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			who have guided me on this joyous journey,

			gave my dreams and wings,

			and continue to inspire me.

		


		
			

			Foreword

			Catching “that trophy” big bass seems to be an ever-receding horizon. Well, that is for most of us. I know a guy who is an exception to that rule. A fisherman who has documented catches of well over a thousand of those green monsters weighing more than five pounds! He’ s a well-known professional who’s not selling anything every five minutes on television. He’s not promoting resorts or hiding his rods, reels, or lures when he’s heading off the water at the end of the day!

			There’s a myriad of things that make him unique, but his non-self-serving desire to share how he accumulated such an incredible record is one of them. I’ve found his only motivation is the pure joy he feels witnessing or hearing about the success stories of anglers who have learned something from him.

			One day over lunch we were discussing tournament strategies. After listening to my seemingly small pittance about getting a limit and then looking for that “kicker,” he offered, “Not me, I’m going hunting that big girl right off the bat. And when I find her, I’m more likely to know where her sisters are hiding!” I was shocked, surprised really, and a thousand what, why, when and where questions followed over the course of the next several months. BIG bass expert angler Mr. Joey Monteleone gladly, openly answered every question I posed. I’d like to say those conversations were the catalyst for this, his latest offering, but that would be a lie. I will claim that it was anyway because I am a fisherman, and everyone knows fishermen lie. Those lies, of course, don’t count on celestial scales. Utilizing some of the tips he shared with me, I bagged my two personal best bass that year, an eight pounder and a seven and a half. The thing is, both those fish were in areas I would never have fished at that time of year or with the lures I caught them with!

			Last year I headed for a solo run to one of my favorite bodies of water. When I got to the ramp two very nice young men took pity on me and helped with my launch. In passing the one fellow said to me, “Don’t waste your time throwing any cranks today. We been everywhere on this lake and haven’t had a bite on one.” After I pulled away from the dock I looked up at the front deck where one lonely rod with one very specific crankbait lay. Joey had recommended it the night before. Reluctant now, I pulled into the first cut and picked that rod up. On the third cast, a nice smallmouth hit it, then another. Every fish I caught that day (15) came on that Strike King 1.5 Oyster colored crankbait Joey recommended and predicted would work! I’m sure Joey has advised or mentored so many folks that this is just one of hundreds if not thousands similar success stories He has counseled me personally countless times.

			So what? I’m 76 years at this writing. I’ve been fishing since I was nine years old when I started chasing that receding horizon. One would think I’d mastered the sport by now. I’ve read and reread his masterful first effort, 60 Seasons, which was akin to having your own multi-species guide in the boat or on the bank with you. But Strictly Big Bass is a welcome, refreshing out-of-the-box approach to capturing lunker bass on a consistent basis. It contains tried and true approaches, many of which this old dog has never considered. Joey sums up his philosophy with this simple statement, “Most people want to find those five fish; I want to find five-pound fish!” He keeps a yearly journal wherein he documents each of over a thousand fish he catches each year. And now he adds to his personal knowledge having his excellent fisherwoman wife compete with him every day on the water. Debbie set a personal best last season landing an eight-pound largemouth out of Woods reservoir in Tennessee. My guess is she probably got the jump on all of us reading the manuscript.

			Conventional fishing catches conventional fish according to Joey. So Strictly Big Bass requires a different approach, some adjustments to strategy and tactics, and a willingness to set aside some old bad habits. Luckily, I have been the beneficiary of his friendship, wisdom, and mentorship. I know one can have fifty years of experience or they can have one year of experience fifty times. Take your talents and experience and do yourself a favor. Secure for yourself an additional sixty plus years of experience from one of the country’s most successful professionals, Joey Monteleone!

			We can’t conclude this forward without a word about the man. He is a super patriot, a devout man of faith, a good husband and family man. He absolutely loves talking to people, so if you meet him at a book signing, personal appearance, in the local tackle shop at the ramp launching his red white and blue Jackson Kayak or in the supermarket, go introduce yourself to him. If you do you are in for a treat—and maybe a great tip!

			~Michael Vines

			I have been fortunate to have known Joey Monteleone—angler, communicator, and a wonderful friend—for many years. If I had a tackle box filled with blessings, he’d be in there.

