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Introduction

Roland Martin is a remarkable man.

I’m not referring to his magical ability to catch fish. His track record as America’s best tournament angler is well-documented.

His success on the tournament trail can also be attributed to that remarkable quality found in the 45-year-old Clewiston, Fla., man. But Roland Martin is much more than just an extremely talented fisherman.

He is host of one of the most successful television shows in the nation, lecturer-extraordinaire, marina owner, fine photographer, insightful writer (when time allows) and much more. No man juggles such a hectic schedule as well as Martin, who has the amazing ability to concentrate on no less than a dozen projects at the same time.

There is a side to Roland Martin that the public rarely sees. He is a compassionate, caring individual. I am proud to be able to say he is my friend.

After spending countless hours on and off of the water with him collaborating on over 100 newspaper and magazine stories (not to mention this book), I have discovered that he has a quality found only in the top echelon of any profession. It is an indescribable quality and I’m afraid I’ll never be a writer who can explain it in the written word. But that quality is undeniable.

We see it in men like Jack Nicklaus, Lee Iacocca, Ted Turner, Roger Staubach and Dean Smith. All are men who have a vision of greatness and have somehow found the insight needed to accomplish all that they set out to do. And the determination to persevere.

Roland Martin wrote the proverbial book on determination.

I have never been fortunate to see Martin actually win a tournament, although plenty of others have. But I remember a tournament in May of 1985 that speaks volumes about this man.

Going into the tournament on Lake Okeechobee (the last event on the Bass Anglers Sportsman Society circuit), Martin was the heavy favorite to win, because the Big O is his home lake, where he had won before. Just as important to him was the B.A.S.S. Angler of the Year award. But he seemed like a very longshot for his record ninth title.

Entering the tournament, Martin was a whopping 22 pounds behind Texan Larry Nixon, one of the nation’s top pros. That lead seemed insurmountable. To everyone but Roland Martin, that is.

During the first two days of the tournament, he weighed in excellent stringers, but his chances of catching Nixon still seemed bleak. But on that final day, wearing a visor on which he had written “War” and “Go For It” to psych himself up, Martin made a charge reminiscent of the final-round march of Jack Nicklaus to win the 1986 Masters (at the age of 46).

He ended up beating Nixon by less than 2 pounds. And although he lost the tournament to Rick Clunn on the basis of a pair of dead-fish penalties, Martin wasn’t disappointed. He had reclaimed the title that should bear his name when he retires.

In his illustrious career, Roland Martin has won more B.A.S.S. events (16) than any angler. He has won more than $500,000 in tournament fishing and holds the B.A.S.S. all-time money lead with almost $300,000. No man has won more than two Angler of the Year awards other than this Maryland native.

He commands respect among his peers.

“Roland has won Angler of the Year nine times and that says to me that Roland is No. 1,” Larry Nixon says. “He’s the man. That just makes him a step above everybody else.”

Widely considered Martin’s heir-apparent to the bass tournament kingdom, Rick Clunn is the only angler to ever win three BASS Masters Classic titles, the only honor to escape Martin over the years. He agrees with Nixon that Martin is the best at his profession.

“Personally, I have to admire Roland’s nine Angler of the Year titles more than my three Classics,” Clunn says. “Because I know what it takes to win it. I know the commitment he has been willing to make to win it.

“I have always been of the theory that the true professional in any sport, no matter what it is, is the person who maintains a high level of performance for a long period of time. I can’t argue with his record there.”

To know Roland Martin is to appreciate what he represents—the best at his chosen profession. He drives himself hard and demands nothing but perfection. Yet he never loses sight of the fact that fishing is, first and foremost, a recreation.

I’ll always remember a hot July date in 1986 when Roland and I were bass fishing on Lake Okeechobee. We were fishing, but we weren’t catching. After a few hours of frustration, Roland suggested changing our game plan. He put away the flipping rods and broke out a couple of ultralight outfits and we went bluegill fishing.

Drifting along the shallow, open-water flats, we were sight-casting for big bedding bluegills and having a ball. In just two hours, we stopped counting at 170 bluegills. We caught so many bluegills that we cut the barbs off of the hooks to make releasing them easier.

At one point, the all-time bass king had caught a bluegill on 19 consecutive casts. And he was having as much fun as he had ever had on the water.

He has the enthusiasm of a child when it comes to fishing, an enthusiasm that is refreshing. It is an enthusiasm that works for him, that keeps him charged and confident. It is an enthusiasm that only fishing and turkey hunting can ignite.

It has been a pleasure to know and work with Roland Martin. I’m too old to have heroes, so let’s just say he’s a living legend in my eyes. And a remarkable human being.

TIM TUCKER

Micanopy, Fla.

Senior Writer

Bass Master Magazine





Foreword

Years ago, my goal in life was to be an outdoor photographer specializing in fish and wildlife. Back then fishing didn’t have much prestige, though there were a few famous and highly respected fishing writers, such as Jason Lucas, Ray Bergman, Ted Trueblood, Al McClane, and Robert Page Lincoln. My father was a hydraulic engineer for the U.S. Geological Survey, and he designed hydroelectric dams all over the world. He and my mother couldn’t see any future in my trying to make a living from fishing or the outdoors, and they were dead set against my working as a fishing guide. My father came fishing with me a couple of times, but he hated the sport. They wanted me to be a professional person such as a doctor or a lawyer.

My parents were tragically killed in an automobile accident in Europe. I didn’t want to ignore their hopes and plans for me, but I stuck with bass fishing, though this was long before there were any professional bass fishermen who were able to make a living at their favorite sport. I did get a college education, but I never went to medical school or law school. I guided for seven years and then went to work doing seminars for Ray Scott and the Bass Anglers Sportsman Society in 1970. Then I did product research and design and promotion for Lowrance Electronics. Later I turned to making fishing movies for television and finally started my own TV fishing show. In addition to fishing for fun and money, finally I was able to get into something else I really like and always wanted to do professionally—outdoor photography.

Today, I’m convinced that if my parents were here to see how bass fishing has progressed to a well-respected plateau, they would be behind me and would respect what I’ve done in the sport—and also the success my wife, Mary Ann, has had in bass fishing. Within the past fifteen years, bass fishing has truly become a profession—one which I’ve been very pleased and honored to be associated with. fifteen years ago I would have been most hesitant to have written this book. Even though my bassin friends such as Bill Dance, Tom Mann, Billy Westmorland, and Al Lindner had written bass-fishing books, I was afraid to write a book for fear of divulging secrets or patterns which might be known only to me. Years ago, most of us believed that to try to keep an edge in tournament competition, we had to be rather close-mouthed and not reveal much to each other. Looking back, I can see that my attitude about this was a little immature.

The professional way is to reveal to others what we’re doing and have a free exchange of information. We are pretty open with each other, the outdoor writers and the average fishermen today, and this has benefited all of us. We learn from each other.

