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INTRODUCTION


Four Seasons of Walleye


As I look back on last year, to say nothing of a couple decades of walleye fishing, it’s easy to see the trends that emerge from one season to another. Spring through winter, walleyes make predictable movements, heading to the shallows for a few months before sliding back to the depths. The better you follow them, the better your chances for success. That’s why we’re going to look at the four seasons and the prevailing patterns for each of them. Consider this your most important calendar—a “cheat sheet” to lead you through the months and to more walleyes.


Spring: Storm the Shallows


Spring walleyes invade the shallows to spawn and then hang around for a spell before dispersing. Few other movements are as predictable as this one, and I like to narrow my search by looking for current. If there’s a river, there will be walleyes around. Up on Lake of the Woods, fish sift into the Rainy River. Off of Erie, they slide up the Detroit. On any number of smaller waters, they stage off creeks and narrows—any place with current. Additional keys to locating spring walleyes are weeds, drop-offs, and gravelly, hard-bottom areas. In rivers, concentrations of walleyes will hold below dams and current breaks, including pilings, rock piles, and dips and valleys in the bottom.


Jigging always excels in spring. You can pitch jigs shallow or fish them vertically below the boat. Bring minnows, leeches, and crawlers—it’s never too early for leeches and crawlers. Many times I’ll hook two smaller minnows on a jig, with one right side up and the other upside down. Together they look like a V for a greater profile with more flash. And when there’s competition from numbers of fish, if a walleye steals one of the minnows, you still have another one ready to catch its buddy.


Other options are casting minnow baits such as Countdown Rapalas or trolling Original Rapalas over the shallows. In rivers, trolling is too often overlooked. To find fish I’ll pull Storm Hot ’n’ Tots upstream and down. But when you go downstream, be sure to shorten the length of your line. After you find the fish, you can often go back and mop up on them with jigs.


[image: chpt_fig_001]


This walleye was caught while pitching jigs in shallow water around rocks and weeds. DAVID ROSE




Summer: Break Out the Lead


When summertime sets in, there’s no more efficient way to find fish—and catch them—than with bottom bouncers and spinners. They not only cover water but also combine the strum of an artificial with the smell and taste of live bait.


As in ice fishing, I don’t limit myself to just prominent structures. I’ll look well beyond them in the lake basin or in a reservoir’s deepest creek channels. Since you can bet most of the fish will be in more than 20 feet of water, the best way to find them is with quality electronics. In fact, I seldom start fishing without seeing anything on my electronics. That way you’ll see bugs, bait, and predators. Don’t be afraid to spend time just looking.


While bottom bouncers keep bait near bottom, they also tell you a lot about it. When I use a bottom bouncer on Berkley FireLine (most often twenty-pound), I can feel the sponge of soft bottom and the “tick-tick” of hard bottom. Focus on these changes, since food such as crayfish, minnows, and aquatic insects will concentrate there. Still, the fish will change location from day to day, even hour to hour. You have to keep moving along the structure and beyond it to stay on fish. If, on the other hand, I spot walleyes up higher on my electronics, I’ll set back a spinner with a nightcrawler behind a planer board. To get it down to the appropriate depth, I’ll use either a bouncer or a clip-on weight.
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Spinner and nightcrawler strike again. DAVID SCROPPO


It’s also important to experiment with your spinners. While the guidelines of silver in clear water and gold in dark hold true, you’ll often find certain preferences depending on the water. Come midsummer, walleyes feed a surprising amount on crayfish, and the best pattern I’ve found to trigger fish is gold with a splash of orange—even in clear water. No. 2 and No. 3 blades do the job most places, but if you get around big fish or on the Great Lakes, boost up to No. 4 and No. 5. Stock up on a variety of blades and try different sizes and colors, including the new generation of holographic offerings, which often outproduce hammered or standard blades. The more you test, the better your grade will be.


Fall: Head for the Narrows


Want to zero in on walleyes when the water cools? Then head for the narrows. The quickest shortcut to find fall fish is to work areas between lakes or with any kind of current. Channels leading from one lake to another, inlets, and rivers or the mouths of bays are all prime territory.


When I get there, I look for green weeds that hold baitfish. In shallow water no deeper than 12 feet, walleyes often will be concentrated due to the food and a slight stain in clarity that comes with current. Current, though, doesn’t necessarily mean a river—wind can create it, too. Fish on the downwind sides of points, where bait washes in, and be ready.


