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FOREWORD

Look up “crappie” in the dictionary, and you won't see a picture of Keith Sutton there. That's a mistake on the part of Messrs. Funk and Wagnall. I've been in this outdoor writing business for… well, let's just say a long time. And in all those years, I've never run across anybody who knows more about crappie, and about catching them, than the guy whose name is on the cover of this book.

I've known this Sutton character most of those many years because he's been in this same business for about as long as I have. Our career paths have crossed and recrossed since the 1970s when we were both struggling freelancers trying with mixed success to break into the outdoor-magazine business. We were friends and competitors back then, and when we were both hired by the same state natural resources agency in the early 1980s, it added another layer to our relationship; we became not only friends and competitors, but also co-workers.

For nearly twenty years, among other numerous duties, we worked on the agency's award-winning magazine—Keith as editor, me as his able-bodied assistant—and we turned out a product that, if you don't mind me saying so, was consistently excellent and sometimes downright brilliant. Throughout those two decades, we pushed each other to be better writers and photographers, each of us editing and critiquing the other's stuff, brainstorming the magazine's content, arguing (sometimes heatedly) over ideas, wording, magazine content and layout and just about everything else you can think of. But evidently all that arguing and pushing each other worked, because the magazine and our individual work in it earned scores of awards from the Association for Conservation Information, the Outdoor Writers Association of America and the Southeastern Outdoor Press Association. One issue earned Sutton and me joint recognition as Conservation Communicators of the Year from the Arkansas Wildlife Federation.

I tell you these things not to brag—well, maybe a little—but to give you some idea why I'm qualified to talk about the guy whose book you're now holding. Through all those years, when Sutton and I weren't working on the magazine and other agency projects, we boondocked around the wilder parts of the world—duck hunting, squirrel hunting, bass fishing, bream fishing and, yes, crappie fishing. And if I ever came close to holding up my end of the boat when Keith Sutton was in the other end of it, I don't remember it. The man is a crappie-catching machine. He thinks like a crappie, or at least I assume he does, because he can catch them when lesser mortals like me can't buy a bite. If I had one minnow (or one jig or whatever) and I needed a crappie to save my life, Sutton is the guy I'd give it to. He's that good.

This crappie machine is also a world-class outdoor communicator, as evidenced by all those writing and photography awards I mentioned. He's one of the best in this business, with a reputation that spans not only the country but the globe. When he finishes a magazine story or newspaper column, or a book like this one, you can rest assured it's the best he can possibly make it. In case you don't yet get what I'm driving at, that's pretty darn good.

So what you have in this book is the melding of two passions: outdoor communications and crappie fishing. Keith Sutton is among the best in the world at both, and just as he and I used to push each other to be better, the combination of these two things has produced a book that's second to none. Pay attention to the stuff in these pages, and it will make you a better crappie angler. Pay attention to how that stuff is presented, and it will make you a better writer as well.

—Jim Spencer

www.treblehookunlimited.com



INTRODUCTION

Many books have been written about crappie fishing. I'm a fan of all I have read, and to be honest, the folks who wrote those books—people like Steve Wunderle, Tim Huffman, Jim Robbins, Larry Larsen, Horace Carter, Bill Dance and Charlie Brewer—know more about crappie fishing than I'll ever learn.

That being the case, you might wonder why I've written yet another treatise about fishing for America's favorite panfish.

First of all, this book is a labor of love. I enjoy fishing for all kinds of fish. Crappie, however, rank near the top on my favorites list. I started fishing for them at age six and immediately fell in love with these calico sunfish. That love never diminished. Put me on a backcountry crappie lake with a cane pole and a few minnows and jigs, and I'm as happy as a man can be. Being a writer, it's only natural I should want to share my thoughts about something I enjoy so much.

Second, I believe I have unique insights on the sport worth sharing. You'll find lots of basic information on these pages, for sure. You'll learn about crappie biology, the types of structure and cover to fish, how to select and use basic crappie-catchers such as jigs and minnows and tried-and-true tactics for catching crappie throughout the seasons. But you'll also discover many new and innovative ways of finding and catching crappie. I've been fortunate to fish with some of the country's finest crappie anglers, and more fortunate still that they've been willing to share much of their knowledge. You'll find their insights transformed into text on the pages inside. I've also spent a lifetime studying crappie behavior in the lakes and rivers I fish, and the things I've discovered firsthand provide the basis for much of the information here.

