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Michael Clouser, to whom this book is dedicated, loves fishing for smallmouth bass.

I dedicate this book to my family for putting up with my addiction to fishing and tying flies: my wife, Joan; my sons Michael, Bob Jr., and David; and my two wonderful daughters, Sherry and Robin. They missed a lot of Sunday drives and trips to amusement parks because of it.

I’d like to single out one son and thank him for the love he has given our family and friends. Because of his condition, my son Michael is unable to cast a fly rod. He has counted on me to take him out on the river in the jet boat, cast the fly, and hook a bass so he could then take the rod and fight and land the fish. Michael is my special buddy, and to him I dedicate this book.
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INTRODUCTION
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Smallmouth bass are gaining in popularity as great sportfish. With relatively clean water, good habitat, and an abundance of food, smallmouth can thrive—even in urban areas. BARRY BECK

My first encounter with smallmouth bass was with my father. He would take me fishing on Swatara Creek, a tributary to the Susquehanna River near my home. My father fished with spinning, casting, and fly rods. Like many anglers of that time, you weren’t only a fly fisherman or just a spin fisherman. You were simply a fisherman who wanted to catch fish.

I caught my first smallmouth when I was ten years old on a casting rod using a wooden broken-back lure, similar to a modern Rapala. I was casting the lure across the bottom side of a rock ledge on Swatara Creek when I hooked that eleven-inch bass. I caught my first small-mouth on the fly a year and a half later along a brush pile on the same creek using my dad’s bamboo fly rod and a size 8 fly made from a black chenille body with black hackle wound around the front of the body, and a red feather tail. In my younger days, this fly, along with the black fly attached to the rear of a small spinner, accounted for many enjoyable days on the creek.

One of my most vivid memories of fishing with my dad was going to a local farm and catching mice, putting them in a small wire box, and using them to catch big bass. My dad would take me out on the creek in his wooden boat. We would anchor the boat above a brush pile or fallen tree where he knew a few big bass were holding. He would use rubber bands to secure the hook to the mouse, then set the mouse on a piece of bark (which he would collect from fallen trees before the trip), put the bark and mouse on the water’s surface, and let it drift to within six or eight inches from the front of the brush pile and then jerk the mouse off onto the water. The mouse would try to swim to the brush but was held back by the tension of the line. This commotion attracted big bass, which would attack the mouse. This technique taught me to cast poppers or other floating flies to the front or outside edges of brush jams.

Like my dad took me, I have taken all my children and my wife smallmouth fishing and have seen the smiles on their faces every time one of them would catch a fish. I remember watching my oldest son Bob Jr. catch his first bass from the Susquehanna River on a worm under a bobber when he was five years old. I watched my second son David catch his first smallmouth along with my daughters Sherry and Robin. I also have a third son Michael who is not able to master fly fishing but loves to go along, and he uses a spincast rod to catch his small-mouth. I remember all my friends—it would take a whole book just to mention their first names. And I remember my clients, who I also regard as friends, and the smiles they wore when fighting a bass.

In many ways, I think all this watching and sharing special moments with family and clients in my twenty-plus years as a fly-fishing guide for smallmouth has helped me understand the fish better. I also think by being a guide you learn more about fishing than if you just fished, because you get the chance to observe all the surroundings and activities prior to catching the bass. You also learn from other anglers by watching their techniques and methods; you build up a memory bank that tells you the right or wrong ways—the ways that are successful and the ones that aren’t. The many days on the water have given me the insight into many of the questions and challenges anglers face when they first encounter a smallmouth river, and I hope this book answers some of those questions.

Over the years, I have developed a series of flies just for smallmouth. Many of my ideas for patterns come from observing smallmouth and their eating habits throughout the various months and seasons. Today some of these patterns are highly effective for many saltwater species. This is because saltwater species share many of the aggressive feeding traits of smallmouth. Like the smallmouth, they eat many sizes of baitfish and will attack a school of bait in the same voracious manner.

Smallmouth bass are gaining in popularity as great sportfish. With relatively clean water, good habitat, and an abundance of food, smallmouth can thrive—even in urban areas. They eat all types of food ranging from small insects to large baitfish and take flies aggressively and fight strongly. Best of all, smallmouth can add months of pleasure to the fly rodder’s year. When trout fishing slows down as many waters reach 70 degrees, smallmouth fishing begins to really pick up since smallmouth readily chase surface flies while most trout species become sluggish in the warm water. They will feed actively in water temperatures from 55 degrees upward.

In the warmer reaches of a coldwater stream, small-mouth live side by side with trout, but they also live in the same waters as other undiscovered fly-fishing opportunities such as carp, pike, musky, pickerel, catfish, and a variety of panfish species. A day spent angling for bass can bring you many surprises! I touch on some of these other species in this book, and many smallmouth patterns will also work for them.