			In this book, Strictly Big Bass, my long time friend of over 40 years reveals things he’s learned in a lifetime of catching trophy bass, things you probably never knew about America’s number one game fish.

			Strictly Big Bass should be on every angler’s shelf! Read it! Strictly Big Bass is simply another masterpiece from one of the best fishermen in the world—a person I call “Brother Joey!

			~Bill Dance 
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			Humble Beginnings

			Little fish are liars; big fish hold all the secrets.

			Catching any fish is an accomplishment. We all heard it many times, I just want to catch at least one. It could be a kid on a creek bank or a seasoned angler in a high-powered bass boat, all in search of that elusive bass. It all begins with that silent prayer for some degree of success; fool that wonderfully wild creature into taking the bait. The journey can be with a cup of worms or an enormous collection of plastic boxes holding this season’s can’t miss artificial baits. Most of us can easily recall two fish—the first one and the biggest one. The trap we fall into is the goal of not getting skunked, zeroing and telling our fish story about the reasons they weren’t biting that day or the painful tale about the one that got away. In our quest to catch fish, even the smallest bass give us that feeling of accomplishment—I did it! Unfortunately, this masks what every person truly wants—that monster fish that gives us bragging rights. With each cast we display that eternal optimism of I’m going to set the hook on a giant.

			My goal with this book is not to help you catch a bunch of fish, it’s to help you catch a bunch of BIG fish.

			Little fish are like babies, always hungry and making mistakes because they lack experience of the world around them. Let’s be honest a fish hitting any bait is making a mistake; it’s a response to a stimulus provided by the person casting and retrieving (in most cases) an artificial bait. In this book you will repeatedly read what I would characterize as my theories—theories that are based off decades of experience with little scientific basis but have fooled the superior of the species, bass that would be considered trophy size. Let’s quantify that, for a largemouth bass, the most pursued species on the planet, a ten-pounder is recognized as the yardstick of epic accomplishment, but a five-pound largemouth is a trophy. In the case of the less widely distributed smallmouth, a fish above five pounds is good, but that fish pushing the scale past that five-pound mark brings the admiration of your fellow fishermen.

			As far as subspecies, spotted Kentucky bass of five pounds is cause for celebration. Keep in mind world record numbers as recognized by the governing bodies of such things range from the revered record of largemouth bass established in June of 1932 in a slough located in Georgia tilting the scales at 22 pounds 4 ounces with the smallmouth record a Dale Hollow Lake fish, shared by Tennessee and Kentucky, is a giant sitting at 11 pounds 14 ounces caught in 1955. The current record for spotted bass, a California fish weighing in at 11 pounds 4 ounces. You might note that in each of these species, in my opinion, catching a huge bass half the weight of any of the world record bass family should be considered a genuine trophy, but every fish caught is a victory and can be celebrated, it’s one of the hallmarks of bass fishing—every catch provides a story.

			The purpose of this book is to give the reader the benefit of my experience and success in cracking the code for what it takes to find and catch that fish of your dreams. The most dedicated bass casters recall every detail of two fish; their first and their biggest. The tactics between the covers of this book is meant to deliver the biggest bass of your life to your waiting grip.

			In a treasured memory I was privileged to having this very discussion with the iconic and legendary Bill Dance, he relived the story of his own coveted first fish.

			“My father and grandfather were both fishermen, my grandpa observed and studied the fish and often would share his wisdom with me. I got to tag along on many of their trips and spent a fair amount of time using antiquated tackle and live bait, catching black perch out of a local tiny Tennessee spot known as Mulberry Creek. Like many folks in our community I’d frequent the local country store that had a little of everything. One day I noticed a frog pattern bait in a display case and asked to inspect it a little closer. The store owner obliged, and I scanned every detail of the shiny new lure. ‘That one costs 75 cents, Bill,’ the owner said. I handed it back over to be returned to the display since I had no money.