[image: image]
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Finally, I think it's time someone gave crappie anglers a book they can be proud to lay on their coffee tables for others to see, a book that's more than just black-and-white text and photos. My publisher feels the same way. Crappie are beautiful fish. Crappie fishing is a beautiful sport. This beauty should be shared in color photographs that entice others to try our sport, while at the same time providing worthwhile instruction and information that can help die-hard crappie fans be even better anglers.

I hope you enjoy this labor of love. I hope you learn many new things as you delve into the pages that follow. Most of all, I hope all your crappie-fishing adventures are fruitful and create memories that last a lifetime.

—Keith Sutton



Section I

Understanding
Crappie




CRAPPIE BASICS

Its strike is often so delicate, it may be hooked before you know it. Seldom will one weighing much over a pound or two be caught. It puts up an admirable tussle on light tackle, but it's not really a hard fighter. So why is the crappie such a popular gamefish?

There's no single answer. Anglers laud the crappie for a combination of characteristics that make crappie fishing pure fun.

Crappie are found in thousands of lakes and streams through the U.S. In-the-know anglers haul them in spring, summer, autumn and winter. Anything these sunfish lack in size, they compensate for with sheer numbers and the ease with which they are caught.

Fancy equipment? No need. It doesn't matter if you use a homemade cane pole or a $200 ultralight rig. Both catch crappie.

Good eating? Absolutely. Crappie have flaky, white meat suitable for a variety of recipes. Nothing is tastier than crappie fillets properly prepared and cooked.

Crappie are fish for people of all ages. Sure, trout are bedazzling jumpers. Catfish are superb dinner fare. Stripers are brutal battlers. For many anglers, however, crappie are favorites because the certainty of some kind of fishing action is far better than promised battles that never come.

The Difference Between Black
and White

The world has only two species of crappie—the black crappie (Pomoxis nigromaculatus) and the white crappie (Pomoxis annularis), both found exclusively in North America. They belong to the sunfish family, Centrarchidae, which also includes largemouth bass, bluegills and other popular warm-water gamefish.

Anglers seldom bother to distinguish between black crappie and white crappie. Both are uniquely beautiful panfish with large, showy fins and metallic bodies that glisten like silver ingots. Fishing techniques are identical for each. Neither is more worthy quarry than the other, but if you catch a crappie big enough for the record books, it must be positively identified as one or the other.

[image: image]

Crappie rank high among America's favorite sportfish. According to the 2006 National Survey of Fishing, Hunting and Wildlife-Associated Recreation (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service), 6.21 million U.S. anglers over age 16 fish for them each year.
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The differences between a white crappie (top) and black crappie (bottom) are minor, but most avid crappie anglers can readily distinguish one species from the other.

The most reliable method of separating the two is counting the dorsal-fin spines. Black crappie normally have seven or eight; whites usually have six, but sometimes five.

Color is not as dependable, but white crappie are paler, and dark spots on the sides usually are arranged in regular vertical bars. Black crappie are typically darker and have scattered spots.

Black crappie fare best over a firm bottom in relatively cool, clear water. They strongly relate to aquatic vegetation. They're slightly fussier about their environment than white crappie, which flourish in warmer, siltier waters that often have soft substrates.

Some lakes and streams have populations of only one species. Over a great portion of their respective ranges, however, black crappie and white crappie live together in the same waters.

Most sage crappie anglers couldn't care less one way or the other. They're after crappie, plain and simple. And the type of crappie caught doesn't matter one iota.

Range

Black crappie originally were found in the eastern half of the United States except for the northeastern seaboard. The range of this species was greatly expanded, however, by introductions into eastern sections of the country where it wasn't found originally, and throughout the much of the West and the Midwest. Washington received its first stockings in 1890, California in 1891, Idaho in 1892 and Oregon in 1893.

The original range of the white crappie extended from eastern South Dakota to New York south to Alabama and Texas. This species also has been widely introduced into new waters, and like the black crappie, it now is found in all lower forty-eight states. It tends to be more at home in the oxbows, large lakes and sluggish rivers of the South, while the black crappie, which thrives best in colder, clearer water, ranges as far north as southern Canada.

Crappie also have been stocked in Mexico and Panama, with populations thriving in both countries.


Size

Average size depends on local conditions. One-half- to 1-pound crappie comprise most of the catch in most waters, but prime lakes and rivers often yield “barn doors” in the 2- to 3-pound class. Crappie weighing more than 3 pounds are very uncommon.


Did You Know?

In 1993, Louisiana became the first and only state to designate the crappie (in this case, the white crappie) as its official state fish.



