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INTRODUCTION





  Ask a dedicated muskie angler why he or she pursues muskies so avidly, and the angler will often have a surprisingly difficult time coming up with an answer. Is it how they fight when hooked? Muskies are strong fighters, sure, but a pike of comparable size will fight far longer, and trout and salmon are much more acrobatic. The challenge? Walleyes and bass require far more technical skill. Practically any species you care to name short of sunfish (and perhaps even they) are more discriminating feeders. Success with smallmouth bass can hinge on selecting just the right hue and shape of soft plastic. Muskies happily gnaw on fluorescent orange hunks of wood. And 3-ounce jigs or 8-ounce gobs of soft plastic are considered “finesse tactics.”




  Press them long enough, and most muskie anglers will finally give in and admit that it’s simply this: There’s an indefinable something about muskies that can cause anglers to pursue them with a passion that borders on madness. Call it an attitude, an aura—call it whatever you wish. Whatever it is, muskies have it. They are unique among freshwater species. For some anglers, the urge to pursue muskies is simply irresistible.




  The purpose of this book is to help you become more successful and successful with more consistency, should you follow that irresistible urge. Whether you’re a veteran muskie angler with years of experience or a beginner approaching the sport of muskie fishing for the first time, there’s something in this book for you. We’ll cover the basic biology of muskies and how they differ from their more abundant cousin, the northern pike. We’ll discuss the fundamentals of selecting equipment and tackle. All these things are important. Mostly, though, what you’ll find in this book are examples of on-the-water tactics and strategies covering a range of seasons, conditions, situations, and fishing styles. More important, you’ll find the thinking behind why different approaches and tactics are applied in the scenarios described.




  What you won’t find a lot of is specific information on lakes or “spots.” Though we’ll refer to specific bodies of water as examples, you won’t find marked maps or “fish here with this lure” handholding.




  Why not? Because in the long run, it won’t do you much good. In fact, marked maps and oversimplified declarations about how to fish this lake or that spot will hurt your success more than help it. Fish behavior, attitude, forage, water and weather conditions—all change from season to season, day to day. What works today may be a bust tomorrow. You’re far better off developing an understanding of the why behind developing a particular strategy for catching muskies, given the conditions at hand, than simply being told what to do and how. We can’t possibly cover every lake you may fish, or situation you might encounter, but with the information you’ll find here, you can better adapt to different waters throughout the season.
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  Fish of Legend, Fish of Myth




 No fish in fresh water is surrounded by as much myth and mystery as the muskellunge. Muskies have been characterized as wily, voracious, even menacing creatures lurking in the depths, with mysterious and unfathomable habits—so difficult to catch that they have become known as “The Fish of 10,000 Casts.” And they’re large, of course. Throughout the muskie’s range, local legends abound about the tackle-wrecking, nigh-uncatchable monsters that dwell in nearby muskie waters: “Old Mossy,” a fish so ancient moss trails from its back; or “Jingle Bells,” a fish that has broken off so many anglers’ lures she sounds like sleigh bells when she swims.




  The stories are charming and entertaining, to be sure. They’re very much a part of the history and lore of the sport of muskie fishing. But like most fish stories, they have little basis in truth. In fact, the myths surrounding muskies can often be a hindrance to aspiring muskie anglers because, viewed in that light, muskies can be excused as utterly mysterious, their behavior random, the creature itself unfathomable.
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  Muskies are fish of myth and legends, but the truth is impressive enough. MARY COLSON-BURNS




  The truth is, muskies are just fish. Like any other species, muskies have a life cycle and biology that ultimately determine their behavior throughout the course of the year. Understanding at least the basics of that biology is an important part of a successful and rational approach to catching muskies.




  While their cousin the northern pike is truly a worldwide fish, found in Asia, Europe, and North America, the muskie’s natural range is a fairly limited slice of North America, centered on the Great Lakes and the upper Mississippi River drainages and extending north into Ontario. Within that range, however, muskies inhabit a fairly broad range of waters—from massive Lake Superior to tiny streams in West Virginia. Between those two extremes are a vast array of lakes and rivers large and small; clear, infertile Canadian Shield trout lakes; small, dark-water flowages in northern Wisconsin; mid-mesotrophic lakes in central Minnesota; and rivers like the Mississippi, Wisconsin, and Saint Lawrence. Beyond their natural range, muskies have been introduced in many areas of the country. Today, thanks to those introductions, muskies can be found as far east as the Delaware River; as far west as eastern Colorado; and in southern waters in Missouri, Tennessee, and Kentucky.
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  Muskies have been introduced in many waters across North America, with impressive results. SARA KIMM




