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To our ancestors who passed their ice fishing
information down to later generations,

and to the late Oligney,
who always had an extra seat in his Scout.
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INTRODUCTION


The Legacy of Ice Fishing


Ice fishing is not simply a pastime or professional endeavor, it is my heritage. Angling wasn’t a late-life introduction or an alternative to risky adolescent activities. I started fishing, or at least accompanying my parents on excursions, from birth. It’s simply what we did.


My earliest recollections of ice fishing date back to the age of about four, and I can still envision the greenish illumination from the oversize ice hole that overwhelmed most of the dark house (our name for a fish house) floor. Our family never spearfished through the ice, but instead angled through a spear hole, enabling the occupants to watch each fish approach from several feet away.




[image: ■ Winter’s chill is temporarily forgotten while seated inside an ice house. It’s difficult to tell if these structures are occupied at first glance, but the tip-up lying flat on the ice in the lower left-hand corner is evidence that someone is inside, waiting to catch a big fish. BILL LINDNER]




The fish house wasn’t big, 4 by 6 feet, but because the hole was so large, floor space was limited. There was a 1-footwide strip of flooring on each side of the hole, and to me that was the best seat in the house. A wooden crate tipped on end served as my stool, and my feet dangled over the water. Ironically, I never felt the risk of falling in, but if a car or snowmobile passed, causing the ice to boom and crack, I would streak out the door, hyperventilating at the thought of sinking to the bottom. Even so, I’d always venture back into the fish house and return to fish with my father day after day, week after week, year after year.


It was our tradition to put the fish house out the day after Christmas. My dad was never interested in pushing the limits of the ice to get it out early, and I would stand and watch as he chiseled the hole by hand. His tool dated back generations, a hand-made, wooden-handled chisel with an added “bump” of weight on the steel head that caused me to wonder of its prowess as a whale harpoon. I suppose that at the time of its origin, whale harpooning was common practice in ancient Finland, my great-great-grandfather’s native country where this particular chisel was created. Then again, this was the thinking of a seven- or eight-year-old child standing in the cold for an hour as his father methodically trenched an outline of the massive, rectangular hole. Once completed, we’d slide the dark house over the hole, peering inside after every minor adjustment until the hole was perfectly in line. I would go back to that moment in a heartbeat.


After a number of years, the wooden fish house succumbed to weathering and rot. The frame was no longer solid and the walls were caving in. It was time to let it go. When Christmas came around, the thought of no longer stoking the tiny woodstove with cedar scraps from the local birdhouse manufacturing plant or staring through the crystal-clear water to a fascinating world below saddened me. Now we would be fishing open ice.


My dad and I walked the hundred yards or so from our house down to the lake on a brisk winter afternoon, pulling a gear-filled toboggan behind as we prepared to angle in the open; no fish house for protection. Actually, he pulled and I watched. Sometimes I even rode along with the gear. Nevertheless, today there wasn’t any playfulness, and I was mad. I could see the smoke rising from a fish house seated right in our honey hole! Typically, our fish house was the only one in the entire bay. Now some random guy, I thought, has put his shanty right in our spot. Shoot, he’s probably keeping every fish he catches, and I just know they’re biting.


As we drew near, I could make out the owner’s name and address on the house in 3-inch black lettering. Why did he put it here, I wondered, when he lives 15 miles away and there are plenty of good lakes between those two points? In fact, there were nearly a hundred lakes within a 10-mile radius of our residence.


I told my dad that I was angry. He didn’t say much to calm me down, but instead began hand-augering a couple of holes for us to use. After more fuming and little success to show for our effort, my dad hatched a plan. He thought we should go over to the fish house and ask the person what he was catching. Dad went over by himself; I wanted nothing to do with the trespasser.


He knocked once, twice, three times. The door never opened. My dad looked back at me and opened the door himself, peering in. “There’s nobody in here,” he exclaimed and motioned for me to come over. I hesitatingly approached, and he stepped inside. What is he doing? I wondered.


“C’mon, let’s fish in here for a bit,” he said and held the door open for me. It went against my better judgment, but when a father tells his son to do something, he does it.


So there we sat in some stranger’s fish house. I was on edge, nervous, waiting for the owner to discover the two intruders, but at the same time, we were having a blast. There were fish of every species coming in to examine our baits, and we had several lying outside the door for dinner. After a while, my dad turned to me and said, “So what do you think?”


“About what?” I inquired.


“The fish house,” he replied. “Do you like it?”


“Yeah, and he’s got it in a really good spot,” I said, coveting the owner’s arrangement.


My dad caught another fish, then turned to me and asked, “Do you want to keep it?”


“Huh?” I was dumbfounded. Pretty naïve, too.


“This is our house,” he said. My dad had bought the fish house and put it out on the lake unbeknownst to me, leaving the previous owner’s name and address on the exterior as a diversion.


Year after year, my dad pulled that fish house onto the ice until I was big enough to lend a hand. When I was old enough to do it myself and opted to tow it halfway down the lake, he spent hours carefully chiseling out the house from 6 inches of frozen water, the flooding caused by an abundance of snow and a lack of responsibility on my behalf.