Black crappie growth generally is slower than that of the white crappie, but because it has a stockier body, a black crappie of a given length generally will weigh more than a white crappie of the same length. For example, a 12-inch black crappie will be heavier than a 12-inch white crappie.

The two primary record-keeping organizations—the International Game Fish Association and the National Fresh Water Fishing Hall of Fame—both recognize a 5-pound, 3-ounce white crappie caught in Enid Lake, Mississippi in 1957 as the all-tackle world record. However, the organizations differ in their listings when it comes to black crappie. The IGFA lists a black crappie weighing 5.0 pounds caught in a private pond in Callaway County, Missouri in 2006. The Hall of Fame's top white crappie is an even 6-pounder taken from Westwego Canal, Louisiana (a Mississippi River backwater) in 1969.

In this Missouri Department of Conservation photo, John Horstman of Fulton, Missouri, poses with his 5-pound, 19-inch-long, world-record black crappie, caught in a Missouri pond on April 21, 2006.

[image: image]

This photo from the International Game Fish Association is one of few in existence showing Fred Bright of Memphis, Tennessee, with the 5-pound, 3-ounce, Enid Dam, Mississippi, white crappie that earned him a place in the world record books on July 31, 1957.
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The Hall of Fame also lists an all-tackle record for the hybrid crappie, a cross between a black crappie and white crappie. That 2-pound, 11-ounce specimen was caught in Shabbona Lake, Illinois, in 2005. Although it's not listed as a world record, a 4-pound, 11-ounce hybrid crappie (21.5 inches long) caught from a Christian County watershed lake in May 2005 is the official Kentucky crappie record.

Food Habits

Crappie feed primarily on small fishes, aquatic insects and tiny crustaceans. The proportions of these food items vary with locality, season and the crappie's age. Young crappie feed more on small crustaceans. Adults subsist mainly on fish, with insects also making up a small percentage of the diet. Small shad are the principle food item for adult crappie in many reservoirs.

Biologists studying crappie in Arkansas’ Beaver Lake found that adult black crappie tend to eat more insects in spring and fishes in other seasons, while adult white crappie eat fishes year-round. The researchers believe these food habits eventually caused white crappie to become more abundant in the reservoir than the previously dominant black crappie. As the lake aged, there was an apparent reduction in the number of insects important to black crappie, so the numbers of black crappie fell, and white crappie became the dominant species.

Reproduction

The fact that black crappie and white crappie select different spawning habitats is part of the reason they remain two distinct species. In some man-made lakes, however, the two crappie species sometimes overlap in their habitat, and they hybridize. The hybrids are sometimes called “gray crappie.” And they may be more abundant in some waters than many people suspect. A study on Alabama's Weiss Lake, for example, determined that 18 percent of the population was hybrids and another 3 percent was offspring from hybrid parents.

Crappie move to shallows to nest in spring when the water temperature nears 56 degrees. That might be January in Florida and July in northern Ohio.

Adult males of both species undergo a noticeable color change as the season begins. Their cheeks and belly become considerably darker, and the upper sides often take on a brassy hue.

Males build the nests, using their tails to fan silt away from a bottom area composed of fine gravel or finely divided plant roots, often near a log or other large object. The nests almost invariably are in shallow coves protected from wave action, and there may be many nests in a single cove. The depth at which nests are found can vary considerably, from less than 1 foot to as much as 20 feet.


Did You Know?

Several places lay claim to the title “Crappie Capital of the World,” including Weiss Lake, Alabama; Kentucky Lake in Kentucky and Tennessee; Grand Lake, Oklahoma; and Lake Okeechobee, Florida.




WHAT'S IN A NAME?

The word crappie has its roots in the Canadian-French word crapet, which was an early name for the species. Crapet probably is derived from the French crêpe, a pancake, in reference to the fish's general shape.

In some areas, the name crappie has taken on a most indelicate pronunciation, similar to the dice game craps. Most people, however, pronounce it croppie, which is more in keeping with the word's derivation.

For many years, fish reference books referred to the white crappie simply as crappie, and the black crappie was known as the calico bass.

Crappie have more aliases than a most-wanted criminal, over fifty in all. Among the most commonly heard today are speck, speckled perch, white perch, calico, papermouth (in reference to the crappie's delicate mouth parts) and sac-a-lait (Cajun-French for “bag of milk”). More archaic nicknames include gold ring (for the iris of the eye), bachelor perch, banklick, chinquapin, lamplight, tinmouth, strawberry bass, silver perch, barfish, bridge perch, John Demon, timber crappie, Mason perch, straw bass, bitterhead, goggle-eye, shad, grass bass, Newlight and Campbellite.