Fifteen years ago I didn’t have 101 “secrets” I could recommend to you with confidence. I’ve learned many new patterns in recent years from this free exchange of information with other tournament anglers, guides, writers, and other good fishermen. Until 1970 my bass fishing was rather limited to a few specific geographic regions. But because of the wide scope needed for a nationally syndicated TV fishing show, my sponsors have almost demanded—and rightly—that I fish virtually everywhere and for a wide variety of fish. In tournament competition we’ve now fished for bass in more than thirty states. Now that versatility has been forced on my profession, I’m a 200 percent better fisherman than I was when I was guiding at Santee-Cooper in South Carolina.

I would never have known how to run a shiner 20 feet back under a big clump of water hyacinths in Florida if I hadn’t been taught by Dennis Rahn, a central-Florida guide. At the warmup for a tournament at Table Rock in Missouri, Bill Dance showed me a better way to hold the rod for jig and eel fishing. Dee Thomas of California showed me how to flip a jig in the delta region of the Sacramento River. Al Lindner showed me a good way to buzz a spinnerbait for Minnesota largemouths after I’d shown him how to buzz up big Kentucky bass in Arkansas. Clifford Craft of Georgia showed me I really needed to learn deep-water structure fishing with a spinnerbait (he showed what could be done with this method one day in a tournament when I was paired with him). Marty Friedman of New York City taught me how to catch St. Lawrence largemouths from gunk—something I’d hardly ever bothered to fish.

Five years ago I’d never even thought about catching big smallmouths in August—much less ever fishing with a live leech, until I met Grant Hughes on Lake Vermilion in Minnesota. So since I left my regional fishing behind at Santee-Cooper in 1970, my bass-fishing horizons have been broadened by the many fine acquaintances I’ve made in my hobby-job as a fisherman.

This is a book on bass patterns and how to fish them. By “patterns” I don’t mean what’s on the end of the line. I’ve been given credit for coining and defining the concept of pattern fishing. I wrote the definition first in 1969 while preparing a bass-fishing map of Santee-Cooper. What I wrote back then was:

“A pattern is the exact set of water conditions such as depth, cover, structure, temperature, clarity, currents, etc., which attracts fish to that specific spot and to other similar spots all over the same body of water.”

One day I was talking with Tom Mann and he said I hadn’t discovered patterns because he’d been fishing patterns for thirty years. I asked him what he thought a pattern was, and he replied, “That’s just a good place to fish.” John Powell used to tell me that patterns are found in dress shops, but despite his whimsical definition, I’ve still learned a lot of good tricks from John, which are in this book too.

I admit that 101 pattern-fishing “secrets” seem like a large repertoire, but in fact I know at least 101 more. A lot of these latter I’m not well versed in, but I do know they exist. A statement Jerry Gibbs makes in his book Bass Myths Exploded points out why so many bass patterns exist:

“Bass populations, like other animal populations, are made up of individuals. What we are faced with is many types of bass behavior. There is absolutely no substitute for learning how bass react in the specific lake or river that you will regularly fish. Even after you have established patterns of behavior, the fish will occasionally throw you a curve. There’s that matter of individuality....”

Bass are the same great sportfish whether they’re found in Connecticut or California. Therefore, some of these patterns I don’t think are as remote as they might seem at first glance. Most can be adapted to similar conditions in other parts of the country. A Minnesota angler might wonder why he should bother reading about a cypress-tree pattern at Santee-Cooper—yet he might well discover small submerged scrub bushes in a lake close to his home, and he’d be apt to find that this pattern would work almost identically. You might never fish a feeder creek in a tidewater stream, but that little ditch which dumps in near the boat dock right behind your cottage might have the same pattern.

I’ve organized the book in five basic parts, covering bass behavior, lures and live bait, techniques with different kinds of tackle and in different special locales, shallow-structure fishing, and deep-structure fishing. The parts are subdivided into sections, and each section contains one or several of my 101 “secrets.” Obviously there’s some overlap from part to part and section to section—just because I discuss plastic worms in detail in the part on lures doesn’t mean I’m going to forget about them in the parts on structure and techniques. But in each of the 101 discussions in the book, I’ve focused on a particular thing I’ve noticed about patterns and have taken advantage of; I’ve tried to break that thing out of my overall experience and enable the reader to pick up on it quickly and use it to increase his understanding of a given pattern or to solve a problem he’s had with it. A pattern is just a good place to fish, all right—if you can recognize it and know how to fish it.

In my quest for more knowledge about this grand old sport, I’d like to know if you, the reader, have any bassin’ patterns which differ from or contrast with any I discuss in this book. If you’re willing to share your knowledge, be sure to drop me a line and let me know what you’ve found. My address is Suite 134, 6216 South Lewis, Tulsa, Okla. 74136. Meanwhile, good bassin’!



 ROLAND MARTIN

Clewiston, Fla.





SECTION ONE

Nine Behavioral Reasons Why Bass Strike


1 Feeding

We’d fished Florida’s Lake Okeechobee hard that November day, and the bass didn’t hit well at all. We were trying to do a film segment for my TV fishing show, but the largemouths gave us very little cooperation. We’d thrown Johnson Spoons and plastic worms to the edges of the grass as well as back in the thick vegetation, and turned half a dozen fish. I was fishing with John Petre, who was my cameraman back then. His duties were to film, and if the fish were hitting and the sun was out bright, he didn’t have time to fish.

John really enjoyed fishing, and he didn’t say much about not getting to cast, but when the sun finally started dipping down below the horizon, he let out a little warwhoop and said it was his turn to fish. He was a light-tackle enthusiast, and he picked up his favorite little spinning rod and started throwing a small Rapala to the edge of the grass. What he was trying seemed a little ridiculous to me, because I thought his tackle was too light for Florida bass.

We came up to a main lake point leading back into a cove, and John flipped out and let the Rapala lie there for several seconds. A slight sucking sound was audible, and he set the hook and a bass bored down and headed out deep. With his light tackle, I took it for granted that he’d hooked nothing more than a 2-pounder. Suddenly a 5-pounder blew out of the water. He battled it and finally landed it. That was the biggest one we’d caught all day.

Five or six casts later he repeated this episode and got another one about the same size. That one also hit at the edge of the grass. We continued back in the cove, and I was still throwing Johnson Spoons and worms to the thick grass. John spotted a patch of submerged milfoil, and he threw in there and on three consecutive casts he got sucking strikes. He hooked and landed the bass, all of which were in the 2-to-6-pound range. He had five bass and I hadn’t had a strike since he’d started fishing, and he’d got ten, all of ’em in less than ten minutes.


Feeding bass will strike just about anything, but surface plugs like this No. 13 gold Rapala, here attached to a 9-pounder, are favorites of mine.
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He was using a No. 11 gold Rapala on 8-pound line and a spinning rod. I happened to have an identical rig in my rod-storage locker, so I got it out and tied it on. We stayed in the back of that cove and for the next forty-five minutes we really slaughtered the bass. Richard Stunkard was in my backup boat. This was his first filming trip with us, and we were using him as a bird dog. He was the world’s worst, most horrible fisherman, and he’d never caught any bass. All week long he was using a rod and reel I’d lent him, and I’d send him over to different points and tell him to cast a worm or a Johnson Spoon around, and if he got any sort of a strike he was to come back and report it. If he got one strike, it meant we could go to that spot and get probably thirty. Richard is a cousin to Jim Stunkard, my executive producer.