Because of the smallmouth’s growing popularity, many books have been written on them. I hope that my book contributes to the growing body of work dedicated to this great gamefish. If you are a trout or salt-water angler, the transition to smallmouth angling is easy. I hope that this book will show you how. There are other books on smallmouth bass in general, but much of my experience is with rivers and streams, and that is what I focus on here. Once you understand some of the basic requirements of bass, which I talk about in the book, you can also use many of the flies and techniques to catch them in still waters.

When you sit down to write a book, you can’t include everything, so you need to make a decision about what you want to include and what you have to leave for another book. I don’t intend for this book to be a complete, comprehensive text on all aspects of fishing for smallmouth. You should also buy some good basic fly-fishing books on tackle, knots, and casting. I chose to focus on a range of techniques and tackle that are specific to bass and bass fishing, and in many instances I discuss more intermediate and advanced methods. You will find that in the casting chapter I focus on casting weighted flies and lines instead of basic casting techniques to describe the methods, flies, and techniques I use when fly-fishing for smallmouth. In the section on flies, I thought the best thing for readers interested in how Bob


	[image: Image]

	The Clouser Deep Minnow and all of its variations revolutionized the way I fished for smallmouth bass. JACK HANRAHAN
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	The larger, weighted flies that are most effective for smallmouth require special casting and fishing techniques. JACK HANRAHAN



Clouser catches smallmouth would be to include only the flies that I use and design and carry in my fly box. Because I like to design flies to imitate local baits, most of these patterns are mine, but that does not mean that there aren’t a lot of other effective bass flies out there. It’s just that I feel most confident in writing only about what I use and have experience with.

Because I know that other people have different perspectives on smallmouth, and because I wanted to show that there is good bass fishing across North America, I asked some of my friends to write about their favorite smallmouth rivers. There are good bass waters in just about every state, and though I could not include them all, I hope some of these waters will attract readers’ interest. These contributions are valuable not only for the waters the writers describe, but also because they provide insight on how some of the top anglers or bass guides in the country fish for this great species. And that is one of the greatest things about smallmouth—they are the most accessible and abundant gamefish in the country.

I hope readers will enjoy this book and that it, along with Clouser’s Flies (Stackpole Books, 2006)—a collection of my patterns and how to tie them—represents my lifelong love affair with smallmouth bass. If any readers want to contact me, they can do so via my website at www.clouserflyfishing.com. I will be eager to talk with you about bass fishing, and I am also eager to hear about new bass spots.



CHAPTER 1

Smallmouth Bass
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	Smallmouth bass have prominent red eyes with black bars radiating from them like war paint. Overlooked for many years by fly fishers more interested in trout, smallmouth bass today are recognized as strong-fighting gamefish that aggressively take flies. STEVE MAY



Understanding some basics about the small-mouth’s natural history is an important first step in improving your ability to catch them. Such things as range, spawning behavior, and general traits of the species can provide important clues to help you become a better angler.

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

The classification of smallmouth bass has caused a lot of confusion over the years. To begin with, smallmouth bass are not really bass at all; they are members of the sunfish family, which includes pumpkinseeds, bluegills, crappies, and rock bass. Smallmouth bass belong to a genus that scientists collectively call black bass, with six species in North America: largemouth, smallmouth, spotted, Guadalupe, Suwannee, and redeye bass. The term black bass comes from the black coloration of the juvenile fish of these species.

To make matters even more complicated, the Latin name, Micropterus dolomieu, doesn’t tell us much about the nature of this gamefish and, in fact, seems to be based on a damaged specimen. Dr. J. A. Henshall writes in his classic 1881 Book of the Black Bass that in 1802, the French ichthyologist Lacepede received a fish from someone in America. A few dorsal fin rays were broken off, and it looked as if the fish had a separate small fin next to its dorsal fin. Lacepede thought this was a distinguishing feature of the species and named it Micropterus, which means “small fin.” The species name, dolomieu, honors Lace-pede’s friend M. Dolomieu, the French mineralogist who also has a mineral—dolomite—named after him. Hen-shall, referring to the poorly named smallmouth, writes: “This representative American fish was first brought to the light of science in a foreign land, and under the most unfavorable auspices. Its scientific birth was... untimely; it was, unhappily, born a monstrosity; its baptismal names were, consequently, incongruous, and its sponsors were, most unfortunately, foreign naturalists.” It seems that Henshall was upset not only that the smallmouth bass was wrongly named, but that this fish, native to the United States, was named by scientists who were not as familiar or passionate about the species as he was.
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	Bass from Pennsylvania’s Susquehanna River. BOB CLOUSER
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	Bass from Oregon’s John Day River. JOHN RANDOLPH