  Muskies differ from their cousins, the pike, in their habits and biology as well. Pike are highly adaptable, tolerating a wide range of water conditions and thriving in habitats as varied as murky prairie potholes and the brackish Baltic Sea. Large pike are a cool-water creature, preferring water temperatures below the 70-degree Fahrenheit mark, and are found as far north as the Northwest Territories’ Kazan River—a near-arctic watershed where summer water temperatures rarely reach 50 degrees. Muskies are far less cosmopolitan. They’re less tolerant of turbid or murky waters, very sensitive to the presence of industrial pollutants or agricultural runoff, and tolerate a much narrower range of temperatures. Muskies require waters where summer temperatures frequently reach 70 degrees, limiting their northern range to the English River/Lac Seul system in northwest Ontario.




  Pike and muskies, though related, don’t always coexist well. Pike spawn immediately after ice-out, far earlier than muskies, and are far more prolific spawners. Muskies are among the last to spawn, when water temperatures reach 48 to 50 degrees. When muskies and pike use similar spawning areas, newly hatched muskie fry are preyed upon by pike fry, which have already begun feeding on fish. In muskie lakes where pike have been introduced, either accidentally or by design, muskies fare poorly.




  In lakes or rivers where the two species evolved together, however, muskies and pike coexist just fine, with good populations of both. How is that possible?




  The answer lies in the differing strains of muskies. Though there is some debate even among fisheries biologists as to the exact nature of the distinctions, generally speaking, there are at least two different strains of muskies, commonly referred to as the Wisconsin and the Leech Lake or Mississippi strains.




  Wisconsin strain muskies spawn in habitat similar to northern pike—flooded vegetation in 15 to 20 inches of water, often in shallow weedy bays or backwaters. Mississippi strain fish spawn offshore in 3 to 6 feet of water over a combination of marl and chara, a type of aquatic vegetation similar to sandgrass. Mississippi strain muskies also spawn twice each season, the second spawn occurring seven to ten days after the first. Biologists suspect that these differences in behavior—spawning well away from typical northern pike spawning and rearing areas, and a second spawn—are adaptations enabling them to compete with their more prolific cousins.




  Whether Wisconsin or Mississippi strain, muskies are broadcast spawners, spreading eggs at random throughout spawning areas rather than building nests. A 40-pound female muskie is capable of producing up to 200,000 eggs. Larval muskies feed on insects and zooplankton, changing to a fish diet when they reach 2 inches in size.




  Muskies are an apex predator—the very peak of the food chain. As adults, their diet consists almost entirely of other fish. Muskies are opportunistic feeders. If they can catch it and get their mouth around it, it’s a potential item on the menu. They eat what’s abundant and easy to catch, so their “preferred forage” can vary from one body of water to the next. In one lake the bulk of the muskie population may feed on perch and suckers. In another it may be pelagic, cold-water species like ciscoes and whitefish. Still, they do show general tendencies in what they choose to call dinner. Research has shown that muskies will select soft-rayed, high-energy species like ciscoes when available, and it is in bodies of water where these forage species are available that muskies grow largest. At certain times of year, understanding the interaction between muskies and particular forage species can be a critical factor in finding and catching muskies.




  Like any other top predator, muskies are a low-density species. Even on good muskie waters, muskies are a rarity in terms of their overall population. On many muskie waters in their natural range, a population density of 0.25 fish per acre is considered high.




  The low-density nature of muskie populations has significant implications for anglers. Some of those implications are mental, some are purely practical, and some are ethical.




  Fishing for muskies requires an adjustment in anglers’ expectations—and their definition of success. Consider the results of a typical day on the water. For most muskie anglers, a three-fish day is cause for celebration—high-fives all around at the dock. Catch three bass in a day, and it’s a disaster. With few fish overall, the learning curve with muskies can be steep, and many beginning muskie anglers, frustrated with their lack of immediate success, give up altogether.




  In practical terms, the nature of muskie populations dictates an efficient approach to catching them. Muskies aren’t particularly difficult to catch. What is difficult is locating them, identifying their attitude on a given day, and figuring out what presentation might be successful. Even on a good day, on good water, the number of chances an angler may have to contact and catch a muskie is pretty low. Simply put, the greatest hurdle to overcome in being successful with muskies is the math. In order to maximize the frequency of those opportunities, being as efficient as possible is a necessity. What’s efficient depends on the fish’s location, conditions, forage, and water type. Much of this book will be focused on finding efficient approaches in different situations on the water.




  Finally, the relative rarity of muskies places an ethical obligation on muskie anglers as well. Muskies are few in number, and a slow-growing species besides. On many waters, a trophy-class fish—in the 48-inch-plus range—can be twenty years old.




