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PREFACE



“Trophy Bass - An Angler’s Guide” is focused at today’s dedicated lunker hunters and those that find more enjoyment in wrestling with one or two monster largemouth each day than in horsing a “panfull” of yearlings to the boat. This book takes a look at the geographical areas and waters that might offer better opportunities to catch a giant bass and at successful, proven ways to tempt one. It attempts to explain reasons for geographic production capabilities and explore in some depth what some fishery agencies are doing to emphasize and/or research the trophy bass fishery.


To help the reader better understand how to catch big bass, a majority of this book explores productive techniques for trophies. The information is aimed at those fishermen eager to know more about catching large fish on a less-random basis. Much of the geographic material is based on studies and research projects, while the “how-to” information was gleaned from personal experience, professional guides and other experienced trophy bass hunters. Knowing the ways of the successful big bass anglers should help all anglers be more productive.


This book explores specific catches of true giants in various parts of the country. It examines the “whys” of many catches, as well as the “whens.” It discusses the possibilities that our lunker resource is declining and possible steps to turn around such a trend. The common mistakes that cause anglers to lose big fish and the catch-and-release philosophy are also discussed within these covers. The information in “Trophy Bass - An Angler’s Guide” should make for productive trophy fishermen, regardless of where they live or their skill level.




ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Larry Larsen is a fisherman/writer who has developed a love for bass fishing. He especially enjoys catching and releasing big bass. He has been fortunate enough to tally almost 200 largemouth between five and 13 pounds, but the true giants that boast outlandish girth and length measurements are still catches in his dreams. He has had two friends lip 15 pound largemouth into his boat, but he is still waiting for such an exciting event. His angling experience is extensive and includes use of artificials and live bait for trophy catches. Larsen has guided two other friends (and himself) to line class world records on the rare (and diminutive) Suwannee bass, but his daily focus is usually on a giant largemouth.


For more than 18 years, Larry Larsen has studied and written about all aspects of bass fishing. He believes in explaining to readers the latest and very best tactics to find and catch bass anywhere. His numerous feature articles in major outdoor magazines and his previously published books in the Bass Series Library detail highly productive fish catching methods and special techniques. In “Trophy Bass,” that trend continues.


The author is a frequent contributor on bass subjects to Outdoor Life, Sports Afield, Field & Stream, Bassin’, Petersen’s Fishing, North American Fisherman, Bass Fishing, Bassmaster, Fishing Facts, and other major outdoor magazines. He has won numerous national awards for his bass fishing articles and photography. His photos have appeared on the covers of many national publications and in countless brochures and advertisements. Larsen is a member of the Outdoor Writers Association of America (OWAA), the Florida Outdoor Writers Association (FOWA), and the Southeastern Outdoor Press Association (SEOPA).





INTRODUCTION



KNOWLEDGE OF THE TROPHY


The Geography Of A Big Bass


PRODUCTIVE TROPHY BASS anglers are usually those who understand the special environmental needs of the giants. They utilize their knowledge of that and current conditions to determine where the trophy largemouth will most likely be located and how they can most effectively catch that fish. By employing the right bait or lure and the best method, an angler fishing the most appropriate area in a good big bass lake will catch one.


Each year, trophy bass specialists assault state records and focus on George Perry’s 22-pound 4-ounce world standard bearer. That record remains unchanged, but more than a small armada of bass boats are being launched in search of the most sought-after of all marks.


Anglers in the sunbelt probably would have the best chance of topping the ultimate largemouth record, but others in cooler climates are making strides toward a 22-pound bass. As the trophy fishermen become more conservation-minded and release their big fish, that mark becomes more realistic in many areas.


The very biggest largemouth bass are typically caught in California, Florida, Georgia and Texas. The states are separated distinctly by geography, but a chart of all states that have produced largemouth weighing more than 16 pounds also includes Virginia, Alabama, Arkansas and South Carolina. The southern states big bass production is not too surprising, but Virginia? Consider that a 16-pounder set the Virginia record in 1984, and that it was bested in the spring of 1985.
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The states with record bass exceeding 16 pounds are shown in A. Those states with records between 13 and 16 pounds are shown in B., while map C indicates states having records between 11 and 13 pounds.


How many states have produced bass over 13 pounds? The answer might surprise you. The chart with standard bearers between 13 and 16 pounds includes nine states. Add that to the eight that have yielded the monsters over 16, and you have 17 states and thousands of waters that have potential for putting a big smile on your face.


Come to think of it, I’m extremely happy with an 11 pounder, and as the chart shows, another 15 states have produced bass that size or greater. The other 18 states in this United States had better have great numbers of 5 and 6 pounders, or they won’t see me.