The latter name, Campbellite, was mentioned in an 1878 biennial report by the Kansas State Board of Agriculture, which said, “[The crappie's] slang name in the West used to be the ‘Campbellite,’ because it made its first appearance in the tributaries of the Ohio about the time Alexander Campbell first began to achieve a reputation.” Campbell was a religious leader of the early 1820s whose followers performed full-immersion baptisms and sometimes were referred to as Campbellites, New Light Christians or simply New Lights, the latter being another strange vernacular name associated with the crappie.

To avoid confusion caused by such a plethora of common names, scientific names are used. The black crappie's is Pomoxis nigromaculatus; the white crappie's is Pomoxis annularis. Pomoxis means sharp opercle, referring to the spiny, pointed rear edge of the gill cover. Nigromaculatus is Latin for “black spotted.” Annularis is Latin for “having rings,” a reference to the dark vertical bands on the white crappie's sides.



A large female crappie may lay as many as 180,000 eggs. Spawning with several males is common, and each female may produce eggs several times during the spawning period.

The eggs hatch in two to four days. The fry remain in the nest several days where they are guarded by the male.

When crappie reach the second or third summer of life, they are sexually mature and will spawn the following spring. The maximum life span is about seven or eight years, although few crappie live beyond age three or four.

Seasonal Behavior

Understanding the general seasonal habits of crappie is important so you can locate prime crappie-fishing areas year-round.


BLACKNOSE CRAPPIE

In many waters, anglers catch crappie that have a dark brown or black stripe running under the chin, over the nose and across part of the back. These beautifully marked fish, often considered special prizes by crappie fans, are called “blacknose crappie.”

Several stories have been propagated to explain the origins of these fish. Most folks believe they are hybrid fish, a cross between black crappie and white crappie. Others believe they are juvenile crappie that lose the black stripe with age.

In fact, blacknose crappie are simply an unusual color strain of the black crappie. They were first described in Ohio in 1957. A later study reported they had been found in thirteen states. One of those states was Arkansas, where blacknose crappie turned up in Beaver and Bull Shoals lakes. Some of those fish were transported to an Arkansas state fish hatchery in the 1960s, where biologists learned how to propagate the strain and produce blacknose crappie by design rather than accident. This distinctive crappie is now being raised in hatcheries for stocking public fishing waters throughout the country. Because the blacknose is easily recognized even by untrained observers, it has proven valuable for studying crappie management strategies in lakes where it has been introduced.

[image: image]



Summer and winter crappie typically form large, loose schools and usually hold near cover in 10 to 35 feet of water. In oxbows, look for fish near old river channels or the basin of the lake. Reservoir fish may concentrate in deep timber near channel breaks or humps. River crappie tend to hole up in deep backwaters. Using a sonar fish finder makes the difficult job of locating these fish much simpler.

In spring, as the water temperature climbs into the upper 50s and low 60s, crappie move to their spawning grounds, usually in shallow, wind-protected coves with good cover. Most anglers find crappie near shoreline cover: willows, cypress trees, blowdowns, stick-ups and weed-beds. Larger crappie may be farther out over shallow, main-lake humps or near channel edges adjacent shallow flats.

During cold fronts, crappie may leave shallows for deeper water. Deep timber along channel edges or underwater humps is a favorite retreat. The more severe the front, the deeper the fish withdraw.

Locating autumn crappie is especially hard. Fish in 8-foot depths one day may move to 20 feet the next. They may hold over brush piles in the morning and move to deep points by evening. The best advice this season is keep moving until you find feeding fish.

[image: image]
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TWELVE PLACES YOU'LL
ALWAYS FIND CRAPPIE

Lakes and rivers contain many crappie hotspots. If you're lucky, you can pick a spot at random, cast your bait and start reeling in slabs. But most of us aren't so lucky. For consistent success, especially on unfamiliar waters, we need more information; we need to know where, specifically, hungry crappie are likely to be.

Some places definitely are better than others, including the following twelve places where crappie gather like kids around an ice cream truck, gobbling every morsel that passes by.

Points

Points are excellent crappie hotspots year-round because they serve as pathways for fish moving back and forth between shallow and deep water. By working a point methodically from near-shore to offshore, you should be able to determine the day's depth pattern and use it to find crappie on other points or structural features.