Anyhow, Richard put on a Rapala just before I did, and quickly he caught three bass. When I tried a Rapala I too started catching bass. I was getting them on an average of every other cast. I got to noticing there wasn’t any wind that night, and Okeechobee was mirror-calm. This was very unusual, because the lake is forty miles wide.

We ended up catching twenty-five bass from 2 to 8 pounds. John caught the eight-pounder, and I ended up catching one about 6½. I know bass sometimes go on heavy feeds during the evening, but this was twenty-five bass in an hour. We had another fifteen strikes we didn’t get. What we’d experienced was a feeding frenzy.

Most fishermen think that most bass strike because they’re hungry. Actually I find that hunger accounts for maybe no more than a third of my strikes—but that third is a very important part of the bass I catch. Maybe 35 percent of the time early in the morning or late in the evening the bass are on the feed.

In major slow periods the bass will feed for a short period of time. Another condition that causes bass to feed quite often is a weather change, such as a barometric drop or an approaching storm or possibly some cloud cover which has moved in—all of which affect atmospheric pressure and temperature. Another thing that could influence bass to feed would be a warming trend after a cold front.

There are several reasons bass feed. Feeding bass are the easiest to catch. You can catch them on almost any lure in your tackle box, because basically all lures at one time or other will catch feeding fish.

My favorite, most basic pattern for catching feeding fish would be a dawn-and-dusk surface-plug pattern. I call this pattern—remember, I’m using the word “pattern” to mean the sum total of all the variables in the fishing situation—my topwater treat. It involves getting out before the sun rises or in the twilight hours of the morning or after the sun is setting in the evening and that magical hour begins, because there’s no direct sun on the water.


[image: e9781602392076_i0003.jpg]

A productive way to work the shallow feeding flats is quietly wading and using spinning tackle and a Rapala. Wading provides a low silhouette that is less likely to spook fish in shallow water.




It’s the time of day when generally the convection currents are low and there is very little sun to move the air around, producing almost a slick or mirror-calm surface. Another condition that is very important to this type of surface action is water temperature. You need warm water, in the 70-degree zone; 70 and up for your best surface-bait fishing.

The best depth would be the shallow depths less than 5 feet. The best cover would be any kind of an ambush point in the form of a stump or a rock or any type of a grass point. The best structure is a point—basically a main-lake point.




2 Reflex Action

Reflex action is the second most important reason fish strike, particularly why bass strike, and it accounts for 20 to 25 percent of the bass I catch in a year’s time. A bass’s reflex action is like the behavior of any predator—like a cat pouncing on a mouse.

A lurking bass is seeking two things. He’s seeking shade for his non-eyelidded eyes. He can’t stand direct sunlight, at least not for very long, so he’s going to try to shade his eyes in the shadow of a boulder or a bush or a boat dock. Second, and probably more important, is that, being a predator, he is seeking concealment to hide or camouflage his body from the wary eyes of small baitfish of some description. So the bass is in the shadows of an object, in this case an ambush point.
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Reflex action brought a strike from this 7-pounder, lurking in the shade of an old dock piling. Over-and-under-the-surface photos like this—and several others in this book—are tricky. These were shot by a “simple” method: The photographer lowered a waterproof camera, inside a big glass tank, halfway into the water. Since a bass won’t hold still for a portrait, I sometimes had to work a fish back in front of the camera tank for a second or third try.




To get a reflex strike you need one of two types of lures: either a crank bait or a spinnerbait. If you don’t know what these are, you’ll find sections in Part II on both Thev are fast-moving lures which they will strike at that lure simply out of reflex action. Taking advantage of the reflex action requires a very experienced fisherman with an eye or feel for the right kind of spot, and a little bit of analytical thought concerning the sun and which way the wind is blowing. come whipping through there. The concept of reflex-action fishing is to try to throw the lure right on the fish instead of just throwing past the bush, past the stump, or past the ambush point and quickly cranking the spinnerbait or crank bait right down to where you think he is. I think about which way the sun’s shining so I can fish on the shady side. I think about which way the wind is blowing, because the wind will automatically position the fish on these shallow cover areas. If the wind is blowing from the north, the fish will be facing the wind because of the current it creates. They can’t swim backward, and they face the current. I conjure up a mental image of exactly where that bass is positioned. Then I theoretically try to snag the fish—I’m trying to get right to his eyes. And really the lure is coming right at the fish, right at his eyes, and at the last second he can do one of two things. He can either move out of the way or he can strike it in self-defense, and quite often, since bass are fairly bold and pugnacious, they will strike at that lure simply out of reeflex action. Taking advantage of the reflex action requires a very experienced fisherman with an eye or feel for the right kind of spot, and a little bit of analytical thought concerning the sun and which way the wind is blowing.
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A fast-moving spinnerbait or a crank bait is the best lure to coax a reflex strike. This is one of my new Roland Martin spinnerbaits; the 6-pound largemouth was hiding under a fallen tree in a flooded field after a 10-foot rise on a Kentucky lake.




Another condition which is better for reflex-action fishing is a cool water temperature, because that means the lure can get just a little bit closer to the bass before he knows it’s there. This is kind of an advantage. Water between 45 and 65 degrees is probably best for the spinnerbait and crank bait, because the fish does not detect the presence of the lure until it is pretty much right on top of him. Then he can see it and strike it.

When the water is muddy, it is the hotter water temperatures that are better for reflex-action strikes. When the water is below 50 degrees and muddy, you hardly ever get strikes on these kinds of lures. If the water temperature is from 60 to 90, and the water is real muddy, you’ll get a lot of good reflex strikes. Here the fish doesn’t see the lure well, but his lateral sensitivity is such that he detects its presence at the last second and he strikes it.

The pattern most representative of reflex-action strikes is bumping the stump with a crank bait. This is simply a great pattern because that’s just a natural feeding spot. The best cover might be a stump on an exposed point, where the wave action has eroded under the roots so that there are some areas beneath that stump which the fish can use as his lair.

The best depth probably is less than 6 feet, because, remember, you need to make visual contact with these ambush points. You need to be able to identify where they are, and the best way is to spot them with Polaroid sunglasses. So look for stumps in about two to six feet of water.




3 Anger

The third most important reason bass strike is out of anger. Quite often the first cast you make to a spot produces a reflex strike or a hunger strike. But if you just keep throwing into the same spot and the fish isn’t hungry, or the fish wasn’t quite close enough to the lure, maybe after six, eight, or even ten casts he just gets thoroughly upset at that lure swimming through there. Any lure can invoke an anger strike if it is fished persistently enough.
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This 10-pound, 2-ounce largemouth is a prime example of what can happen when you aggravate a bass into striking out of anger. It took 20 casts to anger this Santee-Cooper bass into striking back in 1968.




There is a story I like to tell about when I really got onto the concept of anger fishing and started using it as a regular way to catch fish. This was in 1967 at Santee-Cooper Reservoir. I had just fished the evening before along this one grass point and had caught a couple of pretty good bass there, so early the next morning I told my guide party, a Mr. Smith, that I’d been catching a lot of fish on a Johnson Spoon by sweeping it across these grass points, particularly early in the morning.