The common name bronzeback is a little more descriptive, though even this isn’t entirely accurate, because the color of smallmouth bass varies with their environment and may be light to deep bronze, green, or brownish green, depending on habitat, water color, and season. When found in cool, clear waters, they can range from light yellow to a deep bronze and green. In cloudy or heavily discolored water, they take on a pale whitish green to yellow shade. Smallmouth color also varies with the habitat in which they live. Some take on a blackish green color when they are over a dark, rocky bottom, and the ones that live around grass tend to have a greenish cast. The variations in color can change throughout the year as well.
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	Bass from Ontario’s Maitland River. JAY NICHOLS
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	Bass from small stream in Pennsylvania. JAY NICHOLS
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	Unlike their cousins the largemouth bass, smallmouth prefer rivers with higher levels of dissolved oxygen and swifter currents. Instead of slow-moving water with silty bottoms, they favor cleaner water with rocky bottoms and often share the same waters with trout, becoming more prominent as water temperatures become too warm for trout. STEVE MAY



DISTINGUISHING FEATURES

Smallmouth have a few important features that distinguish them from their cousins the largemouth bass (Micropterus salmoides). Generally, smallmouth prefer cooler, cleaner, and more oxygenated water than large-mouth. Smallmouth are generally slimmer and do not get as big as largemouth, though pound for pound, they typically fight harder. They also often have broken dark bars running vertically down their bodies, whereas large-mouth usually have a series of black or green blotches centered along the lateral line. Smallmouth also have black bands that radiate from their brilliant red eyes like war paint.

Another way to tell the difference between small-mouth and largemouth bass is the size of the mouth. When the mouth is closed, the smallmouth has a maxillary, a large flap at the end of the upper jaw, that extends to the middle of the eye, whereas the largemouth has a maxillary that extends behind the eye. In reality, a small-mouth’s mouth is proportionately sized, allowing it to consume large prey items. It is the largemouth bass’s mouth that is disproportionately large, which led to the use of small and large in the naming of these closely related species.

All black bass are cold-blooded, which means that their metabolism varies and their body temperature is determined by the temperature of the water surrounding them. This is an extremely important consideration when fishing for smallmouth bass, because the water temperature affects most everything they do. As the water warms, the smallmouth’s metabolism increases. As it cools, it decreases. Smallmouth are most active in temperature ranges from 55 to 85 degrees Fahrenheit. Below about 50 degrees, their metabolism slows, and they don’t eat as often. When the water reaches 80 degrees and above, the higher temperatures demand more frequent eating in order to supply the energy needed to survive. Some of my most productive periods for catching large bass are during midday in the month of August, when the stream feels like bathwater.

Smallmouth require relatively high levels of dissolved oxygen in the water. Studies have shown that dissolved oxygen levels below 1.5 parts per million (ppm) are lethal to smallmouth bass. For optimum health and growth, however, smallmouth need dissolved oxygen levels of around 5 to 7 ppm, particularly at summertime water temperatures. Dissolved oxygen level requirements are reduced in colder water conditions, because the fish’s metabolic rate and therefore oxygen needs decrease accordingly. Because cold water holds more dissolved oxygen, bass in cold, flowing waters are rarely confronted by low-oxygen conditions. Low dissolved-oxygen levels stress smallmouth bass, and they will die if they can’t find water with more oxygen. In some instances, smallmouth seek out faster-moving water, riffles, rapids, spring holes, tributaries, or turbulent water at the base of dams to find water with higher oxygen levels. In most healthy small-mouth streams, dissolved oxygen levels usually exceed these minimums, though certain events, such as algae blooms caused by pollution or extreme low water, can cause unnaturally low dissolved-oxygen levels, thereby stressing the fish and leading to fish kills.

Bass are a schooling fish, which means that where you catch one bass, you are likely to catch more. Once you locate bass, fish the area thoroughly. Bass are cannibals and the largest will always eat the smallest, so fish of similar sizes tend to school together. In many areas where bass are concentrated because of suitable habitat, anglers will encounter smallmouth from one to three years old, in some cases lots of them.

RANGE

Smallmouth bass originally lived in rivers and lakes west of the Appalachian Mountains, in a range extending from southern Quebec to northern Minnesota in the north, and from northern Georgia to eastern Oklahoma in the south. Smallmouth were widely stocked and are now found in every state except Florida, Louisiana, and Alaska. They also have been stocked in most Canadian provinces, as well as in Asia, Africa, Europe, and South America.