Work a jig or minnow around all visible cover and fish-concentrating structure—stumps, fallen and standing timber, rocks, man-made brush piles and the like. If most crappie are caught around features at the point's shallower end, then concentrate on shallow features when you move to other areas. Likewise, if crappie seem to be favoring deeper areas on the point, continue fishing deep-water structure until you notice a shift in the pattern.

[image: image]

Working jigs in and around flooded sticks of beaver lodges is a good way to zero in on crappie.


Shallow Ledges and Channel Breaks

Crappie anglers always should watch their fish finder for signs of shallow ledges and channel breaks beneath the water. These aren't deep drop-offs that fall away 10 feet or more along a major river channel, but rather shallow ditches, cuts, ledges and gullies often found near bankside bluffs or close to coves and bays. These structures are especially productive when associated with nearby weed-beds, timber stands or other crappie cover.

Beaver Lodges

Crappie love beaver lodges, and they often hide in the dense woody tangles created when beavers lay sticks to build a home. Because this type of cover is so dense, you'll probably have to work it with a jig and jigging pole. Some crappie will be in shallow cover, but most big crappie will be on the outer edges of the lodge where the sticks disappear into deeper water.

Fish Shelters

Fisheries agencies often construct elaborate fish shelters by sinking reefs of trees and brush in waters where lack of cover has limited fish production. Buoys mark the locations of most shelters. Others are marked on maps and can be pinpointed using a fish finder. All such shelters are likely to harbor crappie concentrations year-round.

Cypress Trees

Crappie gather around bald cypresses wherever these water-loving trees are found. They won't be around the same trees year-round, however. When the spring spawn is underway, you'll find more crappie by fishing cypresses in shallow shoreline waters. In summer and winter, you'll do better fishing trees standing in or near deeper water. Autumn may find crappie deep or shallow, so fish cypress trees in a variety of places, deep and shallow.

In waters with hundreds of cypresses, narrow the scope of your search to particular types of trees. Cypress trees standing alone or in small clusters offshore often indicate the presence of an underwater hump (a favorite crappie haunt) and always are worth trying. Trees with big open hollows also should be checked as big crappie love to hide in the dark interiors to ambush prey fish passing by. Also focus your attention on the outermost cypress trees on points, trees with lots of tall knees erupting from the water some distance from the buttressed trunk and big cypress stumps with hollow interiors.

[image: image]

The knees and broad bases of cypress trees should be checked for crappie wherever they are found.


Flooded Willows

When fishing big rivers and their backwaters, you can bet your bottom dollar you'll always find crappie holding around inundated willow trees. Fishing the outermost willows in these areas is the best way to catch lots of big crappie, but if that fails, work other portions of the willow stand. Be attentive, too, to long rows of flooded willows on natural lakes where overflows raise the water level. These are hotspots not to be missed.

Inundated Lakes and Ponds

Small ponds and lakes inundated when larger lakes fill are prime locales for crappie year-round. These offer easy access to deep-water holding areas and shallow feeding spots. They're especially productive in large shallow lakes.

Pinpoint the spot with sonar, then look within it for points, drop-offs, sunken islands or humps that attract crappie. If scattered trees or stumps exist around the perimeter, fish them carefully.

Threadfin Shad Schools

Threadfin shad schools almost always are followed by loose groups of big crappie, and sometimes schools of smaller fish. When the lake you're fishing is inhabited by threadfins (check with the local fisheries department or knowledgeable anglers), watch for clues to help you pinpoint the baitfish.

As a general rule, look for shad schools in deeper water throughout winter and around midday during warm seasons. Look in shallower water near dawn and dusk in spring, summer and fall. You may see shad leaping or swirling as predator fish chase them. On a fish finder, a school of threadfins usually appears as a band of pixels one to several feet thick. Crappie will appear as scattered individuals around or beneath the shad, seldom more than half a dozen or so together. Find them, and you can target them with appropriate lures.

Isolated Stumps

You'll rarely go wrong working a jig or minnow around any stumps isolated from other types of structure. If you can find an area with lots of widely scattered stumps, so much the better. Fish each stump thoroughly on all sides, targeting the shady side first on sunny days.

[image: image]

Crappie anglers often find their quarry near isolated bits of cover and structure such as stumps in open water.

The best stumps often are those barely visible beneath the water's surface, but you'll have to move slowly and watch carefully to find them. Anglers often carry short lengths of cane to stick in the tops of such stumps as markers. It's then easier to come back and fish the stumps throughout the day.

