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FOREWORD

Growing up in the city of Trenton, New Jersey, I always thought I had it all. My home was just one block from the Delaware River, a roller skating rink, ball fields, and playgrounds. Even a four-star bakery was just around the corner. My father was an enthusiastic fisherman, both fresh and salt water, and he took me often. I also fished locally with my friends. Catfish and carp were the primary targets. I’d water our small lawn before dark and return with a flashlight and coffee can later that evening to gather nightcrawlers for bait. Then it was on to the kitchen, where my mother and I would make cornmeal dough balls for carp. I was ready for the next day’s fishing and life was great.

Fishing with lures was yet to come, but that didn’t stop me from sneaking through my father’s tacklebox and rummaging through the Daredevils, plugs, and spinners crammed in the trays. Amid all the wood and metal artificials I found something totally different, a Bass HAIR BUG. It fascinated me. It looked homemade and I immediately thought how cool it would be to craft my own lures. I had to wait a few more years to make that happen, but the seed was planted.

Over the years, fly fishing and fly tying became my passions, and I started to get invitations to tie at major flyfishing shows. This is where I met Pat Cohen in 2010 at the Fly Fishing Show in Somerset, New Jersey. He was sitting about six tables away from me at Tiers Row. It was Pat’s first appearance at the famed show and he wasted no time drawing a crowd and causing a buzz of excitement that resounded down the aisle. It was obvious that he was someone very special.

I had to get a closer look, so I walked over to his spot and luckily managed a close-up glimpse of his artistry in action. I was drawn in immediately. Lying on the table were bass bugs that were far more sophisticated than anything in my father’s tacklebox of long ago. Pat’s bugs were exceptional pieces of art. To say that he took spinning deer hair to another level is a gross understatement. These patterns had a style all their own. He tied some easily recognized traditional bass bugs, but most impressive were his creations that reflected a truly ‘outside the box’ creativity.

Pat is a formally trained artist with a BA degree in figurative drawing and sculpture. Being adorned with tattoos, one quickly realizes his love of tattoo art, and after more than ten years he still practices as a highly sought-after tattoo artist near his home in upstate New York. These artistic skills have obviously served him well in working with deer hair and tying tools. His work can be functional as well as entertaining, and the patterns he ties can range from incredibly realistic mouse simulations to poppers and beyond. Pat fashions deer hair with unsurpassed technical quality. The tightly packed fibers actually feel like cork when he finishes trimming them. Color accents and spots are so well defined you might think they were painted on. The workmanship is absolutely stunning. I’ve been a huge fan since our first encounter, and have had the privilege of watching him tie at many shows. He has an engaging personality and loves interacting with the enthusiastic folks who crowd the booth to see a true master at work.

Reading Pat’s book is almost like having him by your side. It is loaded with content and he covers traditional as well as the latest styles of bass bug configurations. Dive into its pages and you’ll find yourself both amazed and informed. I’m confident it will also improve your fly tying skills.

Bob Popovics
December 2019


PREFACE

I decided to write Super Bass Flies to share information that I have gathered in pursuing bass on the fly with other anglers and tyers. I began fishing for bass as a child, and it remains a passion for me to this day. Making smart design choices based on an understanding of the prey you are imitating makes the most sense to me as a fly angler. There is a seemingly long-forgotten history to bass flies dating back to the eighteenth century. At times, it seems to me that the recent history of trout fishing overshadowed the much longer history of American bass fishing. I researched this history a fair amount and will share much of what I learned with you, although the history of bass flies can be a book unto itself, and if it piques your interest I encourage you to research further.

When I was beginning to put this book together I really thought about what I wanted to offer my readers, and decided that just another book of fly recipes or step-by-steps without explanations was not for me. I researched each food source to give a bit of insight into the actual behavior of each creature we are imitating. Some of the fly contributors shared their personal techniques as well. I broke the book down into three main areas: topwater, mid-column, and bottom, with examples on how to fish the flies in the various portions of the water; it makes no sense to me to have a book of great flies from talented tyers all over the world without explanations about how, why, and when to use them.

Biologically, bass are quite sensitive creatures, and their behavior and feeding habits constantly change. Knowledge of these often-predictable changes will give the fly angler a better understanding of how to pursue these finicky and complex fish. I had to dig deep and spend a huge amount of time really internalizing what it is I do when I’m on the water. How do my presentations change, when, and why? Once I was able to conceptualize these techniques, I decided it was extremely important to offer these suggestions and insight on how to use flies effectively throughout the seasons. Every fly in this book was created with a specific purpose in mind. Flies need to solve a problem, informed by experience on the water. In writing this book I tried to cover the relevant food sources I observed during my angling experiences. Use Super Bass Flies as a reference to expand your base knowledge of creative bass-on-the-fly solutions.
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The author with a beautiful upstate New York smallmouth bass.


INTRODUCTION

There is an abundance of warm-water streams, lakes, and farm ponds to fish where I live in upstate New York. I was always a terrible fisherman with spin and casting gear, but I began fly fishing in 2008, and since then I have caught more fish than I can count. I have been tying flies since January of 2009. Fly fishing and tying have become an essential part of my life. Since 2012 I have tied flies on a full-time commercial basis, and have designed materials, dubbing, and tools for fly tiers. One of the most well-known is the Fugly Packer, which is a packing tool for the making of bass bugs.

I specialize in warm water predatory flies, although I am best known for my deer hair bass bugs. The artistic freedom that fly tying offers is what drew me to it. All of my flies are meant to be fished with the exception of the display offerings. I enjoy blending natural with synthetic materials to create flies that maximize the triggers that make predators eat. I have blended my knowledge and passion for art with my knowledge and passion for fly tying to create a unique approach to fly making. I have been accused of being a lure maker from time to time, but honestly, I find no offense in that at all, as all flies are lures.