As with many introduced species, the distribution of smallmouth coincides with the expansion of the railroads in the late 1800s. “Fish cars,” railroad cars outfitted with water tanks, carried bass and other species of fish across the country. For instance, the original brood that is now in the Potomac River basin in Maryland and the Susquehanna River in Pennsylvania came from the Ohio River via the Baltimore and Ohio railroad system. California’s population of smallmouth came from Lake Ontario via New York.

SIZE

Smallmouth growth rates depend on the abundance and availability of food and the length of their growing season. In some relatively infertile northern waters where food is scarce and the growing seasons are short, it can take up to four years to produce a nine-inch small-mouth; in rivers in more moderate climates with longer growing seasons, bass can grow nine inches in two years. In Pennsylvania, a sixteen-inch bass is approximately two pounds and a little over seven years old; a twenty-inch bass weighs more than four pounds and is about twelve years old. Steve May, a guide in Ontario, says that an eighteen-inch bass in the rivers up there can be over twenty years old.

The International Game Fish Association (IGFA) trophy smallmouth is eleven pounds, fifteen ounces. Smallmouth can potentially reach a maximum weight of about twelve pounds, but these fish are caught in lakes and reservoirs. River fish are smaller, and any fish from three to six pounds caught in a stream or river is a trophy. The largest fish I have seen was a twenty-three-and-a-half-inch behemoth that weighed approximately six pounds. I didn’t catch it, but I knew where it lived and was proud to have guided a client to the catch. As of 2005, fly-rod world records for bass, all of them from lakes, do not exceed six pounds.

HABITAT

Bass live in a variety of habitats, including lakes and reservoirs, small streams, and large rivers. Though this book is about fly-fishing for smallmouth bass in rivers, great smallmouth fishing can be had in lakes and reservoirs across the country, and many of the tactics that I discuss in this book can be applied to those fisheries.

River smallmouth prefer water flowing over gravel, boulders, and broken bedrock. In rivers, water temperature usually determines where bass are found. At water temperatures below 55 degrees, smallmouth are found in depths of four feet or more, usually around structure that blocks the flow of water. At water temperatures above 55 degrees, smallmouth prefer shallow areas over gravel bars, along shorelines, in grass beds, and in other habitat with structure. One foot of water is sufficient at summer temperatures if the habitat is suitable for bass.
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	Railroad cars outfitted with water tanks, called “fish cars,” transported many species of fish across the country, including smallmouth bass. PENNSYLVANIA FISH AND BOAT COMMISSION




FOR THE RECORD

On July 8, 1955, David Hayes, from Litchfield, Kentucky, caught a behemoth bass in Dale Hollow Lake on the Tennessee-Kentucky border and took his catch to a marina, where it weighed in at eleven pounds, fifteen ounces, and measured twenty-seven inches long. The fish had a twenty-one-and-two-thirds-inch girth. Hayes entered the fish with Field & Stream magazine, which, at the time, kept the freshwater records. Field & Stream awarded Hayes’s fish a record for the heaviest small-mouth bass ever taken on rod and reel, and in 1978, when the IGFA took over freshwater record keeping from Field & Stream, it was then granted a world all-tackle record.

But on August 17, 1955, unknown to Field & Stream or the IGFA, Raymond Barlow submitted an affidavit to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers stating that Hayes’s fish had weighed only eight pounds, fifteen ounces, and that Hayes had stuffed three pounds of metal in the fish’s mouth and stomach to make it a record. It wasn’t until forty years later, when the affidavit was uncovered, that the IGFA was contacted and informed about the sworn statement.

After reviewing the affidavit in 1996, the IGFA rescinded Hayes’s record, and a ten-pound, fourteen-ounce smallmouth caught by John Gorman in 1969, also on Dale Hollow Lake, was recognized as the new all-tackle record. However, recent documentation, including polygraph results, was supplied to the IGFA indicating that David Hayes’s fish was never tampered with. Further investigation also found that the dimensions of Hayes’s fish would make it very unlikely to have weighed just eight pounds, fifteen ounces when compared with Gorman’s all-tackle fish, which was twenty-six and a quarter inches in length and twenty-one and a half inches in girth. Based on this information, the IGFA decided to reinstate David Hayes’s catch as the all-tackle small-mouth bass record, returning him to his rightful place in the IGFA world records.
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	David Hayes holds the IGFA all-tackle record small-mouth bass he caught in Dale Hollow Lake on the Tennessee-Kentucky line on July 8, 1955. INTERNATIONAL GAME FISH ASSOCIATION





Many small streams hold resident populations of bass as well as migratory populations of spawning bass that enter small streams that are tributaries of larger rivers. Small streams are often less crowded by anglers than lakes and reservoirs and even larger rivers. They hold less fish but nonetheless offer good angling possibilities in relative solitude. Look for bass holding below tributaries, in deep pools, and sometimes even in the shallower riffle sections, especially during low-light conditions. Small streams can be hot spots in the spring for prespawn and spawning bass. Also, small streams typically warm more quickly than larger streams, allowing anglers to find active bass earlier in the season.