			“One day Grandpa was planning a fishing trip to Cumberland Springs, and I was going to be allowed to come along. Grandma was going also. She would find a shady spot and set out a quilt and crochet as we roamed the banks in search of fish. Grandma looked at me and said, “I think I know what you need,” and unraveled a bandana revealing three shiny new quarters! A quick thank you and I was off to the store to get my own bait! Now my True Temper metal rod with an old Shakespeare reel had a real bait, an early Arbogast leopard frog pattern Jitterbug tied to it. After several false casts I threw my bait into the middle of a pool and watched as two bass approached it. I let sit, and when I slowly moved it, they followed the bait; rest and another short retrieve and the bigger of the two bass slammed my frog. Anxious to not let my fish get away I threw the whole rod and reel backward and started a hand over hand retrieve. I soon was racing toward Grandpa with my prize firmly clutched in my hands. ‘That’s a big Big Mouth,’ Grandpa said. ‘Let’s put it on the stringer.’

			“I wanted to put it in the car so it wouldn’t get away. We weighed that fish on an old gadget called a Fish DE-LIAR and then secured my prize on an old metal clip stringer attached to a tree root. On the way home we stopped at a grocery store because thy had scales ,and my first largemouth bass weighed in at two pounds five ounces. That fish changed my life!”

			My own story goes like this—as a young boy interested but clueless to the world of bass fishing, I recall looking at the covers of magazines found in the racks of many stores. Occasionally, I also would pick up a Saturday morning fishing show on one of the four local TV channels we received. Armed with very little information and even less tackle I would take a walk to a small stream in Cedar Hill, Missouri, Skull Bone creek to see if I could fool anything swimming in the shallow water. I could see them, but I couldn’t catch anything. I was oblivious to the fact that if I could see them, logically, they could see me. So, trip after trip—zero fish.

			A late spring day found me walking toward a local pond, surrounded by a field of broom sage. I continued on a well-worn path where others had walked the banks ignoring the NO TRESSPASSING sign. I had gained permission by performing a few farm duties for the owner. Briefly stopping to make one turn with a shovel in a spot along side a chicken coop to dig a few nightcrawler worms, I had my bait. Pulling a large night crawler worm from the coffee can, I carefully stitched the worm onto a small hook and adjusted my cork float to about ten inches above the hook. Walking to the base of a willow tree, I used a pendulum motion to guide my bait to the base of the weeping willow. Almost instantly the cork danced and disappeared, my reaction was to swing back and flop my first ever bass to my feet. Gathering my tackle more than my composure, I ran home to show off the fish, likely about a solid one pounder, that bass would forever change my life. That largemouth launched a life-long love affair with fishing and the never-ending search for that next BIG bass.

			TROPHY TIP: In any way you can, check the surface water temperature before or after you launch to help determine the mood of the bass. While bass can be caught at just about any temperature, they are most active in the 60 to 75-degree range. A small pool thermometer or any number of electronics will do. This will also seasonally give you a hint as to the spawning mode of the bass or the rate of digestion.
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			Below The Surface, Basic Beliefs

			Theories

			All of our opinions and theories are often unsubstantiated beliefs, just educated guesses. My own theories come from analyzing an extensive amount of details from really bad days and the most memorable and productive trips. I journal, research, and add a dose of science where possible to build on those theories through the pregame planning before launch and throughout the trip. Any scientific testing has components like a standard environment (impossible in the outdoors) and continual testing until you reach repeatable, predictable results. On days when you catch nothing, don’t consider those a failure—you actually still learn or reinforce something that you might have previously been exposed to and might again every single time your bait hits that water.

			Bass behavior can be tricky because it depends on several factors. A self-imposed rule in bass fishing is to erase from your vocabulary and thinking two words; never and always. These do not exist in fishing. What you can have are frequently recognized similarities.

			Catching Fish Isn’t Hard, Finding Fish Is Hard

			With the advent of most recent technology, electronic tools like Live Scope, Forward Facing Sonar, and Active Target images of fish appear in pixels on a screen along with lake bottom and cover—all are displayed, allowing the angler to present baits (also showing on the screen) to the fish in the range of the transducer which sends the signal back to the unit. (Disclaimer: In my opinion the use of electronics has the potential to cause the user to be separated from their senses. In short don’t abandon common sense and your inherent intuitive abilities by just staring at a screen.) I am in no way against the use of any kind of technology. What would fishing be like without the development of rods, reels, line, the trolling motor and so much more? On the plus side, a visual study of many game fish is the physical eye placement. Because of the way the eyes are oriented, it’s desirable in many instances to have the bait slightly above the fish and in close proximity to the bass in order for it to look like it’s easy to catch and minimal energy is needed to feed on it. Big fish don’t get big by chasing food sources a long distance. Ask any crappie fisherman employing the new imaging technologies, and the most common response is place the bait within inches of the fish and just above it.