For a complete report on the state marks around the country, turn to the Appendix. The state-by-state listing will be current probably only for a couple of months. Each spring, one or two giants top the mark in one state or another.


“Trophy Bass” has been written as an angler’s guide to the geographic “distribution” of huge largemouth, the reasons for a specific area’s production and the most successful means of catching a trophy. The book discusses the big bass states of Florida, California and Texas, some of the significant catches and trophy waters. It takes a look at Alabama, Georgia and South Carolina, the “southern belles” of big bass, and details some giants of numerous other states and areas around the country. The geographic explanations are the focus of the five initial chapters. In Chapters 6 and 7, the disappearing giants and those bred through genetic programs are explored.


Chapters 8 through 16 present Techniques For Trophies, those methods and baits that have proven successful for certain habitat and conditions. Natural signs that are keys to big bass locations are analyzed, and specific trophy largemouth methods for use in deep water, after the sun goes down and in moving waters are revealed. Chapters on top water ploys, crankbaiting strategies and flippin’ techniques for giants are explored. Pulling huge bass from surface vegetation and using the giant killers - native shiners - are the focus of chapters.


Why big fish get away in Chapter 17 discusses the mistakes that are too common among anglers that are fortunate to have a tussle with a trophy. The book’s last chapter presents one man’s philosophy of catch and release. It is one the author agrees with, wholeheartedly.





Section One



BIG BASS GEOGRAPHY


• Florida Sunshine


• California Dreaming


• Texas Crude


• Southern Belles


• Worldly Lunkers


• Disappearing Trophies


• Genetic Giants
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FLORIDA





SUNSHINE



Big Bass Are The State’s Biggest Draw



EACH YEAR, FLORIDA waters produce hundreds of ten-pound plus bigmouth. Many of the largest fisheries yield numerous trophy fish and even some of the smaller ones are known for their “wallboard” bass. Any rundown would undoubtedly overlook several good waters with an excellent chance of producing a real monster. To achieve comprehensive coverage of all state lakes that might produce a huge bass would require additional books.


Florida undoubtedly produces more bass over 10 pounds than any other state. Numerous 13 to 15-pounders are caught each year, but larger bass are rare. When giants near 18 pounds are caught, though, often it is from a small mill pond. In a state with thousands of ponds, predicting which one will produce a monster is difficult.


Even relatively unknown waters may yield a behemoth. The lake record for most waters of ten acres or more usually exceeds 14 pounds and many have some bass in the range of 17 pounds or better to brag about. Numerous waters have some reasonable expectation for yielding several dozen largemouth over 10 pounds each. Larger waters, if healthy, have more potential.


Some of the mid-to-small size waters that don’t generally receive as much attention (from the press or anglers) produce trophy bass. Some even yield a greater number of giants per overall pounds-per-acre than do others.


A few springs ago, one of the largest bass ever caught in the state was taken from a small “unnamed” panhandle pond. Donald Brunson of Geneva, Florida, caught the monster, and his fish might have had a legitimate shot at the 20-pound, 2-ounce state record had it not been out of the water for several hours before being officially weighed. It was initially weighed on a produce scale at 19-pounds 2-ounces and then again five hours later on certified scales at 18-pounds 8-ounces.


The 56-year old Brunson, a confirmed lunker hunter with a 16-pounder and other big panhandle largemouth to his credit, is after the next world record. He believes it will come from waters 30 miles either side of a line drawn from Lake Juniper to Lake Jackson, in the panhandle. Lakes Victor, Smith, Hurricane and several small mill ponds have all produced monster bass in years past. The typical mill ponds in south Georgia and northwest Florida have plenty of 6-foot water and giant bass.


“I’ll normally fish the shallow bedding areas where I can cast to the deeper stretches,” Brunson says. “My favorite big bass bait is a black, 7-inch plastic salamander with a modified head. I like to fish it after dark. That’s when I’ve caught most of my really big bass.”


On Hurricane Lake near Munson in the panhandle, a 17-pound, 8-ounce bass was taken by another angler a few years ago. To get a feel for the geographic range of the Florida trophies, though, also consider a monster bass that was taken from a small, natural lake in central Florida a few summers ago. Bill Oberry, of Seffner, wrestled the line-class world record to the boat on July 6th, a time when females of significant size are seldom caught.


The giant bass, measuring 30 inches in length and 22 1/2 inches in girth, hit a yellow/green skirted spinnerbait as it fell from a clump of maidencane into eight feet of water. The fish immediately swam away from the grass shoreline toward Oberry’s aluminum boat. It never jumped but frequently spun the boat during the battle. The 14-pound monofilament held and his wife netted the fish. It was certified until two days later after it had been frozen. The “official” mark was 17-pounds, 4-ounces.