My passion for all things fly began with both smallmouth and largemouth bass. I am to this day still passionate about these wonderful fish. I have designed numerous flies around the pursuit of them. I have an obsession with the custom tackle industry and figuring out ways to bring that technology into bass flies. One of my latest creations for doing just that is the Cohen’s Creature Ultra Suede series. It was a perfect way for me to bring the movement and success of soft plastics into fly tying.

I have a deeply ingrained passion for chasing golden bones; carp on the fly is a challenge that more and more fly anglers are only beginning to appreciate. Carp are by far one of the most difficult fresh water species to hook with a fly, and I’ve created a wide variety of nymph patterns to target these misunderstood and often maligned game fish. I also created a unique dubbing called Cohen’s Carp Dub to help create more convincing carp flies.

I have an obsession with pike on the fly as well. I have designed a selection of streamers and materials to aid in the pursuit of the water wolf. The power and explosion of these incredible game fish is second to none. There is nothing in the world like hooking a big pike on a glass rod in small stream hand-to-hand combat style. I attempt to pursue musky on the fly as well when time allows.

In recent years I have had the opportunity to travel a fair amount, sharing my knowledge of bass flies and techniques. As a result of my travels I have also had the good fortune to fish while traveling. My visits to Florida, in which I chase various fish in ditches and canals, have become near and dear to me. The peacock bass is a fish that I just can’t seem to catch enough of. Whether it’s Mayan cichlids, peas, gar, or Florida largemouth, the freshwater fishery in Florida is something that I just can’t get enough of.

I have instructional DVDs on the market teaching my deer hair techniques. I also have a YouTube channel offering some free videos. My flies have been featured in multiple magazines and books over the past several years. You can follow me on Instagram at @rusuperfly or Facebook at www.facebook.com/theinkedfisherman, or check my website (www.rusuperfly.com) for my products.

I am an ambassador for Predator Fly Gear, Epic Rods by Swift Fly Fishing Company, 3-Tand Reels, Peak Vises, Loon Outdoors, Ahrex Hooks, Vedavoo, and Custom Gheenoe Boats. I am also a signature fly designer for Orvis. Hareline Dubbin, LLC distributes most of the products that I have created. I have had the opportunity to tie and design flies for a wide range of species with guides and lodges all over the world. I regularly demonstrate and teach fly tying. I also do presentations on these great warm water species at various events and fly shops all over the USA. In this book, I share what I’ve learned over the years.


PART I:

PRELIMINARIES


1

BASS BASICS

THE BASSES

Bronzeback, brown bass, bucketmouth, fat momma, big daddy, potbelly, lunker, rod bender, ole mossy back, sewer trout, green trout, ditch pickle, football, humpbacks, widemouth bass, America’s fish. A collection of names such as these surely represents a coveted fish in sport fishing culture. Largemouth and smallmouth bass are part of the sunfish family and a species of black bass. It can be argued that they are the two most recognized and pursued of the black bass. After all, a multi-billion dollar industry has been built around the leisure activity of bass angling. They are the most common bass you will hear anglers discussing and are the most widely spread bass in North America.

Pursuing largemouth bass and smallmouth bass on the fly create an excitement in me that I can’t even begin to explain. Although familiar with many other species of fish, including trout, pike, musky, and even some saltwater species, no matter what, I always find myself coming back to bass fishing at the end of whatever adventure I was just on. Bronzebacks and bucketmouths will be the main focus of this book, although there is tremendous diversity of bass species that anglers can pursue within the genus Micropterus. Many of the other noted species have a very limited geographic range throughout the US. If you are fortunate to live in an area with these other species, a lot of these ideas can apply to them as well.

According to my research, fisheries biologists have agreed that there are nine major species of bass reproducing and thriving in North America: Alabama bass, Florida bass, Guadalupe bass, largemouth bass, redeye bass, shoal bass, smallmouth bass, spotted bass, and Suwannee bass. As many as ten other noted species have been recognized according to their geographic range, some of which I have had the pleasure of pursuing over the years. They have brought me to some absolutely beautiful rivers and stillwaters around the country. My personal preference is river fishing, so my blood gets pumping any time I get to pursue various bass species in moving water.

[image: image]

AMERICAN ROOTS

Everything I have read regarding the origins of black bass say they originated in the upper Mississippi Valley, Florida, and parts of the Great Lakes Region. Bass are a native North American fish thriving here before brown trout were ever stocked in our waters. In the late 1800s, after realizing the sport fishing potential of these great fish, enthusiasts transported bass throughout the US and other countries. I have had the pleasure of meeting other bass fly tiers from Japan, France, Italy, and several other countries. It can be argued that largemouth bass are the most popular of all the black bass and have the widest range, covering almost all fifty states. Smallmouth bass don’t have as wide a range as largemouths do, and can be found mainly through the temperate zones in the US and Canada.

PREFERRED HABITAT OF THE BASS

Largemouth bass mainly inhabit lakes, ponds, canals, and in some cases river systems. They prefer slow to no current. Due to their ambush feeding habits, they prefer areas with abundant vegetation and structure so they may hide in wait for unsuspecting prey. Structure can be defined as any protrusion in the water, including log jams, brush piles, weed beds, or rock piles. This prerequisite for structural habitat begins at birth, at which time they use structure as a hiding place to avoid predation. For those fortunate enough to survive adolescence, the need for structural habitat evolves into hunting camouflage for ambushing their prey. Largemouth prefer waters that range from 65 to 90 degrees Fahrenheit, although they can survive and thrive in Southern waters that reach into the upper nineties. In areas where the waters freeze, they require deep pools with thermoclines available in order to survive the winters. Bodies of water with consistently temperate inflowing springs also help survival in extreme conditions.