Inflow Water-Control Structures

Many crappie waters have water-control structures bringing an inflow of fresh water to the main water body. This may be a pipe jutting from a bank with water pouring out the end, an underwater well head that creates a boil in an otherwise calm surface or a big culvert with a fresh inflow of rain after a shower. Baitfish such as shad gather in the well-oxygenated water around these structures, and crappie gather to eat the baitfish. Working spinners and spoons through areas where the water is disturbed is one good way to catch these often scattered slabs.

Thicket Structures

In waters where the edges of good crappie cover get pounded by scores of anglers, the biggest crappie often move inside dense cover stands (thickets) to avoid the ruckus. For example, if a lake has acres of button willows, slabs rarely are caught along the easily reached edges of these bushes. To find them, anglers must pull their boats into the thicket and target particular types of structure within that attract crappie. This may be log or stump, the edge of a creek channel meandering through or perhaps a cluster of standing snags. Any structure different from the norm is likely to attract crappie here.

When trophy crappie are your target, don't overlook these hotspots, regardless of the time of year. They're difficult to reach and difficult to fish, but a jig or minnow dropped inside a thicket will nearly always entice a slab.

Humps

Locating an underwater hump is like finding a map to buried treasure for the crappie fan. These structures are among the most productive crappie spots in any lake year-round.
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Studying a bottom contour map of the body of water you plan to fish helps you pinpoint structures such as humps, where crappie are likely to be.

A bottom contour map helps in finding humps. Look in areas near old river channels and large feeder creeks for concentric rings of contour lines. If the depth numbers grow progressively smaller when moving toward the center of the circles, it's a hump. If the depth grows larger, you've found a depression, and it, too, may be worth investigating.

When you've pinpointed the hump with sonar, learn all you can about it—its size, the steepness of drops on each side, existing cover and so forth. Narrow your fishing area to a few choice zones—points, pockets, rock beds, timbered or brushy areas, etc.—then mark them with buoys or with a waypoint on your GPS.

The best humps are 5 to 20 feet from the surface and have substantial deep water around them, such as a creek channel running alongside. Humps with timber, brush, rocks or other cover also are productive.

We've discussed only twelve hotspots; there are dozens more. What's important to remember is this: the best bait and equipment are useless unless hungry crappie are nearby. If you take time to find the best areas, however, and present your bait in the right manner, the odds improve for catching lots of crappie, including occasional trophies.


MASTERING ELECTRONICS

Crappie guide Darryl Morris takes clients fishing year-round on several west-central Arkansas lakes. This veteran angler says a key factor in pinpointing crappie each season is fine-tuning and mastering your electronics so you can identify the exact depth and structure where fish are holding.

“Your sonar unit is like your eyes underwater,” Morris says. “No matter which unit you have, learning to use it fully aids you in catching more crappie this season.”

Begin by correctly setting the unit's sensitivity.

“Most units have two sensitivity settings: one for the unit overall and another for the fish ID,” says Morris. “If your unit is set correctly, you should be able to get a sonar return on a small jig but not identify it as a fish.

“To do this, drop a jig into the unit's cone. Turn your sensitivity down until it disappears, and then back up until it reappears as a fine line on your screen. As you move the jig up and down, turn the fish ID sensitivity down until it stops identifying it as a fish. Your unit is now set, and you can have confidence what you see is true.”

Next, you should set your unit's depth offset.

“If your transducer is 1 foot under the water's surface, your depth offset should be +1,” says Morris. “But don't stop there; check it for accuracy. On a calm day, drop a bank sinker to hard bottom, mark the line at the water's surface and measure the actual depth. Adjust your depth offset accordingly. Now learn the relationship between your depth reading and the grid lines. Have confidence you can precisely read the depth at which fish are holding.”

When your sensitivities and depth offset are perfect, you must learn to correctly interpret the sonar return.

“Learn to distinguish fish and cover, and learn to read a fish's sonar return when the fish is in the cover,” Morris says. “Newer color units make this simpler by displaying different colors for varying densities. Also, understand that when the boat is moving or the fish is swimming through the cone, a nice arch will form. Otherwise, when movement is minimal, the sonar return is a flatter, longer line as opposed to an arch.

“Ultimately, your skill should grow from just finding fish to targeting specific groups of fish at specific depths. Such abilities will put more crappie in your livewell because you'll no longer waste time fishing 5 feet above the fish or 10 feet below them. You'll be able to identify the fish and know exactly the depth where you should present your lure. Your catch rate will soar.”

[image: image]

Crappie guide Darryl Morris of Hot Springs, Arkansas (pictured), says anglers can increase their catch of big crappie like this by fine-tuning their fish finder before fishing.
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