The clear water lake that 42-year old Oberry is reluctant to name has several deep holes, which is unusual for most waters in the state. He’s been fishing the Polk County lake for five years and likes its out-of-the-way location.
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Donald Bunson caught this 18-pound, 8-ounce bass from a small panhandle pond. He was tossing a 7-inch long plastic salamander from the shallows to deep water.


On another remote Central Florida lake, Mike Paule caught a 17 1/2-pounder that measured 28 inches in length and 25 inches in girth. Paule caught the huge bass on a black/silver broken-back Rapala tossed along a weed line in 8 feet of water. The bass was allowed to lay on the floor of the boat and was weighed nine hours later on certified scales. It was probably a lake record for Lake Rose, a 40-acre private lake in West Orange County.


The phosphate pits of Polk County are another reason why Central Florida trophy seekers think any world record shot may come from that part of the state. They are always growing huge largemouth. Most are located south of Interstate 4 (between Orlando and Tampa) in the Mulberry/Lakeland area. Each year, several fish over 13 pounds are pulled from the reclaimed waters. Unfortunately, many are private waters, but some do exist that are open to the public.


Phosphate pit angling is often a unique experience for anglers familiar with the state’s shallow, natural lakes. Structure fishermen are most often responsible for the super giants that lie in the deeper pit waters that often stretch to 30 or 40 feet. Naturally, the spring spawning urge puts most of the heavyweights in a vulnerable position. Fortunately, the most popular public pits, nine Tenoroc State Reserve lakes, are tightly regulated to protect a trophy fishery.


The State Reserve near Lakeland provides anglers public access to some of the best big bass pit angling available. Opened in late 1983, it has produced numerous 10-pound plus largemouth since, but many monsters swim in the lakes that are open to permit holders. A 16-pound largemouth was electroshocked by Florida Game and Fresh Water Fish Commission biologists from Lake B on the Tenoroc Fish Management Area. The 27 1/2-inch-long female was the second largest bass ever sampled by the state fisheries people. A 14-pound 3-ounce bass also was shocked up in the Reserve’s “fly fishing only” lake.


Big Water Giants


Not all big fish come from small Florida waters. The shallow flats of bulrush and maidencane that are so abundant on the 22,700-acre West Lake Tohopekaliga are the home of monster largemouth. Located south of Kissimmee in Osceola County off highway 441 and the Florida Turnpike, it produced a lake record just last year. Toho, as it is commonly known, gave up the 17-pound, 12-ounce largemouth bass in July to John Faircloth of Kissimmee.


The Kissimmee resident was fishing in the late afternoon from the bank. He was casting an 8-inch worm to the opposite shore where the depth was approximately 8 feet. The 28-inch long fish hit a red shad-colored worm in the stained waters of Shingle Creek at the mouth of the lake. The plastic wiggler was “Texas-rigged” with 1/16 ounce slip sinker and 4/0 Tru-Turn hook attached to 14-pound Trilene.


Faircloth knew where the big fish was hiding out, since he had lost it just one week earlier. The giant bass had broken the rod then and escaped. This time the fish wasn’t so lucky. The hooked fish again tried to dive into cypress snags. Faircloth fought the monster bass in the late afternoon heat for 20 minutes before landing it.
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The phosphate pits of Polk County are big bass havens. This 16 pounder was electroshocked by the Florida Game and Fresh Water Fish Commission at the popular Tenoroc Reserve.


Naturally, there is speculation that Faircloth’s largemouth with an additional year of growth and carrying roe might have had a legitimate shot at the state record: a 20-pound 2-ounce largemouth caught from a private lake near Tampa in 1923.


Lots of big fish have been taken from West Lake Tohopekaliga over the years. Numerous monsters in the 14 and 15-pound class and a 20-fish stringer weighing 148.23 pounds caught by a man and wife back in 1977 have been taken from the lake.


Toho is the sixth largest natural lake in the state, with a maximum depth of only 15 feet. The lake has abundant grass flats in three to seven foot depths. Brown’s Point off the southwestern shore has productive bulrush beds that jut out into the lake several hundred yards. Huge largemouth lie in many of the interior beds, and in the late spring, many are on the outer edges of the rushes. Paradise Island, the west shore, Lanier Point and Friar’s Cove in the southeast corner of Toho are productive, as are the grass patches around Whaley’s Landing and directly across on the south shore.
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Trophy largemouth in West Lake Tohopekaliga, like John Faircloth’s 17-pound 12-ounce giant, usually fall for big live baits or Texas-rigged worms.


Further north, on the St. Johns River, Buddy Wright’s first cast late one April evening was pounced on by a feisty five-pound largemouth. He quickly worked that fish to his boat and released it. He worked his Weed Walker spoon back over the same grass several times and was about to move further down the bank when the monster bass struck as the lure neared the boat.
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