Smallmouth bass are a bit more sensitive to their environment. They need cooler water temperatures to survive and truly thrive. The preferred range for these fish to live happily is 65 to 75 degrees Fahrenheit. Like most creatures, Mother Nature has provided them with the ability to adapt to their surroundings even when not ideal to ensure their survivability. They need much cleaner water than largemouth to thrive, as well as higher dissolved oxygen levels in the water. This explains why they inhabit so many river systems and deeper lakes throughout the US and Canada. Optimum conditions for smallmouth survival would be a moderate moving stream with various depths, pools, and riffles and a rocky substrate that also contains a fair amount of gravel. They have a preference to areas of shade and various forms of structure. Rock piles, bridge pilings, crumbled cement, fallen logs over gravel bottoms, and rock shelves all offer good habitat for small-mouth to hunt and feed.

WHY WOULD I FLY FISH FOR BASS?

I’m going to go out on a limb here and conclude that most of us began our love of fishing with a spinning rod, a bobber, and a squirming night crawler on a hook. In order for me to fully explain why I use flies to pursue bass, we should all take a minute to reminisce on our childhood outdoor memories. We were probably camping with our parents, sitting on a dock, and watching intently for our bobber to go under. Those early days of drowning worms while catching bluegills and the occasional largemouth are forever burned into my memories. It was summer, it was about quality family time, and it was fun. The smell of smoky camp fires and marshmallow s’mores during the evening brings a smile to my face even as I write this.

As I grew into my teens, the desire to fish faded as things like school, sports, and other interests occupied my time, and fishing became a last resort when nothing more exciting was taking place. The days of digging worms and minnow traps had ended and I found myself looking for other ways to catch fish. I eventually found myself interested in the vast world of lures and artificial bait, and the almighty soft plastic worm became a staple. I stumbled my way through these fishing methodologies, but never felt a connection to them because I was also terribly inept at using them. I read various fishing periodicals but never seemed to absorb any of the information. My interest in fishing faded for a time. At some point I did find a desire to really try and catch fish again. I can’t pinpoint an exact time frame or a specific reason, it just sort of happened. I would venture into various tackle shops and ask questions and attempt to pick up some magical techniques. I think those old-time shop owners saw that I was eager—or desperate—and sold me everything from the latest lure to a magical hand washing potion to remove the human smell from my fingers. My dad and brother would just laugh at me when the sound of that cash register started dinging and my wallet came out. Those trips usually ended in me being broke and disappointed, but it was a great way to spend some time together, even if fish were hardly ever brought to hand. Nonetheless, those days paved the way for my introduction to fly fishing.

The day that I discovered fly fishing is a vivid memory for me. The three stooges—my dad, my brother, and I—were out standing on the banks of the Schoharie Creek, half-heartedly chucking a variety of lures and baits to entice a smallmouth or walleye to take the offering, and leaving the occasional tree ornament in the attempt. My brother had an Eagle Claw combo fly/spin rod in the trunk of his car. None of us really fly fished; he just happened to have acquired a fly-fishing rig. I grabbed the pile of foreign gear and slowly figured out how to assemble it all. Of course being that this rod was able to transform from spin to fly, it was a guessing game as to how a fly reel actually attached to it.

As bank anglers, the entire goal of a fishing trip was to come home with dry feet and clothing, although we sometimes took a dunking after a mis-step. But once that fly rod was in my hands it was like something eliminated my impulse to remain dry. Some unseen force beckoned me to wade out into the water’s swift current. In hindsight, I probably drew inspiration from some fly-fishing TV show. So off into the stream I walked thrashing that rod around in a frantic effort to get the line to go out and deliver my fly to some unsuspecting bass. Needless to say, no fish were harmed that day, but something happened that changed the way that I approached fishing from that point forward.

That was the moment my fly fishing journey began. The connection to fishing that I always longed for finally manifested—a connection to my surroundings, to the waters, and to the fish I pursued. Fly fishing forced me to search out an understanding of fish biology and ecosystems. I started reading aquatic biology books, stream ecology books, and anything else I could get to attain a higher understanding of fish behavior. To say that I became obsessed with fly fishing would be an understatement. I consistently drove to any fly-related shop that I could find. I would stay and chat, ask questions, look at rods and reels, then usually go home with something to add to my growing collection of gear. Thankfully my significant other was very patient and understanding as I usually dragged her along with me. I joined online forums and made some new like-minded fishing friends. I hit the water feeding my new obsession as often as I could.

My first year fly fishing I logged around 260 days on the water chasing fish. Even if that meant only putting in 2 hours in the morning before work, I went out. I caught more fish that first year than in my entire life with tackle. Now let’s be clear, this newfound success had nothing to do with past bad tackle or new great flies. Unbeknownst to me at the time, the very fundamentals of bass fishing were, up to the point of my new fly obsession, remiss. I never actually took the time to learn how to fish or use the baits that I was casting. We would tie on the lure and throw it out as far as possible into the lake or stream. There was no rhyme or reason to my past fishing attempts. The methods were never based on science or an understanding of fish behavior.