  The low density and slow growth of muskies makes catch-and-release a critical aspect of the sport of muskie fishing. There’s ample evidence that muskies that have been released can be caught and enjoyed multiple times. On lakes with native muskie populations, kept fish mean lost genetics and fewer fish available to reproduce and sustain the population. The recent history of muskie fishing includes some dark episodes where relatively untouched muskie waters (Lac Seul and Lake Wabigoon in northwest Ontario, Canada) were overexploited nearly to the point of no return by anglers harvesting personal trophies.




  More could be said about the importance of catch-and-release as an angling ethic—enough to fill a book all its own. But the point is this: Let them go. They’re too valuable a resource to catch only once.
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  Muskies are a low-density species, and releasing them is a critical part of the sport. SARA KIMM
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  Muskies—The Mental Game




Ten percent of the muskie anglers catch 90 percent of the muskies.” Fact or myth? Probably a fact. Provable? Certainly not.




  But as extreme as that statement sounds, it may even be an understatement. For one thing, 10 percent of the people who fish muskies probably do 90 percent of the muskie fishing. Those are the hard-core muskie anglers. Because you’re reading this book, you’re probably in that “elite” group. (Only when discussing muskie fishing can we interchange “hard-core” and “elite” with a straight face.)




  But let’s look at that 10/90 thing a little closer. Even among the hard-core/elite anglers, there seem to be a few who catch more and bigger muskies than the rest of us. We honestly think that it’s more like this: “Two percent of the muskie anglers catch 90 percent of the muskies.” Seriously.




  What is their secret? What are they doing differently? That is what we’re here to discuss. The two authors of this book have a combined fifty-five years of muskie fishing experience to draw upon. But that’s nothing. As magazine editors, columnists, and writers, we are in constant contact with many of those pros who catch more and bigger muskies than everyone else. Real “pros.” The 2 percent. We work with, and frequently fish with, some of the best guides in the business, some of the best tournament professionals, and people who can catch muskies under the pressure of TV cameras.




  When we discuss pro muskie tactics, we are talking about tactics we have learned from professionals.




  There are a lot of ways to catch a muskie. The problem with all the stories and theories that you hear and read about is that most of them are true. They were true on occasion. A particular presentation worked often enough. The theory behind it sounds reasonable. And who can argue with an “expert” holding up a 54-inch muskie?
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  There are many ways to catch fish like this. All of them work—at least sometimes. LUKE RONNESTRAND




  That’s the thing about muskie fishing. So few muskies are caught by any one angler that no one can really prove anything. There is little statistically reliable data. A panfish or walleye expert is able to refine tactics and presentation techniques by catching thousands of fish. A muskie angler? One per day? One per week? These fish produce stories, not statistics. The trick to consistent success is to move past the stories and myths and theories, and to develop a way to think about muskie fishing like a pro.




  Let’s look at some of the factors that the pros take into account before they apply their tactics and techniques. Call it the “tactical dilemma.” What factors should we look at before we build a strategy?




  Seasonal Factors




  Through the seasons, a muskie’s behavior is influenced by its basic needs. Muskies need to eat, breathe, and reproduce. Muskies also need to avoid predators. Seasonal factors and seasonal priorities affect muskie location and mood and even help determine the presentations that work best. In other words, any discussion of tactics has to start with the seasonal muskie fishing scenarios.




  A note about seasons: The muskie’s range extends from a few hundred miles into Ontario and Quebec, down to Arkansas, Tennessee, and North Carolina. Late June in northwest Ontario often means that the muskie’s spawning time is coming to a close and the fishing season is just getting started. Late June in the southern United States means that a great fishing window is closing, because water temperatures will soon be too high to fish safely. To allow for seasonal variation across this wide muskie range, we usually define seasons according to water temperatures and environmental changes instead of by specific dates. In describing our muskie fishing seasons, we will focus on the northern tier of U.S. lakes, rivers, and flowages and on Canadian Shield waters.




  Postspawn to Early Summer




  (May into late June in the northern tier)




  This period is often the time of the muskie season opener. In many states and provinces, the season is closed in spring to protect spawners. (But even where the regulations do not protect spawning muskies, we hope you do so voluntarily.) The theme of this period is the muskie’s transition from spawn recovery into aggressive feeding. The good news for us is that muskies are hungry and “stupid” (uneducated) after a winter of little eating and little or no fishing pressure. This is also a time of developing weed growth and rising water temperatures.




  Summer Peak




  (July in the northern tier)




  This is one of the two best times to be muskie fishing. It is a time of peak feeding, peak weed growth, and rising water temperatures. But it is also a time of peak fishing pressure, peak tourism, and peak boat traffic. The key here is that you must consider both the muskie’s nature and the affect of other anglers.