SPAWNING BEHAVIOR

In the spring, increasing daylight hours and water temperatures in the high fifties and low sixties cause sexually mature smallmouth to move into the tributaries of large rivers and lakes to spawn. If the habitat is suitable, some smallmouth spawn in the same river in which they spend the rest of the year. Throughout the country, smallmouth bass spawn from early spring through midsummer, depending on when water temperatures reach the magic range of 58 to 72 degrees. In the Susquehanna River near Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, spawning activity begins in mid-April, peaks in May, and continues through June. To the north, bass tend to spawn later, and to the south, they spawn earlier. Even though broad generalizations can be made regarding spawning periods related to latitude, water temperature plays a prominent role and ultimately determines when spawning occurs, regardless of geography.
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	Oregon’s John Day River flows through colorful canyons, broad valleys, and dramatic scenery. Bass, introduced here in the 1970s, have flourished and grow large on the river’s abundant food. JOHN RANDOLPH
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	Pennsylvania’s Susquehanna River is one of the best rivers in the East for smallmouth bass. PHILIP HANYOK
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	Ontario’s Maitland River provides the chance to sight-fish for trophy bass in clear water. ROSS PURNELL
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	Floating some bass rivers in the East, such as the Potomac River, provides opportunities to get away from crowds and, when the fishing is on, catch fish on almost every cast. KING MONTGOMERY
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	The farther south you travel, the longer the bass growing season. A state like Virginia is blessed with many fine big-bass waters, including the New and the James. BOB CLOUSER



Because spawning is dependent on water temperatures, not all smallmouth spawn at the same time in a given area. Water temperatures can vary widely within the same river, and bass may be at different stages of the spawn in different sections of the river only a mile or so apart. A variety of factors influence water temperatures, such as warmer or cooler flows from tributary streams, water depth, shade, wind, and orientation to the sun. Also, spawning can occur at different times from year to year. If the spring is warmer or the water is lower than average, spawning can occur earlier than if the weather were colder than is typical. Therefore, it is difficult to predict a precise time when spawning will occur each year. My best advice is to familiarize yourself with the waters you fish by observing fish behavior and water temperatures, keep good notes, and carefully observe weather trends.
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	Bass seek protected areas, such as behind rocks or downstream of gravel bars, to spawn. To prepare the spawning bed, the male bass fans out silt to clear the rocks. You can easily spot these nests in clear water. JAY NICHOLS



Smallmouth prefer to spawn near structure that shelters their nests from strong currents and provides protection from predators that try to feed on the fry, such as in or at the lower end of an underwater grass bed. The grass blocks much of the current’s flow but allows enough to provide the oxygen necessary to keep the eggs alive. The grass also creates a place for newly hatched fry to hide from predators. Other good spawning sites are downstream from or under sunken trees or logs or behind rocks or rock ledges. I have also seen nesting smallmouth along shorelines in slow-moving pockets and eddies and in side channels.

Smallmouth usually build their nests, or redds, on sand, gravel, or fine rubble in one-to three-foot-deep water, though they will nest in deeper water. I have seen smallmouth on nests in clear-water lakes in depths of ten feet or more. Nest depth is often related to water clarity. In general, the clearer the water, the deeper the fish can nest. Bass tend to avoid mud and silty conditions, because such areas do not have strong enough current flow, but they have been known to spawn in these areas when optimum conditions are not available.

Rock bass and sunfish build similar nests and spawn in the same way by depositing eggs over clean gravel. An adult of the species protects the nest from predators. The size of the nest depends on the size of the fish building it. Smallmouth generally build nests away from other nesting smallmouth, but panfish are more communal and sometimes build nests so close together that the outer ring of one nest touches the outer ring of another.

As soon as water temperatures stabilize in the spring between 55 and 60 degrees, male smallmouth begin building nests. The male uses his tail to fan out a large, circular depression about twice his body length (nest diameters vary from fifteen to more than twenty inches) and from two to four inches deep. A male nests in the same area each year as long as conditions remain the same, and he sometimes uses the same nest. He fans out the fine gravel with his tail and roots out any small rocks with his nose. When he is done, the clean rocks in the center of the nest are ready for the female’s eggs, which will adhere to them after being fertilized.