So on the very first cast Mr. Smith made on this point in the grass, a tremendous bass makes a big wave and sucks up that spoon. He halfway sets the hook and the fish wiggles and right away is gone. The fish really didn’t get a chance to feel the hook, so I said, “Throw back! Mr. Smith, he might hit again!”

Well, Mr. Smith threw back about three or four times, and I’m holding the boat with the trolling motor trying to keep him in good casting range. After six or seven casts he said, “Boy! That’s the biggest fish I’ve ever had strike in my life. I bet that fish went 8 to 10 pounds.”

I told him not to give up and that he might be able to catch him yet. He said, “No, after six or eight casts, he’s not hitting now.”

I suggested we anchor, and said I’d bet we could catch that fish if we just kept at it. He suggested we both cast. So I picked up my spoon. We had heavy 20-pound line and heavy casting rods. We made alternate casts to the grasspoint.

Finally, after about thirty casts, Mr. Smith began looking down the lake and he said, “What about those other grass points down there?” I said we’d go hit ’em—they were good spots and I was confident we could catch a fish or two off them—but I knew that there was a monster right here. He reminded me we’d made forty casts, and he said the big one was not going to hit. So he actually started throwing the other way. He acted kind of disgusted waiting for me to get tired of fishing this part of the lake, because he wanted to go try to get another one.

When I started fishing, I started counting. On the seventy-sixth cast, a 9-pound, 6-ounce largemouth bass launched himself through the canopy of the thick grass and skyrocketed right through my Johnson Spoon, actually clearing the water.

I’ve had bass hit on repeated casts, but undoubtedly this one hit with the most vengeance, the most anger, and the most power that I’ve ever seen. This was undoubtedly the angriest fish in the whole lake.

Since then on many occasions when I’ve located a bass I’ve made repeated casts. Quite often I will pull up to a spot which looks good and has all the depth, all the cover, and all the structure that is perfect for fish, and I’ll tell my partner I know there’s got to be bass here. Quite often I’ll bet five dollars on it.

And sometimes the guy will say he’d bet a dollar against it. In a normal situation when I’m real positive, I’ll just stop and anchor and cast from ten to fifteen times. Maybe on the first cast he’ll hit, but after ten to fifteen casts in the same spot, I’ll make him mad.

Probably the best lure for this is a crank bait or a buzz bait, which enables you to make a lot of casts. It’s not the lure that’s important, but recognizing a situation that demands repeated casts.




4 Protective Instinct

Protective instinct involves the spawning season. Largemouth bass spawn when the water temperature reaches 62 degrees, and smallmouth bass spawn when it reaches 59 degrees. No matter where you live, this is true. Generally the majority of bass spawn at or near a full moon. So in the southern United States—say in Florida, Alabama, and Georgia—quite often that first full moon in February or even late January might be a good spawning moon. In North Carolina and Virginia quite often they will spawn on the full moon in March and April. Up in Pennsylvania and Ohio, they spawn in May, and in the southern part of Canada and in the northern part of the U.S., they spawn as late as June. Theoretically, if you travel the country as I do, you have a six-month spawning season.

Another characteristic of spawning fish is that they never all spawn at the same time. Maybe 60 percent of the bass will spawn on the first good moon. On Santee-Cooper I learned my ABC’s of bass fishing during seven years as guide, and every spring I would utilize my spawning patterns. Santee is a 171,000-acre reservoir, and you hit a lot of different water temperatures around the lake. In the warmer parts they spawn earlier than they do in the colder areas of Santee.
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A male largemouth guards the bed. Largemouth beds, usually 2 to 4 feet in diameter, are similar the world over.
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After the eggs are laid, the smaller male bass protects the bed for the next three weeks. I always return any of these males I catch; otherwise bluegills and carp would eat all the eggs or fry.
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This 11-pounder bass was taken off of a spawning bed on Lake Okeechobee in 1987. But, realizing the importance of releasing such big spawners, it was quickly released unharmed.




Bass often spawn for a six-week period on a large reservoir.

The best pattern and the best way to catch a spawning bass involves crawling a plastic worm through the spawning bed. People who catch spawning bass often are unaware that the fish are spawning. They’re throwing plastic worms by bushes and little stick-ups and in the backs of the coves. They’re not watching, and they don’t have Polaroid glasses. They’re not looking to see if there’s a spawning bed there. They just feel a strike, set the hook, and catch a bass.

I look for the north or northwest coves, and there’s a reason for this. On most lakes in the northern hemisphere, the cold winds come from the north. When the cold fronts come down from the north, they push cold water to the south side of the lake, so they are often 10 degrees colder in the spring than the north shores. Also, when a warm front hits, it blows generally from the south, and these are warm winds. Again, the warm winds push the water, so when they push from the south, warm water is piled up against the north bank.

There’s another reason I like to look for north banks. That is because of the southern sun exposure. The sun is still in the southern quadrant, and there’s less shade created on the northern bank. The southern banks have the tall pine trees and a lot of shade. Bass seek sunny places for spawning areas. Bass also seek a hard bottom—they’ll spawn on a mud bottom, too, but when they can find it, they will look for a sand bar. So quite often the pattern you’re looking for involves finding a firm bottom on a north bank.

When they spawn they have a protective instinct. They hit not because of hunger or anger but merely because they’re trying to guard the bed. They try to kill the intruder.

The male is the more aggressive fish. He builds the nest and goes out and rounds up the female. She is on the bed usually for only seventy-two hours, and then stays around for another two or three days. So she’s there only for four or five days. The male guards the nest for an additional two to three weeks. He is there nearly a month. You’re going to catch a lot more bass at spawning time, since the female is there a much shorter period.

When a male bass is caught, the biggest mistake many bass fishermen make is to move off the area and try somewhere else. Sure enough, they catch another male bass, but they don’t catch any female bass—the trophies—because they’re not fishing for them. They’re just fishing for the males that hit first. To catch the females, you have to stop and make repeated casts to the spot. Possibly you’re making them mad or angry. So maybe the big female doesn’t hit the first couple of casts. Maybe she gets mad as well as having the protective instinct.

While the fish are spawning they are also hungry in the early-morning hours, so your best time to catch a spawner would be at dawn with your very first cast, which might cause a reflex strike or provoke a protective instinct. If that doesn’t work, make a lot of repeated casts and provoke the anger.




5 Curiosity

A minor reason bass strike is out of curiosity. This amounts to only about 2 percent of the time, but it’s still worth considering. Occasionally you see fish cruising around in clear water, such as in a gravel pit or a small pond. I’ve caught these fish because they were curious. They’re not hungry. It’s the middle of the day and they’re out sunning themselves or just cruising around.
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This largemouth is just cruising, not actively feeding—but don’t ignore it; maybe you can make it curious.
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I spotted this bass cruising in clear water behind the reeds in Lake Okeechobee in 1987 and coaxed it into hitting a small Rapala.