  Mid- to Late Summer




  (August in the northern tier)




  Also known as dog days, this is a period defined by stability. Muskies are in their established summer routines and locations. It is a time of high water temperatures and still-high fishing pressure. Muskies are in classic predictable locations, and they are still getting pounded.




  Early Fall




  (Usually September in the northern tier)




  This period begins with a sustained decline in water temperatures. It is a time of transition, as summer patterns fall apart and muskies start to move to fall locations. There are also some gradual environmental changes happening. Weeds are beginning to die off as water temperatures drop through the 60s and down toward turnover (usually the mid-50s). Muskies can be at all depths, from extreme shallows to deep hard-bottomed spots.




  Mid- to Late Fall




  (October into early November in the northern tier)




  This period extends from turnover to ice-up (where applicable). Mid- to late fall is prime time for big muskies. Weeds die, so shallow weed-oriented baitfish move out to the main breakline. Open-water (pelagic) baitfish move into the main breakline to stage for spawning. This concentration of baitfish attracts hungry muskies to the breaklines, to the deep edges of classic structure. On some reservoir/river systems, there is a migration of fish populations toward wintering areas. Muskies often set up in ambush on these migration routes, or even cruise them in a more active hunt.




  
Environmental Factors





  Environmental factors start with the type of water the muskies live in. Freshwater lakes can be classified by their geological age: eutrophic, mesotrophic, or oligotrophic.




  Some of the most important factors that derive from water type include the muskie population density, the water’s “trophy” potential, available forage, water clarity or stain, algae blooms, fluctuating water levels, presence or lack of weeds, rock structure, and other structure, even the amount of fishing pressure the muskies are exposed to.




  Eutrophic lakes are geologically old. They are shallow, fertile, warm, and weedy; often have darker water; and are not particularly known for producing trophy muskies. A healthy eutrophic lake will often have panfish, largemouth bass, and sometimes a few muskies. A sick one will feature carp and bullheads.




  Oligotrophic lakes are geologically young. They are deep, cold, clear, and relatively sterile, with few weeds and a lot of rocks. Oligotrophic lakes often include lake trout and big northern pike. Muskies, when present, will be low in number, but those muskies can be huge.
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  Oligotrophic lakes are characterized by rocky shorelines and clear, infertile water. SARA KIMM




  Mesotrophic lakes are geologically middle aged. They are deeper, cooler, and less weedy than eutrophic lakes, but shallower, warmer, and more fertile than oligotrophic lakes. A healthy mesotrophic lake will often have a thriving walleye population, with northern pike and, possibly, smallmouth bass. Mesotrophic lakes can be the best muskie lakes—both for numbers and size.




  Muskies also thrive in rivers, streams, and reservoirs. And some world record–class muskies are being caught in lakes and river systems connected to the Great Lakes.




  There’s more. Muskie population size and density factors are partly determined by lake type, as mentioned above. But there are other factors. There are completely wild native muskie populations that are sustained only through natural reproduction and a strong catch-and-release ethic. There are native, naturally reproducing populations that are enhanced with supplemental stockings. And there are stocked muskie populations where there is no reproduction at all, often due to a lack of necessary environmental conditions. These lakes must be maintained through repeated restocking efforts.




  In the North Country, a muskie angler can choose to fish originally stocked, but thriving, muskie waters such as Mille Lacs or Lake Vermilion in Minnesota. In recent years these two lakes have been producing 50-pound muskies. Or the same angler can drive another few hundred miles north to fish wild, naturally reproducing muskies in the Canadian Shield lakes of northwest Ontario. Farther east, the Saint Lawrence River, before it enters Lake Ontario, and Georgian Bay, on the northeast side of Lake Huron, have relatively low muskie populations but produce world-record muskies. On the other end of the spectrum (but also connected to the Great Lakes), Lake St. Clair can produce ten muskies or more per day for an experienced charter captain. Picking the water you are going to fish is critical to muskie fishing success or failure.




  Another important environmental factor is the day-to-day local weather. Not that weather is always a reliable predictor of muskie behavior. Muskies defy prediction. No single environmental factor is a foolproof predictor. But weather is arguably the most obvious and most consistently cited.