Females approach the nesting areas a few days later. When the male spots a female, he attempts to drive her to the nest, and if she is ready, she comes to the nest. When the fish spawn—when the water is between approximately 60 and 70 degrees—they lay side by side, both facing the same direction. When the female tips on her side to lay her eggs, the male releases his milt. The female deposits only a portion of her eggs at one time. She may return to deposit more eggs in the same nest or move to another nest and another male and repeat the procedure. As many as three different females may spawn in the same nest.
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	In low, clear water, large bass are harder to fool than small ones. You must learn to cast long distances and approach fish without spooking them. Wearing drab clothing helps you blend into your environment. JAY NICHOLS



The female leaves the nest after spawning, but the male remains, fanning the eggs to prevent silt from depositing on them, remove metabolic wastes, and in-crease the levels of dissolved oxygen. He also guards the nest against any predators, such as suckers, sunfish, rock bass, yellow perch, catfish, carp, turtles, or crayfish. He is aggressive and will attack fish larger than himself. The time it takes for the eggs to hatch depends on water temperature, ranging from a few days to more than a week.

The male guards the hatched eggs, called fry, on the nest for about a week. The fry are jet black for several weeks, then turn green, bronze, or brown. At this early stage, all species of bass are black, hence the term “black bass.” The young have tail fins with a yellowish orange base, black center, and white tip.

Fry face many challenges and survival is generally low. Not only do smallmouth eat their own offspring, but baby bass are also consumed by other fish species, birds, frogs, snakes, and land animals that frequent the water for food.

Young-of-the-year and yearling smallmouth often hug the shorelines for safety and food. Shallow, near-shore areas typically have higher water temperatures, greater light penetration, and consequently more plankton than deeper areas. Also, submerged and emergent aquatic vegetation found along shorelines provides cover where young bass can escape and hide from predators. Smallmouth bass fry at the earliest ages consume various aquatic insect larvae, rotifers, and zooplankton such as daphnia, copepods, and other microscopic items. As they grow to fingerling size, two to six inches, the bulk of their diet consists of juvenile crayfish, mayflies, caddis-flies, other aquatic invertebrates, and young-of-the-year baitfish. Simply put, anything smaller than the baby bass is fair game. I have often seen schools of similar-size fingerling bass herding small schools of juvenile baitfish in the shallows.

After the bass spawn and the fry leave the nest, the adult bass spend up to a week or two recovering from their spawning activities. At this time, fishing is often subpar, but because bass begin and end spawning at different times, you can always find fish that are past this recovery stage.

SENSES

Bass have lateral lines that run from head to tail. These lines, each of which is actually a series of pores, can transmit vibrations or waves from the water to the bass’s brain. No one knows exactly how much information bass receive from their lateral lines, but they are sensitive to vibrations in the water—everything from waves created by a carelessly wading angler to the movements of a small baitfish—and can use that information to discern whether those vibrations are coming from a prey item or something else. The ability of bass to detect subtle vibrations in the water is one of the primary reasons that fishing at night with surface lures is so effective.


HANDLING FISH

Catch-and-release fishing is an important part of fly fishing. Though smallmouth caught in clean lakes and rivers can be excellent table fare, large fish should be released to be caught another day. Fish over sixteen inches have survived a lot to have grown to that size, and they are worth saving to be caught again.

Fortunately, many bass fly fishers have already learned how to properly handle trout. Though smallmouth are hardier than trout, you should still exercise similar care when handling bass. With barbless hooks, it is usually fairly simple to release the bass without taking the fish from the water by grabbing the hook and twisting it out. If you hook a bass deeply, it is often better to cut the tippet and leave the hook in the fish than it is to try to remove the hook with pliers. Avoid excessive contact with the bass’s skin, because you can wipe off the outer layer of mucus that protects the bass from waterborne bacteria and fungus. I have found, especially when landing large bass, that aggressive handling only encourages aggressive struggling from the bass. I prefer to slide my hand under the bass and slowly lift it so it lies on its side on the palm of my hand. The large bass will lie there without struggling.
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	Take a picture, not a fish, to preserve memories of your catch. Lefty Kreh takes a quick shot of Bob Clouser with a nice bass. JACK HANRAHAN




	[image: Image]

	Often it’s not necessary to take the fish out of the water to release it or for a photo. When releasing a fish, take the time to revive it by holding it in the water until it starts to swim away on its own. JAY NICHOLS



Many anglers now prefer to take pictures of their catches instead of taking the fish home, but it’s important to take care of the bass when you are posing with it. When picking up the bass for a picture, it’s okay to hold it by the lip, but keep the fish vertical, or if lifting it into a horizontal position, support the rest of the fish so you don’t damage the bass’s mouth. Many times, it’s better just to take the picture with the fish half out of the water. If you are alone and you want a picture of the bass you just caught, don’t drag it up on the rocks for a photograph; leave it in the water. Likewise, when bringing a bass to the boat, don’t let it flop around on the bottom of the boat; leave it in the water or a net in the water for your picture. Nets constructed of rubber or soft knitted mesh are less harmful to fish than hard nylon, knotted strand nets.