One of the best ways to catch them is by twitching a small surface plug. I take a small topwater bait and sneak up on them where the fish can’t see me. I don’t cast right on the top of the fish because that might scare them. I throw within 8 to 10 feet of them so I know they’ll see the lure floating there. When the bait splats down, instantly you’ll see the fins raise on the fish, and next you see him turn and look at the plug. Most of the time the fish is not going to do anything.

When he starts to turn away, I barely twitch that lure, and the little bit of movement gets him interested again. Invariably he moves in just a little bit closer. He’ll look at it and maybe half-circle it.

The plug lies there for ten to fifteen seconds, and again the fish turns to move away slightly. Then I twitch it again, and the bass circles right up beneath it. Again the plug is still, and he’s up there pretty close, just inches away. And then again at the last minute he starts to sink or turn. I twitch it once more, and he’ll suck it in.

Many of these kinds of strikes are merely gentle sucking strikes with no more ripple than a popping bug makes when it’s taken by a bluegill. A plastic worm fished on the bottom can produce the same type of strike; it’s the same concept.




6 Competition

When you’re structure fishing in deep water, you’re fishing for bass schooled up in numbers. When they’re schooled up like this and one fish hits, other bass hit out of competition. When this creates a frenzy, quite often you’ll catch a limit in one spot. This is a condition which exists mostly in deep water structure on the creek channels and dropoffs. Occasionally the competition is so severe and so fierce you’ll see the fish breaking and surfacing as a school.

A lot of anglers have caught “doubles”—two at once—on a lure. Most of them think two bass just zoomed in and tried to get the lure, but that very seldom is the case. Those fish really got caught out of competition. What almost always happens is you throw out, and one of the fish is a little more eager and grabs the bait first. Fish are so competitive that they try to pull the lure out of the other fish’s mouth. Often bass actually tear a plastic worm like two dogs pulling on a towel or rug.
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A school of largemouths like this can erupt into a feeding frenzy when conditions are right.




Often with a large topwater plug 4 to 6 inches long, enough of the lure is hanging out of the fish’s mouth that the second fish tries to grab it and gets caught. I’ve caught a tremendous number of doubles because I do a lot of structure fishing on points where there are concentrations of fish. I’ll throw most any type of lure and when I get a strike and hook the fish, many, many times on these structural places I’ll see other fish following the one I have on.

You have to capitalize quickly on this pattern, because they’re only going to stay in a frenzy a very short time. You need to have a second rod rigged up and just drop the rod and reel and fish that you’ve caught and then pick up a heavy, compact lure such as a spoon, Little George, or a grub and throw it. I also like a crank bait in this situation. In a tournament I’ve had many rods rigged up at the same time.

In 1970 I was at Toledo Bend in my very first bass tournament, and I was fishing with Joe Palermo on the first day. He said he knew I fished a lot of spoons, but why did I have five rods and five spoons? And I answered that in case we got into a big school, I wanted to be able to catch a lot of them real quick. He said he had a spoon on and could catch them real quick, too. We pulled up to the first point and we caught one apiece. There wasn’t much to it, because there wasn’t a big school there. At the second or third point we each caught a single. About nine o’clock we pulled up on the edge of a river bend and threw into about 20 feet of water right over the channel. Joe threw in first, and right away one thumped his spoon. As he was pulling the fish up to the boat, I saw a couple more bass following it. I made a cast and one hit me, and as I got mine up to the boat, a couple of bass were following it, and I told him we were into a school.
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A school of largemouths breaking the surface over a creek channel on Lake Bixoma, Okla.




I dropped my spoon and bass in the bottom of the boat and picked up my second rod and threw it and caught a fish. Without taking time to unhook the bass, I picked up my third rod and threw it and caught another one. I repeated this with the fourth and fifth rods, and I finally looked around and saw I had five rods and five fish thumping around in the boat. One of the spoons had come out of a bass, and I picked it up and caught a sixth one.

Joe was still there with his first bass and a pair of pliers, because that fish had sucked in his spoon pretty good. It was halfway down his throat, and he was trying to pull the hook out.

Here I had six bass and he had one. To make a long story short, I didn’t win that tournament, but I came in second, and I sure had beaten my partners. One reason was I had multiple lures rigged up and ready. I was in a school situation, and when I caught one fish, I would get another one. We always found at least one school a day, and I’d catch a limit or close to a limit out of it. This is competitive fishing for competitive fish.




7 Territorial Instinct

Occasionally I catch a bass that strikes out of territorial instinct, and this is a trophy-fish situation. Bass guard their territory just the way a big bear in the woods does; when other bears come around, he chases them off.

I kept an 11-pounder for a time at Santee-Cooper in a big tank. When any bass came his way, the 11-pounder would dart out and chase the other fish away. We’d sneak up to the tank and have a little popping bug on the line or a little minnow on a hook, and we’d throw in the tank and catch those bass. That 11-pounder I caught about fifteen times. But the other fish would hit the bug a lot quicker; the 3-and 4-pounders would eat it up right away. The 11-pounder was smart. He’d seen a lot more lures in his lifetime. It’s kind of the same way on a lake.
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A lone cypress tree is a likely place to hook a really big one—but there won’t be any smaller ones around; the big one owns that tree.





I saw this 8-pounder hanging around the same grassbed on Rainbow River on three different trips, but couldn’t get him to hit.
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What does the territorial area look like?

As I stress in this book, the most important thing in bass fishing is to establish a pattern. That is, locate the depth, cover, and structure and couple it up with whatever water temperatures are productive and the water currents and wind conditions present. Then you know what to look for, and you’ve got plenty of places to try.

Suppose you establish a pattern, such as a point with big stickups, and you’ve hit the last three points with big stickups and have caught some fish on every one of them, and you come to the fourth point with big stickups and it looks even better. It has bigger stickups then the rest of them, and there’s deep water close by. The wind is just right, and there’s some bait there. Everything looks absolutely perfect on that spot. And yet you don’t catch fish there.

I’ve hit places such as that fourth point, and I used to leave and run on down the lake. Then I got to thinking maybe the reason I didn’t catch one was that there was a smart old trophy bass lying on that point where he had everything he needed. He’d seen bass boats and he knew all about lures, and I’d probably made too much noise. The fact is there should have been some fish there, but maybe since I didn’t catch one, there were no small bass present.

Then I’ll go back and try for that big trophy fish. Often I will start with a different lure, such as a large plastic worm instead of the 6-inch worm which catches most of your bass. I throw a 9-inch worm rigged up on heavy line with a big hook and put it right against the biggest stickup on the point and twitch it ever so slowly in that spot in hopes that the big trophy bass will be there.




8 Killer Instinct

This instinct has put a lot of fish in the boat for me. It also creates a lot of enjoyment. Always interesting to me is the fact that you can have a giant lure like a Musky Jitterbug or a huge propeller plug and consistently it will be the little tiny bass no longer than the plug itself that actually try to kill the big lure. That’s killer instinct. The bass has a mouth not much bigger than the plug. He can’t possibly be trying to eat it; all he can be doing is trying to kill it. Quite often you throw a large plug out and small bluegills will hit it.
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This 8-inch bass was just trying to kill that 6-inch lure, since he could never have swallowed it.