  Fishing Pressure




  Fishing pressure is not a typical environmental factor, like water quality or local weather, but it is an important one to consider. Think about it. Most wild creatures must be as aware of their natural predators as they are of their natural prey. They have to keep their eyes open—looking both up and down the food chain. A midrange fish species (a perch, for example) must be aware of the muskies, pike, and walleyes above it—just as it is aware of the minnow species it is trying to hunt down and eat. If it wants to stay alive, that perch can’t afford to focus completely on little minnows. It has to constantly look back over its shoulder. Is that hungry 36-inch muskie looking at me? Is it moving my way? You get the idea. Perch behavior is influenced by the habits of its prey and by the habits of its predators.




  Now think about a muskie. Everyone talks about the muskie’s prey. Ciscoes, suckers, perch, bullheads ... we always want to know, where are the prey? The muskies must be close behind, right? Not so fast. We also need to ask ourselves who are the muskie’s predators? What are the muskies looking back over their shoulders for? What (or who) presents the biggest danger from above? What? Who? We don’t need to look very far. Muskie anglers are the muskie’s primary predator.




  The Impact of Fishing Pressure




  Before you can adapt your strategy to the effects of fishing pressure, you have to ask a few questions. How many muskie anglers fish your lake? How many of them fish your best spots? Is your “milk run” so well known that a lot of people fish the same exact water you do? Do they fish it the same way you do? In the same order? At the same depths? At the same speed? With the same lure types? At the same time of the day?




  This may seem like a lot of attention to other anglers’ business. But look at it from the muskie’s point of view.




  If the muskie you want to catch looks for food on the same weedline at the same time every day and is a sucker for fast-moving shiny, spinning blades—and if a few other anglers figure that pattern out—the muskie will see a lot of flashing bucktails at lunch time. There will be follows and figure eights. There will be a chomp into a sharp, stinging “meal” and a quick spit-out. And eventually, there will be a chomp into a sharp, stinging “meal” that the muskie can’t spit out. There will be an exhausting battle, maybe a slime-scraping net, a rusty pliers in the mouth, the inevitable floating stick with numbers on it, and finally the flashing little box—all before the muskie is freed to swim away. Muskies don’t get fat or old repeating that same feeding mode at that time of day on that weedline. They eventually try another weedline. Or maybe eat at night. And they certainly stop falling for those fast shiny, spinning blades. If they are not able to change their routine, to adapt to the fishing pressure, they will eventually run out of luck.




  When that muskie and her buddies do adapt in some way, muskie anglers will start to wonder what happened. Eventually they will start mixing up their routine until they bump into the next effective fishing tactic.




  Why wait? Why not get out ahead of the crowd? Why not move away from the conventional before everyone else? The pro muskie angler looks at excessive fishing pressure and doesn’t wait for the fishing to get bad. When the pro sees too much fishing pressure, he realizes that it’s time to move to something else. Now.




  If most anglers are doing the same thing, whether it’s fishing a particular piece of structure, fishing at one time of day, or presenting one lure type in one particular way, then you can expect that the muskies will adapt. The really big muskies (usually the shyest) have probably already moved on.




  Learn the conventional wisdom on the water you fish. Then go in the opposite direction. Does everyone pound the same obvious spots every day? Then turn your attention to less obvious, even “hidden” spots. Look for structure that may not look perfect to the casual angler. Fish a lot of these secondary spots. When you find an unpressured muskie on one of them, she will not have already been educated. She will not be jaded and bored with bucktails and jerkbaits. Living where she does, on a secondary spot, she hasn’t seen very many phony meals. Show her one.




  Does everyone else fish the same time of day, let’s say afternoons and weekends? Try fishing at the crack of dawn. Does everyone fish weekends on your lake? Take a Wednesday off work. Your muskie may have been conditioned to five days of eating in peace, then two days of harassment, then five more days of eating in peace. Get out there on a peaceful eating day. Does everyone hammer your favorite lake in July and October? Are those two months considered prime time? Take an August vacation. It will be just you and the fish.




  What are the preferred presentation styles on your water? What are the regional traditions? Fast retrieves? Slow retrieves? Trolling? Casting? Fishing deep? Shallow? Vertical jigging? Topwater? Sure, that one locally popular presentation must work. It was great in its day, and it still works well enough. But if the muskies see the same presentation day after day, then the susceptible ones will eventually get worn out (and skinny) and the other muskies will have just gotten bored with the same old stuff. Give them something else. At a different speed. At a different depth. At a different angle. Maybe the next big muskie is a sucker for a presentation technique that hasn’t been tried yet.




  Fishing Presentation “Style”




  This is the fun part. It is also the “pro” part.




  After looking at all the factors/variables that go into defining a tactic or picking an effective technique for the situation, there is just one last thing to consider: What style of fishing do you enjoy? That may seem like a crazy question. Most folks would say, “I like the style that works. Any style that works is good enough for me.” Fair enough. But bear with me. There are two other ways to look at the style question.
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