When releasing the bass, take the time to revive it. Give it extra time if you played it for a long time or it appears injured. Cradling its body, hold the bass facing into a slow or moderate current so oxygenated water can flow over its gills. Keep the fish out of fast current until it is strong enough to swim away on its own accord. As water temperatures increase, the longer you take to play the fish, and the more you stress it. Use tackle stout enough to land a fish quickly.



Though I don’t know about fish intelligence, or even if there is such a thing, I do know that bass learn. In my experience, older bass are typically more wary. In my home waters, the big bass are the first to move to the spawning grounds and take charge of prime spawning spots. They also know the location of the prime holding spots in the river and take over these areas.

Large bass are much harder to catch in clear water than their smaller counterparts. I have watched big bass scurry for cover long before smaller bass in the same area took flight. I have also noticed that big bass are much harder to catch on the same fly the second time I fish over their territory. I am most successful when I change the color, size, and shape of a fly pattern.

I can remember each of the smallmouth over five pounds I caught on a fly. One in particular stands out. This bass selected a long, deep trench with two large, submerged boulders in it. When water conditions were clear enough to see the tops of the boulders, which were four feet under the surface, the bass would hold and feed on top of the first boulder. The first time I caught him was on a size 4 chartreuse-and-white Clouser Minnow. I waited for a week and then went back to see if I could catch him again. From seventy feet away, I could see his black form on top of the same rock. As the boat drifted into casting position, I cast a Clouser Minnow at him, but he refused to hit it. I thought it would be worth another try, so I repeated the same drift and presentation. This time the big smallmouth just slid off the rock and disappeared to the bottom.

I knew he was feeding because of where he was holding. I tried this area for two more days, and the same thing always happened. The bass would just disappear into the depths. I knew I had to do something different to entice him to eat one of my flies. I rested the area for another week and then tried a size 1/0 white Lefty’s Bug tied to a 10-pound-test tippet. I also changed my approach by drifting the boat past the holding area from the opposite side of the boulder.

I could see the big smallmouth holding on top of the same rock as I approached. As the boat drifted into position, I cast the big Lefty’s Bug. It settled on the water four feet in front of the fish, and I watched with excitement as the bass slowly and deliberately rose to inhale the bug without caution. I remember feeling guilty but happy to have fooled that big rascal a second time. I never saw the bass again and always thought that he left the area to find a new hideout because of my intrusions. That is the kind of intelligence I think bass have.



CHAPTER 2

Seasons of Smallmouth
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	On many streams across the country, smallmouth bass and trout rise to the same spring hatches. JOHN RANDOLPH



Smallmouth behavior is controlled by water temperature, food, protection, and the urge to spawn. Understanding these things and how they are interconnected will help you be more successful when fishing for bass throughout the seasons.

In search of preferred water temperatures, safety, food, or good spawning sites, smallmouth move throughout a stream during the year and head to fairly dependable places. During the summer and early fall, bass, especially large ones, like to stay in one place. During their fall migration to winter holding areas and their spring migration to suitable spawning sites, bass tagged by biologists have been recorded swimming more than fifty miles. Smallmouth also move to adapt to streamflow and to short-term condition changes such as flooding or murky water. For example, smallmouth move from backwaters during high-volume water flows to riffles as the currents decrease. Though no two streams are the same—or no two bass, for that matter—following are some generalizations about bass behavior through the seasons.
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	One of the best times to target large bass is in the spring before they spawn. ROSS PURNELL



SPRING

Spring is a time of growth on streams across the country, and smallmouth that have hunkered down through the winter are awakening with the warmer water temperatures and beginning to feed and preparing to spawn. Smallmouth, lying low in their winter holding areas—deep water, eddies with slower currents, spring holes, warmwater inflows—prepare to spawn by feeding to store up energy for the rigors of nest building and defense that are to come. By the time water temperatures reach the upper forties, bass begin actively feeding. In central Pennsylvania, this happens in late March through mid-April. Though the main river current may not be in this temperature range, certain areas may be warmer. Good places to find warm water in the winter and early spring are warmwater inflows from power plants, tributaries, and springs; dark bottoms that absorb light and heat up the water; and shallow areas that warm quicker than other deeper areas.