To target walleyes when the water dips into the 50s or below, I know of no better way than with crankbaits. Large Rapala Husky Jerks—nothing smaller than No. 10 and preferably a No. 14—trip a predator’s trigger when it’s feeding on the season’s biggest baitfish. Fishing jerkbaits on FireLine for its lack of stretch, I cast out, reel the bait down, and stop it. Sometimes you can let it sit until you get a hit. If you don’t, work it in with twitches of the rod tip and frequent pauses. When you catch a fish, make a mental note of the length of the pause and repeat it. When the fish stop biting one particular retrieve, begin experimenting. Another great bait in fall is the Rapala Tail Dancer, which you can cast out and reel in slowly, punctuating the retrieve with occasional twitches.


Winter: Expand Your Reach


If anything, it’s too easy to return to the same old, same old when ice fishing—you know, park your coop in one place and don’t budge for months. Make a resolution, then, to expand on your locations and techniques for winter walleyes.




For starters, gear up with the best in modern-day technology. With it, you won’t stay put on the ice. A high-quality auger punches holes in no time, allowing you to drop a line here, there, and everywhere in order to cover more hard water. Beyond the auger, consider investing in an underwater camera. You’ll be able to watch fish move in—heck, you’ll be able to verify their presence in the first place—and adjust jigging motions to trigger them. Usually walleyes race in but then require a lighter jigging motion to make them bite. With a camera, you’ll be able to see if you twitch a jig or a spoon too hard—the walleyes will skate away in a flash.


This is also the time of year to go deep, my dear. When you set up near a reef or an underwater point or bar, be sure to explore the areas out from it where the bottom changes from hard to soft and tapers into the lake basin. It’s worth your while to have a number of holes drilled so you can stair-step your way out to the deepest water in the lake.


But not all fish are on bottom. Even over 30 feet of water, I like to set a tip-up at varying depths, changing its level about every half hour. I might start with a bait halfway down, then extend it to 20 feet a little later. You’ll be surprised how many walleyes suspend in winter.


If you’re working two holes in front of you, work one with a Jigging Rapala or a spoon. For the other, set up a dead rod with a jig and minnow. Just let it sit there, and watch the rod tip bounce as the minnow quivers. When it stops, reach over and bump the rod to get the minnow dancing again. Often your jigging action will bring the fish in, but they’ll take the bait on the dead rod. When you diversify in wintertime, the walleyes will reward you.


When you follow the prevailing patterns throughout the year, you’ll stay on fish no matter the season. So put this story in your memory bank or even in your pocket. It will help you put the principles into practice spring, summer, fall, or winter.
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Here, I’m moving slowly along structure trying to locate fish with my electronics. DAVID ROSE











SPRING


CHAPTER ONE


Rigged and Ready


A tricked-out boat delivers in spades.


Rigging a boat is one thing. Tricking it out is another. And in the interest of function, performance, and safety, a tricked-out boat delivers in spades. So does caring for it with a measure of preventive maintenance.


Whether a boat is a new one or an old friend, it deserves some attention before you go down the road and out on the water. And either one would benefit as well—you would, too—from some of the newest, slickest options for rigging or retrofitting. Your boat will thank you.


Lubrication


To get started, well before I hit the road, I give the trailer and boat a look-see. Toolbox in tow, I check nuts, bolts, and screws everywhere—even on the boat itself—tightening anything that needs it.




Next up, take care of everything on the lubrication front. For this I depend on synthetic lubricant for all parts of boat and trailer. Look for a spray you can spritz on any electrical connection to provide a rust inhibitor. Hit the connections to batteries, trailer lights, electronics, and trolling motor. Speaking of batteries, life is even easier in that department with the new maintenance-free models. Checking water levels, however seldom you needed to with traditional batteries, is now a thing of the past.


For a heavier dose of lube where it’s deserved—say, on trailer hubs or zerks (the nubs that supply lubrication to the steering apparatus of your boat’s motor)—try a synthetic lubricant derived from PTFE, a key ingredient in Teflon. It does its job in a grease gun, replacing old-fashioned petroleum-based grease.