A question I hear all too often goes along the lines of, “Why not just use spin tackle if you want to catch bass so badly?” Because it’s just downright fun to use a fly. As anglers there is nothing more thrilling than the pull of a large fish at the end of your line. Whether that line is attached to a fly rod or spin rod makes no difference to that particular user. The end goal is the same: to revel in the glory of a fish bigger than the one your buddy caught and bigger than the previous one you caught. The type of delivery system that you use in pursuit of big fish glory is entirely up to you. I prefer the fly rod and I’m presuming that if you are reading this you do as well. Fly fishing is by far not the easiest way to catch fish. There are few situations available where I would even say that is an advantage. So why do we choose to use it? For me personally, I just love it.
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A beautiful resting stop in our pursuit of smallmouth bass.

Black bass are the ideal gamefish for fly rodders. I cut my teeth fly fishing for smallmouth in small streams. The streams and rivers where smallmouth thrive are beautiful, some would even say majestic. They compare to any trout stream that I’ve ever encountered. These fish actively eat flies, they pull hard and can be very challenging to catch. They force you to think, be pro-active, and have a solid game plan if you want to have success fooling them. You require a variety of flies and lines, and you need a solid understanding of presentation and structure breakdown to be successful. Weather patterns affect their behavior, and they can be as selective as the wariest of brown trout.

Depending on geographic location, largemouth can grow to very impressive sizes. The world record is just over 22 pounds. If you love big topwater explosions as much as I do, look no further—these fish will test your gear and your patience. They can be very difficult to catch as well. A slight change in weather or barometric pressure can turn things on or off at a moment’s notice. They can be very selective and hard-to-reach. The preferred summer habitat of lilypads, weed beds, and deep-water suspension can be a very frustrating and testing environment for a fly angler. If you love a fish that will put a serious bend in an 8-weight rod and show off acrobatic jumping abilities until netted, this is the bass for you. So please tell me, what’s not to love about either of these magnificent fish?

WHAT THE HECK IS A BASS FLY?

To really delve into this subject we need to briefly discuss the history of bass flies and bass bugging. “Bass Bugging,” a term that describes fishing for bass with a fly designed to ride on the surface, originates in the US. The earliest accounts of bass bugging that I can find date back to the late 1700s. The Seminole Indians of Florida used “Bobs” to catch smallmouth bass out of the lilypads and reeds. These bugs were designed to catch as many largemouth as possible for the dinner plate. Bass Bugging at this point had nothing to do with sport and everything to do with survival. These Bobs were essentially “fly lures” made of feathers and deer hair tied to multiple hook rigs. To the best of my findings, these were the earliest known bass bugs. Little did anyone know that these very rough, rudimentary bugs would see such an evolution over the next several hundred years. The refined, trimmed and tightly packed hair bugs or bass bugs of today appear very different than their earliest counterparts.

As Europeans spread throughout America, bass bug fishing grew in popularity. In 1881 Dr. James A. Henshall published a book entirely dedicated to fly fishing for bass, Book of the Black Bass, which describes a method of making bass bugs by cutting a strip of deer hide from the shin bone, soaking it, then wrapping it around a hook shank. I can only imagine it being like palmering rabbit strips around a shank. Dr. Henshall also flared deer body and belly hair around the hook and then trimmed it to shape. Like most tiers he began to improve his designs, refining these bass bugs with practice, and is credited for creating what would slowly become the modern bass bug. Bass bugging for largemouth at this time started to really gain momentum as a serious form of fly fishing.

Another major early influence in the history of bass bugs is Orley Tuttle, who created his Devil Bug in 1919. These Devil Bugs were created to imitate small beetles that smallmouth ate on his local waters. By 1922 he was making and selling 50,000 of his hair bug creations a year. They resembled everything from moths to beetles, as well as mice and even a baby duck. The angling public had recognized the importance of imitating specific food sources for bass fishing, and at this point other companies were offering commercially tied bass bugs for sale, including Dr. Henshall’s bugs. Bass bug fishing was becoming a popular past time.

Other forms of bass flies were hitting the markets around the same time frame. Anglers were using early forms of streamers to target bass. If you do a quick internet search for classic bass flies you will see streamers that were nothing more than larger, brighter versions of classic salmon flies. Mary Orvis Marbury described and featured many classic bass flies in her 1892 classic, Favorite Flies and Their Histories. Thousands of bass bugs were becoming widely available to tickle the fancy of any angler.

As the twentieth century progressed, so did the material options for bass bug making. Cork popping bugs were now competing with deer-hair bugs. These popping bugs were constructed of a cork stopper and deer hair or feather wings lashed down to the sides or top. Fly tiers also incorporated balsa wood to make beautiful bass bug bodies. Outdoor writers jumped on the band wagon along with many famous fly anglers. Bass bugging had truly hit mainstream fly fishing. Due to the aggressive surface-feeding habits of bass, the fly rod was a coveted tool of successful bass fishing. At this point fly fishing for bass usually meant bass bugging.

The following are two very beautifully-made classic balsa poppers tied by Michael Nicoletti of Italy. These are a nearly perfect example of the style of bass bug that would have been available to anglers commercially in the mid 1900s to chase bass. Here’s a bit from Michael about his love of traditional poppers:


I’ve fished bass with traditional poppers and deer bass bugs for many years. Looking through some antique USA catalogues and books I found these lovely vintage bass bugs and fell in love at first sight. I love the antique look of these bugs, so a couple of years ago I started to tie them. I love topwater bass fishing and these little vintage bass bugs continue to work very well for big bass. The design really seems to attract large bass. I love to offer bass new patterns just to see the difference in reactions that I get. These two patterns are favorites that I designed, inspired from looking at the style of the original vintage bass bugs.