			THEORY—In the business world, it’s called return on investment, ROI. The shortest distance a fish moves to get the biggest, highly nutritional meal means that fish that grows the largest. It really makes sense.

			Many people go into what I refer to as a “casting coma,” cast after cast, no strikes, and then it becomes mindless casting not even expecting to get a bite. This proves to be disastrous when the moment of truth arrives unexpectedly. Once I enter an area I truly believe has BIG bass potential I do a few things:

			
					I throw the quietest bait first. This is less likely to tip off a spooky fish, then move up in chronological sound progression from quietest to loudest. *Personal experience—many times while filming our TV show, Tennessee’s Wild Side, I announced to the cameraman “roll on me” which was my way of saying, I’m going to catch a fish right here. First cast, boom, a bite, often a good size fish. After landing the bass the cameraman would ask, “How did you know that?” My response was that I could just sense it. On another occasion filming on a small lake, I spotted a single stump along a small patch of lily pads, on a distinct point, and in eight feet of water. Again I gave my cameraman the verbal heads up and pitched a jig next to the stump and watched as my line immediately began to swim out toward deep water, a quick hook set and was soon lipping a seven-pound largemouth bass. Visually everything lined up for a fish to be there, the proper depth, then good cover, and previous experience just lead me to make a cast to the spot.

					I always cast past the spot in which I believe the fish is staged. Casting directly on top of them can push them out, spook them, or give them additional time to view my lure. I want the bait to get into their line of sight for a minimal amount of time so they must decide quickly as to whether to take it or allow it to pass by. Especially when fishing topwater, this bit of advice is most valuable. The longer a bass is allowed to look at an artificial bait in the mid water depths or top water columns, the less likely it is to hit it. Baits on the bottom or swimming type lures are the exception. This is particularly important in throwing spinnerbaits and crankbaits and getting a deflection bite from the bass.

			

			THEORY—Bass have relatively small brains, but while you’re in recreational mode; they’re in survival mode. The point being bass are not cognitive creatures—they react to external stimuli. My opinion is fish DO NOT learn, but they can become conditioned. Sight, sound, vibration, and other sensory clues can be noticed but can alarm or condition the fish to not strike. For this reason, I make a few casts and then move or switch baits or presentations. When you continually throw to a fish, it most likely knows something has entered their home area, if they don’t hit after a couple of casts then you are conditioning the fish to not pay attention to the crankbait, spinner, buzzer, or other offering. My belief is this is why certain baits stop working, rattling baits versus silent baits, wide wobbling crankbaits versus tight runners, large lures versus the downsized versions are all possible example and solutions.

			Sound is one of the most misunderstood aspects of the underwater world of the bass by the bass fisherman. Years ago, the elderly fishing persons always advised people to be quiet or they would scare off the fish. While normal conversation does little to disrupt a bass, sharp or unnatural sounds will cause them to go into a negative mode. Sensing an intruder doesn’t mean they will leave an area, but it’s likely they will move into heavy cover or seek a closer position to an escape route, normally deeper water.

			To put this into a more understandable science-based perspective, sound travels through water five times faster than it does through air! Sound can be a negative influence on game fish. Rattling type baits, crankbaits, lipless cranks, rattling spinners, and jigs equipped with rattles can be used in dirty water or around aggressive fish, but as a rule I use silent artificial lures. Tips I often gave at seminars were to tournament competitors who talked of fish being spooked when they entered areas that had previously gotten a high degree of fishing pressure. The answers were in three parts: shut down the big engine long before entering your fishing water, use the wind to drift you into position as much as possible, and if you’re using a two-bladed propeller (the most common) on your trolling motor, change it to a three-bladed prop. The three blades not only sound different but actually create curiosity, drawing the attention of your target fish.