Stem to Stern


In the interest of safety, I have my kicker motor rigged with a power lift, which tilts or deploys the motor at a touch of a button. That’s a handy option to have when the waves are rolling and it would be difficult to perch back near the transom to lift that trolling motor by hand.


While you’re stocking or supplying your boat with all the necessary items, don’t forget a good anchor and at least 100 feet of anchor rope in case your motor goes on the fritz. Another handy thing to have aboard is a drift sock. Tie it to 20 to 30 feet of rope, and it’s great for slowing your boat while fishing in wind. It’s also indispensable in times of peril—say, if your motor goes down in high winds and waves. The reason is that you can tie the sock to the bow eyelet on that length of rope, and it will keep the boat’s bow into the wind rather than having it turn sideways to the swells, where it could swamp.


In case the water gets hairy, a couple more items to have on board are safety flares (if you’ve had yours for a while, check to see how old they are) and a signaling flag. The bright-orange flag should be aboard—in fact it’s law on some waters, including the Ohio portion of Lake Erie—to provide another signal for help.


An ounce of prevention can help protect your equipment and yourself for the long term. Anytime, for that matter, is a good time to give your boat and trailer a once-over. Hit electrical connections, and then stow a drift sock for fishing and in the event your boat goes floating for the middle of nowhere in high seas. It would be a shame to miss a great catch because your boat wasn’t both rigged and ready.











CHAPTER TWO


Spring Has Sprung


Recent weather will impact your plans.


Come March and April, you had better figure the recent weather into your plans. If it’s a cold spring, the walleyes probably won’t start spawning in mid-March and do their dispersal with the early-spring advance of warm weather. Instead they’ll likely start spawning in April and will hang tight to the same areas for the next few weeks. That holds true wherever you are, although the farther north you live or fish, the later the spawn and the opener. If it’s an early spring, on the other hand, it pays to look farther down the river or lake, on points and flats near but not next to spawning grounds.


Where to look? Walleyes are opportunists that will spawn in rock, gravel, and weeds. In the same body of water, you might find walleyes over some of each. Check all of them, as well as the adjacent areas—walleyes that have spawned in 3 to 5 feet of water over weeds might be just offshore where the water gets deeper. Or they might be on a nearby patch of sand and gravel. Or they could be just a cast away from a small creek. The clearer the water, the deeper you’ll have to look. Some days you have to look beyond the drop-off on mud bottoms that warm first in clear water and generate the earliest insect life.


If the weeks of weather before you hit the water are important, so are the conditions on the day you’re out there. Often it’s no problem to catch fish all night long, but when darkness gives way to light, it can be difficult to trigger any of the fish during the first few hours of daylight as their systems adjust. Sunlight and warmer midday temperatures can be the key to fish activity. By the time noon rolls around and the sun has been on the water a few hours, walleyes will often begin moving shallow and feeding. On dark, windy days without the warming effect, the fish will often hold deeper and be less active.


The Tag Team


Whenever I’ve found potential spawning areas, I start the search with a pair of lures. I know of no more effective way of covering water than with a tag-team approach—one angler pitching a crankbait and another using a jig.


The best cranks in spring are on the small side, something 4 inches or less. It’s hard to beat an Original No. 9 or No. 11 Rapala cast and retrieved over gravel, rocks, and weeds. This time of year, walleyes are more reluctant to smash a mouthful, like a big jerkbait, and are more prone to pop something more delicate. To fish a floating Rap, cast out, crank it a few times to get it down and skim the weeds, then work it in with a slow retrieve punctuated by pauses and twitches. A 7-foot spinning rod is an excellent choice for throwing lures long distances and setting hooks.


Meanwhile, the other angler complements the crank with a slower offering to get the less-aggressive fish. Enter 1⁄16- and ⅛-ounce jigheads, great choices for working live bait. If you’re in water 10 feet or less, you’re going to want to pitch it out and work it back slowly to the boat. Be sure to mix up your retrieves and find what does the trick—and that key little motion might change day to day, even hour to hour. Many days nothing is more effective than a simple drag, where you pull the jig and bait along bottom. But when the water warms during midday, you can get a little more aggressive and lift and drop the jig, pop it, maybe shake it in place. Make a mental note, though, of what you’re doing when you get bit. Now’s  the time to replicate that action. Fish will often be into the same retrieve. When they stop biting, however, I’ll switch colors or bait. Or sometimes I’ll slip deeper and fish vertically.
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