Something else that intrigues me is that when I’m fishing a surface plug at a distance, some of the bigger fish will suck the plug in and look like a bluegill hitting it. I don’t know how many times I’ve been in an area working a surface plug really slow while hoping a big fish might be tricked any second, and out of killer instinct a little bluegill pops that plug. Since it might be a bass, occasionally I’ll pull back so hard I’ve fallen down with a pair of waders on or tripped backward over a stump while anticipating a 10-pounder.




9 Ignorance

When I think of ignorant fish, I think of the bass in some of the Canadian lakes I’ve fished. One time I flew in a float plane to this little body of water a few hundred acres in size. The pilot cut the engine and started drifting back over where he had first touched down. I asked where we would fish, and he said to just throw out there anywhere. And he said any lure in my tackle box was just perfect. I sat there on the right float of that airplane and in the first ten casts I had ten fish on. On my second cast over to a little boulder, there was this funny sucking strike. It sounded like a toilet flushing, and it was a 2-to-3-pound smallmouth inhaling my plug.

Those bass were eager, and they really were ignorant fish. They never had seen a man or a lure before. Over the past ten years I have occasionally found small farm ponds which were unfished and had many of these eager, stupid fish. Places in Mexico are almost the same, too.

In Mexico I had the same bass strike six times in a row. I actually caught him three times. I was doing a film with Dino Economos and my wife, Mary Ann, and we were in the courtyard of Padilla City, which is now covered by Lake Guererro. I had asked Dino to film me fishing a plastic worm, and on my first cast a 2-pounder swam over and grabbed the worm, and Dino got it on film. I released the bass, and we could see him swim right back over to a little corner. It wasn’t spawning season; the fish definitely wasn’t spawning. I didn’t think he would hit again, so Dino didn’t film it, but I threw back a second time and the same bass grabbed the worm and I caught him again.
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On a remote Canadian Lake that we reached by plane, we fished from a rubber raft and hooked naive smallmouths on nearly every cast.




Dino said he didn’t believe it. We were over a concrete patio and the water was only 2½ feet deep, and that was the only bass in sight. We could see the entire bottom. I released the bass again, and he went right back to the same corner. I asked Dino to film it in case he struck a third time. Sure enough, I caught that bass a third time and released him again.

Three more times that same bass struck the worm, but I didn’t set the hook. I was afraid I’d kill him if I kept hooking him. I just threw back and he grabbed the worm and shook it, and I kept pulling and finally was able to ease it away from him. Each time he followed the lure all the way to the boat.

That fish would have to be classified as either mentally disturbed or else the dumbest, most ignorant, stupid fish that ever lived. I’m not saying this is not good; in fact, I would like to see a lot more of those fish, because that’s my kind of fish! The problem is that in heavily fished waters, we’ve caught out those stupid fish. They’re the first ones to hit a lure.

In hard-fished lakes, the ones that hit best are the ones that get caught, and the ones we keep are the big ones. What ends up in those lakes are small, smart fish, and a lot of them.

Dr. George Bennett, a leading biologist of the Illinois Natural History Survey, wrote a book on pond management back in the 1950s. He’s recognized as one of the leading ichthyologists in the country on pond management. Bennett conducted a survey years ago on a lake which was initially stocked with 500 bass. They opened it to fishing three or four years after it was stocked. It was controlled experimental fishing; everybody who caught a fish had to fill out a report which was monitored. All who went in or out had to check with a warden, and a complete tally of how many fish had been caught was carefully made.
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This one is not as ignorant as he was a moment ago. I release about 98 percent of the bass I catch.




At the end of three years of experimenting, they decided to drain the lake to see how many fish were left. The first year they had caught several hundred fish. About half as many were caught the second year, and the third year only forty or so were caught. But when they drained the lake, they found approximately 1,400 bass! No more bass had been added to the lake, and five or six years had passed since they had initially stocked it. Many bass had reproduced, and many of them were small.

Lots of fish biologists have concluded that the initial few hundred bass which were caught were the dummies. The ones that were left to reproduce passed on to their offspring the genetic capabilities they possessed—in this case, wariness, stealth, and caution. The 1,400 which were left in the lake were basically cautious, wary fish.

Probably some fishermen will question whether ignorance is truly a behavioral reason why a bass may strike. After all, if the smartest bass in the water may strike for any of the eight other behavioral reasons I’ve already listed, isn’t it obvious that an ignorant bass will strike for those same reasons? Sure, but the point is that a dumb one doesn’t hesitate, even under conditions that make a cautious bass refuse your bait. Where the fishing pressure is heavy, of course, the ignorant ones don’t last long, and a lake that’s supposed to be “fished out” may hold plenty of cautious bass but very few dummies. But this doesn’t mean our waters can’t be overfished. On the contrary, that happens all too often.

I want to see bass fishing around for my son, Scott, to enjoy when he gets to be twenty-four years old, and that’s another twenty years from now. But the way it’s going—a daily limit of fifteen bass in some states, and hundreds of thousands of bass anglers in virtually every state—I wonder what the future of the sport will be. We have created more water by building 10 million acres of fine reservoirs in the past thirty years, and this has created more habitat for bass. However, in building 10 million acres of water, we have created an additional 10 million fishermen we didn’t have thirty years ago. So we are overfishing our lakes.

Basically we have a good standard of living, and we don’t have to live off nature. Our 10 million acres of water can’t support all the fishermen if they want to eat all their bass. Let’s have a comprehensive catch-and-release program. We don’t need to kill these fish, particularly those eager ignorant ones and those bigger ones we all prize as trophies. I would like to see quality fishing reinstated in the average reservoir and lake in the U.S. The only way it’s going to be done is to persuade the sportsmen—collectively and in clubs—to release their trophy fish.

It’s hard to understand why more bass aren’t released instead of killed. Maybe there’s nothing wrong with a bass dinner once in a while, but I’ve eaten a lot of fish that taste better. Probably the most tasty fish I’ve eaten is a walleye. Another tasty fish is snook. I’ve tasted probably seventy-five species of fish, because I’ve lived in Brazil and have traveled in Europe and Africa, and most of these fish are tastier than bass.

Our waters contain plenty of other sources of protein which aren’t being harvested. Ninety percent of the fishermen are harvesting the bass to eat, and 99 percent of the fish population is left unmolested. The latter could be utilized as a form of protein as well as delicious food. We just don’t have an excuse to keep many bass.







SECTION TWO

Lures and Live Bait





PLASTIC WORMS

First of all, the plastic worm is the most versatile bass bait in the world. I would estimate that I’ve caught at least half of my lifetime bass on the plastic worm in various sizes, colors, and shapes. And in the major bass-fishing tournaments in the past decade, probably half of the success has been with the plastic worm. Without a doubt, it’s the No. 1 lure, and there are a lot of reasons for this.

The plastic worm is the most weedless and snagless lure available. It can be fished at all depths and all speeds, and can be jigged, cast, trolled, and floated. There are so many variations in plastic-worm fishing that using the worm is a complete art and science by itself.