Michael Nicoletti’s Red Bug
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Hook: Bronze vintage hook # 1/0

Body: Balsa wood painted with acrylic colors

Tail: Red bucktail, red hackle, and ibis red substitute feather

Wings: Red and brown bucktail

Thread: Black silk

Eyes: Hand-painted black-and-white eyes

Michael Nicoletti’s Lemon Bass Bug
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Hook: Bronze vintage hook # 1/0

Body: Balsa wood painted with acrylic colors

Tail: Yellow, green, and a little black bucktail

Wings: Yellow bucktail and a couple of green golden pheasant feathers

Thread: Black silk

Eyes: Hand-painted black-and-white eyes

By the early 1920s, fly fishing for bass was in its glory days. It had swept across the US and bass was a highly-respected fly-rod sport fish. This style of fly fishing had become so popular in fact, that famous anglers such as Theodore Gordon were partaking in the bass craze. There are written accounts stating Mr. Gordon aided in developing a modern cork bug known as the Peck’s Bug. These were some of the earliest-known commercially available cork popping bugs. Around the same time another classic cork bug was born, commonly known as the Sneaky Pete.

A new revolution of bass bug tiers was born. These warm tiers and bass enthusiasts were the beginning of everything that we know of bass flies today. Tom Loving created what would be known as the Gerbubble Bug. Joe Messinger began making his famous Messinger Frogs, with kicking legs and multiple color tones of hair. At this point, tiers started to craft deer hair bugs much more artfully, using the hair-stacking technique. This enabled hair bug makers to create color patterns and separate colors from the top to the bottom of a hook shank.

Joe Messinger’s Bucktail Frog
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Hook: Bass Bug hook

Body: Deer Belly Hair

Legs: Bucktail

Eyes: Plastic painted

By the 1940s, bass bugs had become a major part of any fly tying book, and the art of creating bass bugs continued to grow and expand. In 1947, Joe Brooks wrote Bass Bug Fishing. At this point bass was elevated to the same level of respect as salmon and trout on the fly in Europe. The larger hair bugs were wind-resistant and sometimes difficult to cast with bamboo rods. In the 1950s, Roy Yates designed a fly called the Deacon. This fly had a head like a muddler minnow with a hair wing and floss body. It cast very easily like a streamer, but did not float as well as a hair bug.
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Yates Deacon as tied by Pat Cohen.

A hair bug legend by the name of H. G. Tapply created his Tap’s Bug. The Tap’s bug was a much more streamlined hair bug that was designed to stay on the surface and make a ton of commotion for smallmouth or largemouth. Most modern hair popping bugs resemble or have basic roots back to this icon of a fly. Tap’s book, Bass Bug Fishing, has a very thorough history of the bass bug if you’d like more information.
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Tap’s Bug as tied by Pat Cohen.

Sometime in the mid-1950s there was a shift in attitude toward bass fishing. Spinning tackle flooded the markets, and the practice of chasing bass with a fly had started to dwindle. Trout attained an elite fly rod status in America, while bass fishing became more of a blue collar sport, but that did not dissuade die-hard bass fly anglers of course. Bass enthusiast and fly tying legend Dave Whitlock is given credit for creating a resurgence of interest in bass bug fishing during the 1970s. He was one of the first fly designers to specifically begin to imitate spin and tackle lures. His flies were much more evolved than previous bass flies. To the serious bass tyer most of his flies need no introduction, Whit Hair Bug, Mouserat, Waker Shad, Snakey, Water Dog, Neer Nuff Crayfish, and Deerhair Gerbubble Bug just to name a few.
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A Ty’s Tantalizer as tied by the deer hair legend himself, Chris Helm.

During this same time companies like Heddon and L&S were making fly rod lures that were essentially mini crank baits and spinner baits. These mini lures were designed specifically for use with a fly rod. The blurring of the lines between traditional fly and lure had started. Legendary tiers and anglers such as Larry Dahlberg, known for his Dahlberg Diver, John Betts, Bob Clouser of Clouser Minnow fame, Chris Helm, Dick Stewart, A. D. Livingston, Harry Murray, Jack Ellis, Jim Stewart, and Jack Gartside just to name a few, were all making a huge impact once again with bass fly creation.
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Bob Clouser’s famous Clouser Minnow as tied by the legend himself, Bob Clouser.

Most of the flies that these innovative fly tiers created are the foundation of the majority of what we know as bass flies today. There are very few flies on the market that can’t be traced back to some variation of a previously designed fly. That is not to say that fly designs have not evolved and become more refined. New materials, better hooks, better threads, innovative tail and body ideas, shanks and articulation have spurred on fantastic predatory and bass fly designs. Tying techniques have become more refined and precise, and more artistry has been added to the creative mix.

CAPTAIN MATT ZUDWEG


I grew up fishing for warm water species on local lakes, as my dad was a pretty serious bass angler. As a young fly fisherman in my early twenties I became fascinated with flies of old like Gerbubble Bugs, Mickey Finns, and Royal Coachmans. I began making my own Gerbubble Bugs in balsa wood and fished them with great success. When I began guiding for bass I switched to cylinder shaped poppers, because foam was easily available in that shape and they were much faster to make than the balsa bugs (which needed painting and finishing). The cylinder shape did fine, but they never really had the success of the square faced Gerbubble Bug. Eventually I found sheet foam of the right thickness and began make a similar bug to the Gerbubble Bug in foam which I called the Zudbubbler. The Zudbubbler remains my “go to” popper to this day and perhaps always will. I enjoy the process of making the balsa poppers so much that I began making very deluxe painted versions like those seen here. Although very fishable, most of my custom balsa poppers these days are used as display pieces. I sometimes fish them still, but I shutter at the thought of a toothy critter eating it and cutting through my leader. I fish the balsa poppers the same way I would fish my Zudbubbler popper, with a twitch/pause retrieve to imitate a frog. It’s hard to be at the aggressive take of a smallmouth or largemouth bass eating a popper!