			Where are they?

			The search for bass is a puzzle with 500 pieces. Let’s preface this by saying an attribute you should often apply using this theory, they don’t all do the same thing at the same time. This theme will be repeated often in this book. Knowing your quarry and in dealing with any wild creature there is a huge advantage to educating yourself as to their habits, likes, and dislikes. My choice to not use electronics does force me to be more aware of natural and visual clues, and any success I realize on a big fish bite automatically is committed to memory.

			Getting the edge on bass

			Fishing or hunting or just developing stalking outdoor skills will lead you to a few commonalities. One of my favorites is the use of edges. As a deer hunter, edges come into play often. Feeding areas, bedding spots, entering the woods or agricultural fields are very often used in paths that could be defined as edges. For bass, edges are an integral part of their feeding, ambush, migration, and other activities. Edges and their use are limited in the eyes of many anglers, they immediately think of the shoreline and leave it at that. Open up your imagination to the other possibilities, and it will make you a better angler. If you’ve been relegated to walking and fished from the bank of a creek or pond, how often have you had a fish at the last second hit your bait almost at your feet? Edge! They use the edge to trap any possible food source. Ever had that happen right at the side of your boat? Edge! When bass push a school of shad to the surface, gravity is their friend, the shad can jump but the bass is waiting to swallow as many as possible, and again the surface is an edge. Bass watch as your bait flutters down to the bottom and stare at it. You move it slightly, and the bass inhales the lure off the bottom—another edge. The side of a big submerged tree, a bridge piling, a wing dam—those and more are all edges. Work those edges!

			TROPHY TIP: Be observant and watch for any movement that might tip you off to the presence of a fish. A disturbance around lily pads, through moss, a fish chasing bait; all of these are visual clues.
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			Focus On Their Four Needs

			The BIG bass do things well to thrive; the others just survive. Things they have in common are basic bass needs. There are four basic needs. Find the area that serves all these needs and I guarantee you’ll eventually find big bass.

			
					OXYGEN—Scientific studies show that for fish to do well they need dissolved oxygen at levels of between 5–6 parts per million. Low levels or less than 3 parts per million of dissolved oxygen threaten the survival of freshwater fish. As in humans, no oxygen, no breathing, no life. Dissolved oxygen in warm summertime waters is decreased and often leads to the phenomenon known as “die off” and the mishandling of fish whether from recreation or tournaments can also lead to high levels of mortality. Increased oxygen at times can draw and hold fish. Moving waters in the form of feeder creeks in lakes or even secondary creeks entering rivers or rivers themselves can be hot spots providing the much-needed oxygen at certain times.

					FOOD—Big bass are the most efficient predators. They are found in places that offer diverse forage bases and in large amounts. What they eat can determine their size, health, and life span. The diet of bass in studies shows large amounts of shad, and there’s a logical explanation for this. Shad are often the most abundant food source. Given the opportunity bass will seek out and suck up every available crawfish. If crawfish came with a nutritional label like our food, it would show highly desirable contents. I refer to crawfish as the “Red Bull” for bass—high energy and packs the pounds on. For very five pounds of crawfish eaten by a bass it gains a pound, nothing else comes close. One look at a largemouth bass tells the story; if they can catch it and it fits in their mouth, they’ll eat it.

					COVER—In the case of the largemouth bass they are classically object-oriented. Drawn to various kinds of cover, the search can be maddening. Every body of water has something the largemouth bass can relate to, hide behind, use as an ambush point or as a resting spot. In a bowl-shaped lake bass will even go to single objects, one boulder rock, a single stump, a clump of aquatic water weeds, or any such attraction. This is where the most fundamental difference occurs with largemouth versus smallmouth bass. Smallmouth relate to deeper water and the contours or points contained there. The same stump that holds a largemouth bass means little or nothing to a smallmouth if there is deep water available.

					DEEP WATER CLOSE BY—For many species of freshwater fish this holds true, deep water for security and escape is essential. Often times when you hook a really big bass, it’s been my experience they will do one of two things: try to “bury up” in heavy cover, or head to deep water. Smallmouths are notorious for this behavior. Deep water feels like a safe sanctuary to bass.
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