Today things have changed. Now my father and I spend most of our time on the open ice, cranking out dozens of holes with a gas auger and systematically probing each one with electronics, cameras, and baits that fish can’t seem to resist. Retired after years of devotion to the United States Postal Service, my dad has enough time to explore new lakes and areas where we’ve never been, leaving our “honey hole” to other anglers interested in catching a meal.


Many anglers find similar beginnings on the ice. Although time and experience may change the angler’s outlook and approach, in the end we all share a commonality—a vested interest in a unique pastime—ice fishing.


The basics of ice fishing are simple even for those who have never set foot on the arctic terrain of a frozen lake. Diversifying your technique, increasing mobility, and fully understanding what ice fishing entails is a process that takes time. But hopefully, after perusing the pages of this book, you’ll gain insight to the sport, whether it’s your first time or your daily venture onto the ice.
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Many ice fishing aficionados who possess a high level of affection for angling amidst winter’s fury have probably searched for an explanation for their obsession. Ice anglers share the experience of cold feet that make their legs feel like stumps instead of appendages, hands on the brink of solid ice, and core chills that inflict dizziness, but throughout it all, we stay out long past reason.


After the day concludes with a warm shower or welcome soak in the hot tub, the idea of returning to the frozen tundra of the northern lakes once again returns. Of course, we can all have a good laugh at some of the adversity, but what truly draws people out onto a frozen body of water and offers an experience that they become not only interested in, but also passionate about?


One reason might be that ice fishing isn’t a feasible endeavor throughout all portions of the world. Chartered ice fishing trips simply aren’t available on your January trip to Puerto Vallarta, Mexico. There’s a camaraderie to participating in something that is so unique. Yet the majority of people who partake in the ice fishing season grew up in characteristically cooler northern climates. For these devotees, ice fishing isn’t about doing something uniquely different, it’s about sharing a pastime that most of their neighbors and acquaintances have experienced. Ice fishing is a communal passion that grows from the rooted infrastructure of family and friends, a social endeavor both on and off the water.




CHAPTER ONE


Getting Started


When you spend hours upon hours outside in freezing temperatures, literally on the ice, your first priority is staying warm and comfortable. Catching fish is the goal, so proper preparation in terms of clothing and considering the option of using a shelter will help you stay on the lake for longer periods of time—and therefore possibly catching more fish—despite the frigid conditions.


Clothing


Out of all the equipment available for ice fishing, proper clothing is the most important. You can carry along advanced electronics, a speedy auger, and irresistible baits, but if you get cold, the trip is over.


Dressing in multiple layers of clothing traps the most body heat, keeping you warmer longer. Removing extra clothing is simple; carrying additional attire along in a suitcase just in case you get cold is more difficult. The challenge is to stay just warm enough—breaking out in a sweat cools the body but leaves moisture on your clothing that will chill you afterward. Staying both warm and dry is the goal of any ice angler.


Thermal underwear is the first layer of defense against energy-sapping cold. Wool socks are great, but a number of synthetic materials rival wool’s effectiveness. The key is to put your socks on before your thermal underwear to maintain a tight seal and to prevent them from sliding down your ankles and into your boots.


What you wear over your thermal underwear is all personal preference, but a few favorites stand out. For instance, lined wind pants fit comfortably over thermal underwear and provide both warmth and flexibility.


Hooded sweatshirts are another cold-weather favorite. They prevent wind from lashing at the angler’s bare nape, and the hood doubles as an extra insulating layer, keeping your head warm over a stocking cap.


An ice angler’s outer jacket and snow pants should be windproof and waterproof. Constant contact with snow, ice, and water demands a protective exterior barrier. Flying ice chips and water produced while auger-ing a run of holes would soak a pair of jeans, ending the trip abruptly, or at least causing discomfort for the remainder of the day.




[image: ■ A baseball cap and sweatshirt may suffice on a warm winter day, but heavily insulated bibs, jacket, stocking cap, and gloves are required when the mercury plummets. Insulated outerwear that sheds water is ideal for ice fishing as damp clothing equals a cold angler. BRENT TOMMERDAHL]




Gloves may serve the most important function, keeping your hands warm and dry. Ignoring cold feet is much easier than forgetting about frozen fingers. Mittens provide warmth on the journey to and from your fishing destination and while you drill holes, but once you take hold of the fishing rod, gloves are the only way to go.


Thick gloves provide warmth but get in the way of a spinning reel’s bail and line guide. Thinner, form-fitting gloves provide more flexibility, but you should carefully examine their material content and construction before you buy. No matter how flexible they are, if the gloves aren’t warm enough, the cold will leave you awkwardly attempting to retie a broken line, or worse yet, fumbling with your zipper when it’s time to go to the bathroom.


Jackets designed specifically for ice fishing have a windproof, waterproof exterior shell, plenty of insulation, and numerous pockets for storing miniature tackle boxes, matches, extra gloves, and hopefully, a little angling luck.