Matt Zudweg’s Gerbubble Bug
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Body: Balsa wood cut to size, sanded to shape, epoxied in place and custom painted with waterborne acrylics. Thirty minute epoxy clear coat.

Hackle: Schlappen palmered over Ice Dub

Tail: Arctic Fox Tail or Fin Raccoon Fur with Grizzly Saddle feathers

So to get back to the original question, what is a bass fly? A bass fly is a fly that has evolved from an expansive history of design and outside the fly box thinking to bring together ideas of biology and predatory instinct to entice a black bass to attack artificial bait. These are flies that usually imitate a specific food source or are designed to create a very purposeful motion. Bass flies of today can be weighted, weightless, floating, or suspending. They are made to be fished with a variety of floating or sinking lines. Various head shapes and designs are used to create specific motion. Bass flies are one of the oldest forms of fly tying in America, made to chase one of America’s most beloved fish.
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SMALLMOUTH BASS

[image: image]

The author with a Mohawk River smallmouth.

The smallmouth bass, Micropterus dolomieu, is in the sunfish family. In recent years they have certainly become one of the more popular of the black basses in the fly fishing world. The largest recorded smallmouth was 27 inches and just under 12 pounds. “Smallies,” as we affectionately refer to them, tend to be dark brown to olive in coloration with dark brown vertical stripes. Their coloring can vary with environment and diet, but tend to be somewhere in that range. The males of the species are smaller than the females. River smallmouth have a tendency to be a bit stronger and more torpedo-shaped. This natural body shape aids them in battling constant current. Lake smallies tend to be a bit more oval in shape and lighter in color.

The smallmouth diet consists of tadpoles, minnows, gobies, sculpins, frogs, baby birds, a variety of aquatic insects, and of course crayfish. In order to tie accurate flies for the pursuit of these fish, it is important to understand a bit about them and their food sources. It will do you no favors, as I found out early in my fishing life, to haphazardly toss lures or flies out without knowing where to put them. Fishing a crayfish fly if you don’t know what color, size or what the preferred habitat of crayfish are makes absolutely no sense at all. Smallmouth can be very selective in their eating, even more so at times than the most finicky trout. Their eating habits change with the seasons, and lean toward the most available food source. It’s important to take a few minutes to study and understand what’s going on if you’d like to have a more successful outing.

SEASONAL HABITS

In order to properly fish for smallmouth you have to know where to find them. Of course where they hang out changes from season to season so patterning them at times will be challenging. Springtime usually sees high muddy waters, summer can be very low and clear, and fall you just never know what’s going to be in the mix. So what do we do as fly anglers to increase our odds of connecting to that trophy? It’s important to have a general understanding of preferred habitat, conditions, and their responses to adverse conditions.

Spring Habits

Once the water temperatures move up into the upper 40s to low 50s, bass will begin migrating from winter holdovers toward spawning grounds. As an angler it’s important to have an understanding of these locations if you want to be successful with pre-spawn bass. Pre-spawn fishing can be your best shot at the largest fish of the year. Let’s discuss winter holdover locations to get a better understanding of these migratory paths.

So what do smallmouth need to winter over in river systems? I like to look for deep pools with very little current. Slow to no current is essential for their survival during the colder months. Their metabolism slows down so they need to conserve energy between meals. Look for back eddies where a protruding point of land creates a nearly slack water backwash below it. The areas can be pools below running water like the sides of a dam. Below locks in certain rivers is a great place to look as well. I try to pinpoint the deepest areas that contain smallmouth-preferred substrates. If there is a run of some sort moving into the pool this is like a buffet line for winter bass. That run, assuming they have a place to avoid the current, can be a constant source of easy meals for slow winter bass. If you can find these areas you will at least have a starting point for the spring migration.

A large majority of smallmouth population range has snowfall in the winter, which means high water from spring runoff. Water levels definitely define fish location in most situations. Generally speaking, smallmouth are built to handle current, but that does not mean that they like to hang out directly in it. I search for shallower, slack water areas as these also have a tendency to warm up first. Try looking for long, shallow pools and rock flats. A trick that I learned over the years is to carry a stream thermometer with me so I can take some readings and have a better understanding of what warms first. High water pushes spawning back a bit, so it’s important to have an understanding of where these fish may be if they have left winter holdovers but are not on spawning grounds as of yet.

During high water, bass will hug the banks; look for them on the inside of river bends. The shallow water on the inside is an often overlooked resting area during high water. Seam lines and large bank eddies with overhead cover are great places to hunt. Large boulders provide a current break on both the upstream and downstream side. The big difference between positioning on these boulders is fish attitude. The more aggressive feeding fish will be on the upstream side of the boulder. It’s a much smaller pocket and the fish will have a split second to decide if your offering looks like food or not. The downstream side will have more fish, but they have a tendency to be a little less aggressive. These fish are usually holding and have a fair amount of time to inspect your offering before making their decision to eat. Downed trees over gravel bottoms create terrific holding or feeding areas. Riprap banks are great places to bounce crayfish patterns or small minnows in the spring. Ledges and rock shelves create seam lines and hiding areas for ambushing their prey. Docks create a nice protected area for them to be lying in wait for unsuspecting prey as well. Crumbled concrete is a smallmouth jungle gym. It has pockets, indents and layers of structure that break current.