Some bass fishermen I know use plastic worms exclusively. Ask them what kind of bass fishing they do, and they reply, “I’m a worm fisherman.” And that’s all they take. They’ve sixteen rods with sixteen different types and sizes of plastic worms. Bass-fishing pro John Powell of Montgomery, Ala., estimates that he uses a plastic worm about 98 percent of the time. Plastic worms really are a big part of my bass fishing, too.

Artificial worms haven’t been around all that long, at least in terms of popularity. But note the word “popularity.” Larry Mayer, an avid collector of antique fishing lures, found that rubber-worm baits rigged on hooks were advertised in a Shakespeare tackle catalog dated about 1907. Obviously, however, artificial worms were far from popular between 1910 and 1950.

My first actual experience with a plastic worm came in 1957. I was still in high school and was fishing a lot of farm ponds in Maryland. I ran into an Eastern Shore fisherman named Louis Sullivan, who currently holds the record for entering the most Sports Afield citation-winning bass in the year; he entered forty-eight bass above 5 pounds in 1963. Sullivan had learned of plastic worms, and he ordered his first ones out of Ohio from manufacturer Nick Creme of Akron. The first worms Sullivan received were 7 or 8 inches long. On each worm was a spinner, five or six little red beads, and two weedless hooks. The whole thing was on a monafilament harness. It was a swimming-type lure, and the way to fish it was to throw it out near some cover and reel it back.
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Wading the grass and fishing a plastic worm is still one of my favorite pastimes on Santee-Cooper. This action took place in 1976.




That same year I caught my first bass on a plastic worm. I was fishing a small pond with Floyd Parks, one of my school buddies, and I threw out this harnessed worm near a clump of lily pads. I was reeling it in, and I felt a little bump. I set the hook and caught a bass. Throughout 1957, Sullivan, Parks, and I caught dozens of bass, including several pretty good ones, on that harnessed worm rig.

In 1958, we’d heard just enough about DeLong worms and the Creme worms that some of the guys weren’t using that spinner on the front. It wasn’t that big a deal. You could take one or two weedless hooks and rig a worm behind a split shot and start crawling it a little deeper. You could throw it out in deeper water, and this was especially effective during the midday hours.

The beautiful thing about the plastic worm back then was that most bass fishermen left the lake at nine a.m. during hot weather because they were surface-plug fishermen. The plastic worm simply opened up the midday hours. Now you could fish and delve the deeper depths with a slowly moving underwater lure during hot weather and catch some good fish. That’s when I really started getting into the single-hook concept of plastic worming. I still fished with light spinning tackle at that time, and this was a bad deal. But with a split shot ahead of the worm, I still caught some bigger bass, including some 5-pounders.

How we fished those worms was really ridiculous. At that time we merely wanted to keep and kill and eat everything that ever struck. We were using spinning reels with 8- and 10-pound-test lines, and we’d whip those ol’ worms out there and crawl ’em along the bottom until finally something pecked at them. Then we’d open our bails and permit the bass to run with the worm just all over the place. After maybe smoking a whole cigarette or waiting a full minute, we’d close the bail and start easing in the line. The line would pull free of weeds or sticks, and we’d get in all the slack and then set the hook. Sure enough, those bass had swallowed it, and sometimes they’d swim clear behind the boat. We had light lines and light rods, and with the worm down in their gullets, not much of a hook set was needed. There would have been no way to release those bass; all we caught were mortally hooked. If they didn’t break our lines, we caught ’em. But about half the time, those bass had gone through the lily pads or around stickups, and they broke off simply because we were letting them run forever.
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The plastic worm has evolved into today’s best all-around artificial lure and one of the main weapons of tournament professionals throughout the country.




This wasn’t very efficient. So about a year later we started fishing more of the open-water reservoirs, such as Tridelta, Loch Raven, and Rocky Gorge. We also fished some water-supply lakes around the Washington, D.C., area and near Baltimore. We’d use a No. 4 split shot, a No. 6 weedless Aberdeen hook, and an 8-inch plastic worm in either black, natural color, or red.

Soon we learned that if we used stiffer spinning rods, we could set the hook a little better. Instead of letting them run and swallow the worm, why not set the hook quicker with a little heavier tackle and avoid gut-hooking the fish?

In 1959 Tom McNey and I set the record on bass in Loch Raven Reservoir. We had seven bass over 6 pounds in one day, and these were caught on blue plastic worms. Hardly anyone in the state of Maryland had ever fished a plastic worm at that time, much less a blue one. Three years later, Tom and I really had progressed in our plastic-worm fishing. We were going out with electronic fish locators and contour maps and we were fishing deep structure which never had been fished in many of these old city lakes, and one day we caught twenty-one bass all over 4½ pounds on plastic worms.
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Tom McNey (left) and I with 41 pounds of largemouths taken from Santee-Cooper in March 1965, all on plastic worms. The one in my left hand was my first over 10 pounds.





[image: e9781602392076_i0022.jpg]

Today’s plastic worm manufacturers have developed worm styles for several specific purposes. The first five worms (from left to right) are general casting worms (6- to 8-inches in length) primarily rigged Texas-style. The remaining worms on the top row are spawning worms ranging in length from 8 to 10 inches (and fished with very little weight). The two curl-tail at left are my choices for flipping. The three small worms at right are best suited for deep-water structure fishing. The two worms on the bottom row are Do-Nothing worms, designed for fishing deepwater structure.




The point is, I don’t think we were all that good at bass fishing, but we were the first with truly super bait. Since I’ve become a professional bass fisherman, I’ve talked with guys who initiated plastic-worm fishing in other states. In every case I’ve found a small group of men who were the first to fish that lure in a given lake, and they absolutely murdered the bass just as McNey, Sullivan, and I did in Maryland during those early years.

Now those days are over with. The reason is that the easy-to-catch fish have been caught out. It goes back to the ignorance factor I have already mentioned. We were out there catching bass which never had seen a plastic worm, and they hit it without caution. They just charged into it. We also were fishing old house foundations and submerged islands—places which never really had been fished much before. They were virgin spots back then, and we caught far more bass than we can catch now from those same places.

In recent years I’ve gone back to Maryland and fished with McNey. We’ve caught a few bass, but we don’t catch 10 percent as many as we did twenty years ago.


10 The Texas Rig

Probably the most successful bass lure currently known to fishermen is the Texas worm rig—a weighted soft plastic worm with the hook point imbedded. Until about 1964, most worms had hard bodies, and the traditional way to fish them was with a weedless hook. The hardness didn’t make any difference because the hook was exposed. But by the late 1960s, worms of much softer plastic were manufactured. I don’t know who gets credit for it, but some Texas fishermen were taking plain 5/0 and 6/0 Sproat hooks and imbedding the hook into the soft worm so that the point was concealed. There is no weedguard, just the plastic itself; when the hook is set, the point and barb come through the soft plastic and hook the fish. At that time, this was a popular lure in lakes around the Dallas and San Antonio area.

The first time I tried the Texas rig was at Santee-Cooper, S.C., in about 1968. I’d heard about it from a guy I fished with named Mark Workman. Mark was a tremendously tall man—he had been an All-American basketball player—and his favorite way of bass fishing was wading. He’d had special waders made and could wade in 5 feet of water, where I’d be up to my nose. Two of our big tricks at Santee in the spring were wading the blackwater ponds for spawning bass and wading around the cypress trees. Wading, as you probably know, should be a very quiet approach.