Trout anglers have long had a rule that the best time of day to fish is the time of day that is most comfortable for them to do so, and this is partly true for smallmouth anglers, especially at this time of the year. In the early spring, there is generally no need to start fishing until the afternoon, after the sun has had a chance to warm up the water a bit. Even an increase of water temperature by a few degrees can trigger more feeding activity—and better fishing. As a general rule, the warmest parts of the day will be the most productive—and the most pleasurable—for you.

Before spawning, bass feed heavily and are likely to take your fly if it is presented properly. Though the increasing water temperatures are enough to trigger the fish to feed, they are still below the bass’s optimal temperature range, so the fish may not be super aggressive. Once you find the fish, try to swim your fly as close as possible to them. At this time of year, sluggish fish may not chase a streamer. One of the most effective methods is to slowly dead drift a Clouser Deep Minnow or other heavily weighted streamer along the bottom of the river. Experiment to see whether the fish prefer a dead drift or a more active, stripped presentation.

The light-colored Silver Shiner, Gizzard Shad, all-white, and River Shiner Clouser Deep Minnows work best for me at this time of year, because minnows provide the bulk of the bass’s food. I use minnows with a 1/24-ounce metallic eye for fast currents. Most often when dead drifting the fly, I use a floating line, but sinking-tip lines can be effective at times. Whatever tackle you use, it is important that you are fishing your fly in front of the fish. If they are holding in deep water or are right on the bottom, you must find a way to get your fly down. It is because of this that during the early spring, before the bass begin to spawn and the water temperatures reach about 60 degrees, anglers fishing with spinning and casting rods have an advantage. You can catch fish with a fly rod and flies, but do not expect a lot of them.

Dead-drifted nymphs also catch bass in the spring. Many anglers have success with dark Woolly Buggers and other buggy patterns, especially where there are good populations of hellgrammites or stoneflies. Because bass sometimes won’t move far to take a dead-drifted fly, you may have to make many presentations in order to get the right drift that will catch a bass. Fish slower-moving, deep pools thoroughly and methodically, focusing on any visible current seams or foam lines.

Early-spring conditions can also coincide with run-off and high, muddy water. Though I often take advantage of this time to prepare my flies and get all my gear in order, you can be successful this time of the year fishing sinking-tip lines and large, dark-colored flies that have a strong profile even in muddy water or bright Cactus Chenille or Estaz-type flies like Lefty Kreh’s Cactus Minnow, or chartreuse-and-yellow Clouser Minnows. Other tactics for high water include fishing close to shore where the current is slower or in riffles.

One of the best tactics for high water is to fish smaller, clearer tributaries. Feeder creeks and streams are usually the first to clear in a watershed, and some clear more quickly than others. Look for spring-fed waters or streams in forested terrain or with rocky bottoms and shorelines to clear faster than streams with muddy bottoms. It’s nice to know which tributaries clear the quickest so you can always have a backup plan. Also, sometimes the water in the main river downstream from the tributary is clearer than other water in the river and becomes a magnet for feeding bass. These tactics apply when there is high and off-colored water at any time of the year.
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	The best time to fish in the spring is after the sun has had a chance to warm the water up. Even a change of a few degrees can get the bass moving. In this shot, the sun on the rocks heated the extremely shallow water above the ledge, and the water in the pool below the ledge—chock full of bass—warmed dramatically throughout the day, turning on the fishing. JAY NICHOLS
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	Right: Just before spawning, bass feed heavily to prepare for the rigors of nest building, protecting the young, and laying eggs. This time can provide an excellent opportunity to catch large bass during bluebird days. KEN COLLINS
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	In the early season, water levels are often high, and you may need to use lead-core or other sinking lines, split shot, and weighted flies to get down to the bottom. JAY NICHOLS



As soon as the water temperatures stabilize in the mid-fifties, bass begin building their nests to prepare for spawning. Ideal spawning sites are areas with reduced current flow at the downstream end of rocks, submerged grass beds, or any other structure that meets these cri-teria. I have seen smallmouth nesting inside grass beds covered with water. They clean off all the silt from the river bottom, exposing a clean, circular depression one to two times as long as their bodies. These depressions are visible in clear water.

Spawning bass are easy targets in clear water—in more ways than one. Though they do not eat while they are on the nest, they become extremely protective and act aggressively toward anything that comes near it, including flies on and below the surface. While on the nest, they will pick up a fly or anything else that settles on the bottom of the nest, carry it away, and spit it out. Many anglers think that fishing for bass at this time is unethical, but if you choose to fish for them, leave your fly on the nest—in or on top of the water—until the bass grabs it. It is not necessary to impart action to the fly. The fact that it is there is enough to suggest to the bass that something is threatening its territory or young. Because a bass will spit out something that it picks up on its nest, you should set the hook as soon as the fish grabs the fly.
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