Spawning Cycle Overview

It’s important to have a basic understanding of the spawning cycle in order to locate smallmouth. The beginning of the spawning cycle is purely temperature dependent. As we discussed previously, smallmouth survive winter by holding in deep, slow moving pools in river systems. Their metabolism slows drastically and they eat very little throughout the winter. When the water temperature begins to rise into the upper 40s and 50s, their metabolism increases, leading to increased activity. The largest bass begin to migrate to preferred spawning grounds. As the water continues to warm, their feeding becomes more and more aggressive. The males will be the first to inhabit the spawning grounds and tend to be much more aggressive at this point. The larger egg-laden females will follow as water temperatures continue to rise. Once the water temps hit 58 degrees Fahrenheit, the spawning process will begin.

Smallmouth have a few basic requirements in order to spawn successfully. When the males are building the nests they look for clean, clear water. Light needs to penetrate through to the bottom of the river. In my experience this puts them in waters that range from 18 inches to around 8 feet. The preference seems to be a mix of hard gravel mixed with larger rocks and very slow to no current. All fish need protection from other potential predators, most importantly while they are in a vulnerable state such as the spawn.

Spawning occurs when the water temps hit 58–70 degrees. Now I do not condone fishing for bass on beds with fry present. It takes but a few seconds for a crayfish, salamander, or other fish to sweep in and have a free meal. However, these pre-spawn bass during the transitional period are free game if the season is open in your state. This is a great time of year to use patterns imitating salamanders as the male’s protective instinct is on overdrive and salamanders are notorious nest raiders. In the streamer chapter there are examples of such flies.

The bass during this time are very aggressive and eager to eat. The larger females will be around, but tend to stay back while the males do their work. Once the males have decided on a nesting area, they move around using their tail to fan out an almost perfect circular bed. Their main objective at this point is to keep that bed spotless. This is why it’s so easy to target bedded males. They will readily grab at anything that may land in their nest. It’s best to leave them alone at this point, as the spawning ritual is rigorous enough on them.

Once the nests are made the males do their best to coax a willing female or two to deposit eggs and begin future generations. The males will then fertilize the eggs and stand guard. The females drop back and recover while the males guard the nest. During this time the males do not actually eat. They will attack or grab at things that fall into their nest, but not to eat. A couple of weeks go by and the males, beat up and tired, drop back and recover as well, leaving the fry to fend for themselves.

Post-spawn smallmouth recovery usually lasts a week or two at most. They can be very difficult at this point to catch. By giving them that week or so to fully recover you will be paid back with very aggressive feeding. We can usually find them not that far from the actual spawning grounds. I like to look for ledges and dropoffs that lead to slightly deeper water close to those beds.

SUMMERTIME HABITS

At this point the water levels have stabilized and are really starting to warm up. We are now seeing water temperature up into the 70s. The transition from spawning ground to summer habitat has begun. Summertime brings a whole new pattern to smallmouth behavior. This time of year bass spread out throughout the system. They can be almost anywhere. If you remember from earlier smallmouth like to be in cooler waters if possible. So keeping this in mind will help you pattern and locate summertime bass habitat.

I know we went over how bass like to avoid strong currents, but summer behavior is a bit different. Try looking for areas with slightly stronger current, especially if the water is very warm. These areas tend to be a little cooler and have a much higher dissolved oxygen level. Check the heads of pools where water is readily flowing in. This is like a continuous rotating buffet for smallmouth. Make sure that you don’t overlook faster riffles in the summer either. They may not be directly in that fast current, but they sure do like to sit in wait on its softer edges. This is a great area to drift Hellgrammite patterns through. The far downstream side of pools; known as the tail-out routinely produces big fish for me every year. Baitfish and other food sources tend to gather just above the tail-out in the slower current. Big aggressive fish understand this and have a tendency to hang out there.

Certainly deep pools will hold big fish as well. Although these will not necessarily be the same pools as wintering pools, the astute angler will occasionally check back with those in summer as well. These summer pools tend to be in the three-to six-foot range and have faster-running water nearby.

Anglers often overlook changes to substrate coloration. I’m not talking about just shadows from overhanging cover, I’m talking the actual color of the river rock or bottom. This can be a great area for bass to hide and camouflage themselves. I’ve actually caught bass that have one side much darker than the other due to this. Different colors absorb heat differently and these spots can be a bit cooler at times.

Shadowed areas with overhanging brush also offer a cool spot to hang out and escape summer heat. Some of my favorite river areas have a lot of ledges and dropoffs. These are great areas for summertime bass to feed and hold. There tends to be a little current for constant oxygen, along with shadowed areas to keep cool. These are also areas that have constant menu items for smallies to eat.

One thing that I never pass up in the summer is bridge abutments or pilings. As we have discussed, smallmouth are very structure-oriented. They have a tendency to stack up around these areas. Riprap banks are always an important area to not overlook regardless of season. These rocky banks are great areas to toss crayfish or minnow patterns.

Something that I discovered in recent years is the tendency for smallmouth to hang out in river grass beds. It makes perfect sense when you think about it. The baitfish need a place to hide and grass beds make perfect cover. The oxygen level around grass has a tendency to be higher as well. Some of my largest summertime bass have been caught in shallow water grass beds.

When I’m on larger river systems such as the Mohawk or the Hudson I always stop at tributary mouths. Those small creeks and intersecting rivers create all kinds of interesting situations for bass. The water may be much cooler and this may feature higher oxygen levels. There are seam lines and often you will see lots of rocky structure. If possible I often will take my boat up into those tributaries and fish at least a little way up into them. There have been some very big surprises in those small overlooked tributaries.

FALL HABITS

Fall is a great time to be a river smallmouth angler. The leaves are changing, the water levels are usually stable and the evening temps have begun to drop. Some of my favorite outings each year happen in the fall. As the water temperatures begin to drop into the 60s, smallmouth habits begin to change once again. Fall is one of the only seasons that smallmouth will hunt in packs. They will begin schooling for migrations back toward deeper waters, actively looking for baitfish and other food sources. Fall brings with it very aggressive feeding habits. Smallmouth will actually move from baitfish school to baitfish school, wiping them out completely in an area as they migrate.