Waterproof bibs or overalls are mandatory for any ice angler, since contact with the snow and ice is constant and inevitable. Water sloshed from augering holes and the occasional wildly flopping fish would soak a pair of blue jeans, but ice fishing bibs keep the angler dry and warm. Some designs additionally have padded knees to alleviate the day-after pains from kneeling on the hard, frozen lake all afternoon.


Fish Houses


Fighting the elements is an ever-present aspect of ice fishing. Wind, snow, rain, sleet, and, of course, cold can restrict both mobility and enjoyment. Yet choosing the right fish house can be a feat in itself. Call them shanties, ice houses, dark houses, spearing houses, shacks, tents, or a multitude of regional references, but don’t underestimate their ability to keep you warm!


Most important, an ice shelter breaks the chilling winter winds that can freeze your ice hole and cool your body. It also blocks rain, snow, and sleet, providing refuge from the elements. Some shelters have built-in seating, while others require a small chair or at least an overturned bucket, a primitive, yet functional solution.


When deciding upon a fish house, first determine how mobile you want to be when out on the ice. Certain portable fish house designs permit quick relocation, while others are more permanent, resulting in a greater amount of time to set up and move. Stationary houses don’t allow for much movement at all.


Flip-ups


Flip-over-style houses are the easiest to haul, set up, and reposition. The base is essentially a deep sled that works well for hauling equipment and acts as a seat for the angler. Modern portable fish houses and flip-ups are constructed of canvas or other lightweight wind and waterproof materials attached to an aluminum frame. Some coverings incorporate insulated materials, along the same principles used to create cold-weather clothing.


When the wind blows or the temperature is simply too much to handle, the angler can flip a canopy over the seat base and fire up a propane heater to warm fingers and toes. The angler returns the top to the down position when ready to move to a new location, pulling the portable shelter along as a sled. Various models can accommodate more than one angler, but as the sleds get bigger and more canvas is required for the top, the weight increases and the shack becomes harder to move.


When using flip-over-style portables, pre-drill numerous holes in a large area before engaging in any angling. As the fish are located, drill additional holes in a smaller area where you have experienced the most success. Continually refining your area to target concentrated structural elements is an important strategy for catching more and bigger fish. By doing so, anglers can pinpoint attractive “spot-on-the-spot” locations that can quickly be saved on a handheld GPS and accessed on the next trip.


Suitcase Houses


Another shelter option is a portable fish house with a floor. Although these don’t permit simple mobility, they do work well for getting out of the elements. Some portables have wood floors and fold in halflike a traditional suitcase, although on a much larger scale. Others have molded bases created from heavy-duty plastic, formed to act as a built-in sled with runners that easily slide along the ice. Plastic frame houses are comparatively lighter than wood.


The advantage to having a wood floor is that the angler can create hole cutouts in any position, because the hole ports aren’t pre-cut. The disadvantages include heavier overall weight and less mobility, and because the floors are wood, they can rot after several years of exposure to the weather. A common approach with suitcase-style portables is to first fish on the open ice to locate the most productive area. Once found, erect the fish house in the prime area. If the fish move, simply head back onto the open ice, periodically using the portable as a warming hut.


It is advisable to consider a set of fish house stakes for securing the structure in place if using a portable with a plastic floor. Once the occupants leave the shelter, robbing the base of weight that enhances its stability, a swift winter wind can sweep the fish house across the ice faster than you can run without ice cleats. This is not a huge deal if you are fishing a 150-acre pond, but can present some problems when the ice spans miles.


Stationary Houses


Originally constructed for the purpose of spearing through a large hole, stationary houses today can be primitive structures or amenity-rich lodges. Also known as dark houses, these fish houses were originally designed without windows and often painted black inside to absorb the available light so the angler could more easily see into the water below. Today some stationary houses have windows so the occupants can see to tie knots or even play a game of cards, although the original dark houses are still used by those desiring a clear view of what’s taking place in the water below. Venture out on any frozen lake throughout the Midwest, and you’ll see houses made of heavy wood, hauled onto the lake using handmade sleds with old water skis as runners. Plumes of smoke billow into the frosty gray atmosphere as the wood-fueled stove heats up the interior. Stationary fish houses offer great protection from Mother Nature, but unfortunately, their mobility is somewhat limited. A sore back and a dose of pain relievers usually accompany moving the structure even a few feet!

OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg
ICE FISHING






OEBPS/Images/fm_fig_001.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg
B Winter's chill i temporariy forgotten while seated inside an ice house. It's
diffcult to tell fthese structures are occupied at first glance, but the tip-up ying
flt on the ce in the ower left-hand corner s evidence that someane s inside.
waitis Witk st i






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg
5 Abaseballcapand sweatshirt
‘may sufice on a warm winter
day, but heavily insulated bibs,

Jaclet,stoclng cap, and gloves

fishing as damp clothing equals 3
S aler. R S





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_058.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg
v Traildirector
Chip Leer displ i i ing. COURTESY CHP.
LeeR






