 8:03A

6:29P - 8:29P

6:24A - 8:24A

6:51P - 8:51P

12:06A - 2:06A

12:36P - 2:36P

6:35A - 8:35A

6:57P - 8:57P

-----

11:19A - 1:19P

5:12A - 7:12A

5:38P - 7:38P

8:00A - 10:00A

8:27P - 10:27P

2:16A - 4:16A

2:44P - 4:44P

7:52A - 9:52A

8:13P - 10:13P

12:38A - 2:38A

1:03P - 3:03P

6:51A - 8:51A

7:17P - 9:17P

8:48A - 10:48A

9:16P - 11:16P

3:18A - 5:18A

3:45P - 5:45P

8:29A - 10:29A

8:51P - 10:51P

1:33A - 3:33A

1:59P - 3:59P

9:39A - 11:39A

10:07P - 12:07A

4:15A - 6:15A

4:40P - 6:40P

9:08A - 11:08A

9:29P - 11:29P

2:29A - 4:29A

2:55P - 4:55P

10:34A - 12:34P

11:03A - 1:03P

5:07A - 7:07A

5:31P - 7:31P

9:48A - 11:48A

10:11P - 12:11A

3:25A - 5:25A

3:51P - 5:51P

11:03P - 1:03A

11:33A - 1:33P

5:53A - 7:53A

6:16P - 8:16P

10:32A - 12:32P

10:55P - 12:55A

4:20A - 6:20A

4:45P - 6:45P

> Visit in-fisherman.com to search month-to-month for the best times at specific locations.
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Could be better...                         Great day to fish!

of the neighbor’s speed boat, and the 
drunken shouts of jet-skiers.

LESSON 7: ANGLERS HAVE 
GREAT CLOTHING. Most of us have 
fishing clothes that could be used as 
evidence against us in a sanity hear-
ing, but when we wear them up at the 
cabin, the look just comes together. My 
grandfather was an extremely brave 
man who wore the same fishing hat 
every day of his adult life . Of course, he 
really had no choice. The hooks from 
the lures on it became embedded in his 
scalp back in the fifties, but he never 
mentioned it because living through 
the Depression taught him not to com-
plain about a little discomfort.

LESSON 8: FISHERMEN ARE 
HE-MEN. How often have you heard 
athletes who play football, hockey, 
or rugby—regarded as some of the 
toughest sports on earth—claim to “eat 
opponents for lunch”? Well, anglers do 
that all the time, and throw in some 
potatoes and vegetables to boot.

LESSON 9: SOME FISH HAVE 
FUNNY NAMES, especially those 
that live in saltwater. Think of snook, 
wahoo, and the sarcastic fringehead. 
Europeans chase roach and zander, 
names that could be in an Abbott and 
Costello routine:

LOU: Are you fishing for roach, 
Abbott?

BUD: Zander.
LOU: I thought your name was 

Abbott.
BUD: It is Abbott. Zander is the 

fish’s name.
LOU: You have a fish named Zan-

der?
BUD: Zander is the species’ name, 

not the individual’s. My pet fish is 
named Who.

LOU: Oh, no you don’t. I’m not fall-
ing for that again!

LESSON 10: YOU DON’T HAVE 
TO RUN. Enough said.

Dad hated the days on which his 
line was loose, but I don’t. I know that 
every day on the water is an opportu-
nity to learn a lesson. It might be a les-
son about catching a fish, but if it’s one 
learned from not catching one, that 
will be all right.  ■

*John Wagner lives in suburban Chicago 

with his wife, Dee. They have two chil-

dren, Joanna and Julie.

( c o n t i n u e d  f r o m  p a g e  6 4 )
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Reflections
BY JOHN WAGNER*

LESSON 1: FISHING IS A SPORT OF IRONY. Bad 
weather is good. Good weather is bad. An umbrella rig 
won’t keep you dry. Flashers and stripping don’t mean 
what you’d think. Mooching rigs won’t help you borrow 
money. And mojo rigs won’t help with your … well, you 
know.

LESSON 2: FISHING HAS GREAT JARGON. Of 
course, every sport has its specialized vocabulary, but only 
in fishing is a conversation like this possible. Imagine two 
anglers sitting in a coffee shop at the end of the day. One 
turns to the other and asks “Any luck?”

“Yeah, I horsed a few lunkers from the cabbage using 
some scoop-necked Winky-Dinks and Flim-Flams. You?”

“Well, I’ve used some of that newer stuff, but I prefer to 
boat suspended ‘eyes by trolling a straight-laced Zipadee 
behind a deep-diving mortarboard.” 

“Those mortarboards are great, but have you ever 
used a Carolina-rigged Lounge Lizard or a Conniption Jig 
tipped with a Whirlygrub?”

“Not this time of year, but those Whirlygrubs can be 
murder postspawn.”

Not even the CIA has a code this hard to crack.
LESSON 3: FISHING OFFERS LOTS OF CHOICES. The 

many options available to anglers—whether to use bait or 
lures, whether to fish from shore or a boat, whether to use 
bright or dark colors, and so on—have increased the men-
tal aspect of the sport. Not many anglers realize, however, 
that fishing can be a completely mental sport. A friend of 
mine, who prefers not to make any of the choices above, 
invented a variation he calls “Mind Game Fishing.” He 
wades into the water and makes noises like a worm or a 
minnow. When the fish come out to investigate, he turns 
away and whistles nonchalantly. True, he doesn’t land as 
many fish as the rest of us, but it gets him outdoors, and 
he has a lot of fun. “Besides,” he says, “you should see the 
looks on the faces of the fish when they come out expect-
ing a meal and see only my hairy legs. They get really mad. 
Rock bass especially.”

LESSON 4: FISHING HATES THE LETTER “G.” Some-
where in its childhood, probably around the time its vocab-
ulary was being formed, the sport went through some kind 
of trauma, leaving it with a grudge against final “gs.” This 
is how we get words like “bassin’,” “flippin’,” and “pitchin’.”

LESSON 5: FISHING LOVES THE LETTERS “C” AND 
“K.” Comedians have long believed that the “k” sound is 

M
Lessons Learned from Loose Lines

My father used to say, “Sometimes I go fishing, and sometimes I go catching.” If you’ve ever 

fished for more than nine minutes, you know how true that statement is. Not catching fish isn’t 

all bad, though. On slow days I let my mind wander, and I’ve learned a lot about the sport from 

not catching. Here’s a top-ten list of those lessons. 

funny. Therefore, the sentence “Kent and Kirk left Keokuk 
to catch kokanee in Canada” is inherently funnier than 
the sentence “Two guys from Iowa went fishing up north.” 
Fishing has a creel full of words that contain the “k” sound. 
Consider king carp, cabezon, croaker, coalfish, clevis, cal-
ico crabs, and killies.

LESSON 6: FISHING IS A CONNECTION TO 
NATURE. One of the greatest joys of being on the water 
is just listening: the plaintive cry of a loon, the gentle slap 
of water against the boat, the high-pitched over-revving 



EVERY BOAT NEEDS A PROTECTOR.
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Shadow Rap  ̈Shad

Big fish can't resist the tantalizing, slow-rising action of  Shadow Rap Shad . Tie one on and see 

what monsters are hiding in the darkness. Watch it give big fish a rise at shadowrap.com.