They are constantly on the move this time of year. You can find fish in an area one day only to go back for a second day to find them no longer there. This time of year we see a fair amount of open water hunting. This is a big change in behavior from the structure-oriented patterns that we rely on to find fish at other times of the year. I find myself casting flies in the fall to areas that I would pass in the summer months. Don’t hesitate to try casting to open pools and areas that do not have obvious structure points.

I always stop near feeder creeks and small tributaries this time of year as well. Baitfish have a tendency to congregate near these mouths and as you can imagine, the bass follow. This is a great time of year to throw those larger streamers and larger crayfish patterns that you’ve been holding onto all season. Think big, we are at the end of the growing season in the Northeast regions.

Streamer fishing is very fast and active this time of year. Varying your retrieve to create constant movement will have a huge impact on your success. These fish are aggressive and looking to consume. They need to stack on weight in order to survive the impending winter months. This active feeding can last for one to two months depending on temperature variations and weather systems.

As the waters begin to really cool off into the 50s then the 40s, things will change once again. The bass have now finished their migration to the wintering pools and things begin to slow down. As the water gets colder, your fly size needs to shrink and presentation needs to slow drastically. The metabolism of these bass will now slow down. They can be caught with very slow presentations or dead-drifts using small flies. On occasion there will be a bright, sunny day and the surface water temperature may rise by a degree or two and I may head out to see if anything is active. For the most part, they have enough stress on their survival in the Northeast without being hooked during this time of year. I normally change gears, chase steelhead or esox, and leave the bass alone until spring. It’s time to tie bugs for the following season.
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LARGEMOUTH BASS

[image: image]

A juvenile Largemouth that fell for a Cohen’s Creature Damsel Nymph.

If there was ever a sunfish that achieved a high level of fame, it’s the largemouth bass. Largemouth bass, Micropterus salmoides, is by far the most widespread and popular of all the basses. It is the largest-growing bass out of all the species as well. The females of the species grow much larger than the males. Adults are considered to be solitary fish, although certain occasions will cause them to school up. The world-record largemouth was caught on Lake Biwa in Japan, weighing an astonishing 22 pounds, 5 ounces, and measuring 29 inches long. Talk about a fish of a lifetime.

These fish are at home in calm waters, making their usual habitat ponds and lakes, but they can be found in rivers as well. In my experience, most largemouth dwelling in rivers are found in the southern states. The largemouth bass is strictly a predatory fish; if something moves in the water they will attack and attempt to eat it. They have a tendency to be a bit wary of the dangers that they may encounter. These fish are considered to be fairly intelligent and have the ability to learn and recognize common dangers. Adolescent largemouth tend to be curious, which is why it’s fairly easy to hook large quantities of smaller bass.

Bass under two inches are considered fry and do not yet act like predators. They survive eating plankton and insect larvae. As they grow, their appetite grows with them. Adult largemouth feed on everything from bluegills to perch, minnows, shad, bullhead, crayfish, frogs, even small birds and ducks when possible. As they age they become more aware of the threats that anglers pose.

Largemouth are the most tolerant and adaptable of all the bass species. Like all living things they have preferences, but they can survive well in what they are given. They prefer quiet, calm, warm waters. The waters may be clear, stained, murky, tannic, cool, shallow, deep, cover-free, or infested with jungle-like swamp growth and lilypads. Chances are excellent that they will survive and thrive in any one of those environments. I have caught bass in everything from flooded ditches to golf course ponds.

Largemouth are built for extreme strength, and are known for the initial explosion and acrobatics once hooked. They have a ton of pulling power, but tend to get tired a bit sooner than smallmouth. Largemouth have broad, powerful tails, excellent vision and hearing, as well as a very sensitive lateral line. They are able to maneuver underwater quickly and effectively, lunging and devouring prey from the hiding areas. Due to their acute vision and keen ability to sense even the slightest vibration, nothing in the water is really safe from attack. Largemouth bass possess a voracious appetite and are not afraid to attempt to eat prey over half of their size. These fish will attack big flies. Some of my most memorable largemouth have come to hand on flies up to 10 inches in length. Largemouth will rarely chase a fly or lure over long distances; they are strictly ambush predators. This means to be a successful fly angler you must have a good idea of where to put your fly to get a positive response.

Largemouth only feed for short times throughout the day. They are very light sensitive, which means active feeding times tend to be closer to sunset and sunrise. However, that is not to say that they cannot be caught throughout the day. When they are hungry or the opportunity arises to eat, they will slide out from their cover, and open their mouth and gills which creates a strong current to pull the prey in. It is a very quick action and often the prey had no idea what was happening. Once a largemouth eats, it turns and heads back into its preferred hiding place. The bass will then lie in wait for its next available meal or suspend and digest.

This feeding action of generating current to pull in the prey is what creates the popular toilet bowl style flush that is so addicting to topwater fishing. Pursuing these fish with topwater flies is by far one of the most exciting ways to catch them. It does tend to test your ability to be patient though. It’s amazing to me the number of four letter words that I’ve heard anglers bellow when a topwater eat is missed. I hear anglers claiming weed guards cause them to drop their hook sets. Most of the time this is actually not the case at all. Fish are dropped because not enough time is given from the visual topwater explosion to hook setting for the bass to close its mouth and turn its head. Remember, if their mouth is still open and water is still being pulled through, there is nothing for a hook to grab onto.
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