Mark brought out some plain hooks and commented that he knew I’d heard of the Texas rig. I said I’d heard of it, but down here it didn’t work too well. Back then I was pouring my own worms. I’d take used plastic worms fishermen would leave in the boat and melt them down, ending up with a glob of plastic which was sort of a brown-black-greenish-red, and I’d pour it into the molds. These worms were about 9 inches long, and they were stiff. I’d use them with a big weedless hook.

Mark gave me one of his plain hooks and suggested I try the Texas rig because the boys in Texas were killing the bass with it. At that time I was fishing for trophy bass and was using 30-pound-test line with heavy 7/0 hook. The hook he gave me was a little ol’ 5/0 made of lighter wire. I buried it in one of my 9-inch worms and threw over near a spawining bed, and a 7- or 8-pound bass swirled up and grabbed the worm. I set the hook, but the fish got off. I reeled in and looked at my worm; the hook never had gotten through the plastic. Then I decided to work a hole in the plastic, so I wiggled the hook around until there was a little channel through the worm.

A few casts later, that bass hit again, and this time I set the hook real hard. The water was about to come in over the top of my waders as I was sloshing around after the fish, which was going through the lily pads. I was up to my chin in water, but Mark was only to his waist, so he said he’d go after the fish. He headed toward the lilies, but when he got there the bass made a sudden lunge and straightened out my hook.

Right then I told Mark the Texas worm was foolish. Worms were too stiff and you wouldn’t get the fish hooked, and anyway the hook was too light.

Obviously I hadn’t perfected my worm fishing—not as I have since the early 1970s. Now there are many plastic worm manufacturers who use softer plastics and also many hook manufacturers who make good plastic-worm hooks. (Plus it makes lots of difference if you sharpen the hooks and use a good stout line and a good stout worm rod and a good hook set.) Also, now we have graphite rods. They have much more impact, so you can set the hook pretty well through that plastic.

There are some advantages to the Texas worm rig over the old weedless-hook style of worm fishing. The biggest advantage is it’s more compact and streamlined. We’re using cone-shaped bullet worm weights instead of split shot or the old egg sinkers. The cone-shaped weights swim their way through grass and other cover much better. Also, the hook is less exposed. There’s more hook in the worm, and less body of hook exposed. With the weedless hook, you have one or two wires and the entire bend of the hook hanging out. There is more exposed metal to pick up trash.

Another advantage to the Texas rig is there’s no “sprong.” With the old weedguard hook, the weedguard is under tension, and quite often in the fish’s mouth, the weedguard will flip up and “sprong” ’em. Many times this scares the fish, and it spits out the worm. This is particularly true on light strikes or with Kentucky bass, which normally are spookier than largemouths. When I fished worms on weedless hooks, I had a lot of fish drop the rig.


[image: e9781602392076_i0023.jpg]

Fish attractants, like Normark’s Doctor Juice, have become an important weapon for today’s bass anglers. The Texasrig has become the most popular worm style because of its weedless capabilities.




Another factor is that the Texas rig is a lot cheaper to fish. Standard worm hooks are two to three cents apiece, whereas the weedless hooks are fifteen to twenty-five cents apiece. The way we fish today, worms are expendable. We’re constantly throwing ’em into heavy cover and constantly getting hung up. And we’re breaking them off. It’s cheaper to break off a twelve-cent lure than a thirty-five-cent lure.

The real advantage, though, with the Texas rig is the fact that it can be snaked, crawled, and jigged across almost any bottom surface. With plastic worms, you’re constantly looking for heavy cover. To me, worm fishing is mostly reserved for the ultra-thick cover, such as brush, stumps, and rocks. I very seldom throw plastic worms to a bare shoreline.

The Texas rig has a lot of different variations, starting with the weightless varieties and ending with ones for jigging on structure in deep water with as much as ½ ounce of lead ahead of the lure. They vary from 5-inch to 10-inch rigs. Some fishermen even rig with double hooks on the Texas rig. (Another advantage to the rig is that during spawning season, when bass often strike shorter, you can move the hook point farther down the worm to catch those short-strikers.)

The 6-inch dark-grape or purple worm rigged Texas-style is the most popular of all these rigs. A poll of plastic worm manufacturers revealed that of all their worms sold, nearly 40 percent are 6-inch purple or dark grape. The second choice is 6-inch black. Black is an extremely popular color during the spawning season. Third most popular size and color is the 6-inch blue worm. Blue seems to be a particularly good hot-weather color after the fish have spawned and moved to deeper water. Red and green colors also sell pretty well, as do multiple and spotted colors.

The standard way I fish the Texas worm rig is to try to find heavy cover in the form of brush. My first choice is a submerged brushpile, a tree, or some other type of wood cover. My second pick is some type of weedy cover, such as lily pads or grass, and my third favorite is boulders and rocks. One problem with the last is that worms do get caught in the crevices. Worms are not entirely snagless. When that slip weight lodges between two boulders or in rip-rap, you’re going to lose a lot of worms. You’ll also lose a lot of worms when you snake them through brush, because sometimes that weight catches and hangs in forks of limbs and the hook gets caught.

But worms are expendable. The average worm fisherman carries at least twenty-five different worms in the same color. He’ll likely have six different colors in the 6-inch size, six different colors in the 7-inch length, and so on. In all he has 200 to 300 worms with him. At ten to twelve cents apiece, counting hook and weight, plastic worms aren’t an extravagance. Probably he’ll lose a dozen or so worms a day, but compare that cost to the price of the gasoline and the meals on the trip. The trip might have cost him $20, and he’s lost $1.50 worth of worms.

The plastic worm is cheap and efficient, and it can be fished at all depths and during almost all seasons of the year. There are some criteria for worm fishing, particularly the Texas-style. Most important of these is water temperature. It’s been my experience and that of most bass fishermen I know that very few bass are caught on plastic worms in water cooler than 55 degrees. You’ll catch a few; in fact, I’ve caught a few when ice was forming around the edges of the lake.

Plastic worm fishing starts early in the year when the water temperature reaches 55, but better worm fishing comes when the water reaches 60 to 65 degrees. Probably the best time to fish a plastic worm is when smallmouth and largemouth bass are spawning. Water temperature then is 59 degrees for smallmouth spawning activity and 62 degrees for largemouth spawning. At this time, bass really are hitting the plastic worm because the worm is a snaky-looking creature. When it comes crawling through a spawning bed, it rouses the fish’s protective instinct; and he’s going to carry it out of there and try to kill it because he thinks it’s after the eggs.

What size of plastic worm is right? I’m asked that virtually everywhere I talk with fishermen. I’ve often said the size doesn’t make any difference as long as it’s 6 inches, because then it’ll work. But that’s really an oversimplification. In tournament competition or if I’m merely trying to catch a limit of bass, I prefer the 5-to-6-inch worms for catching small to medium-sized bass. I’ve caught a lot more bass—not the big ones, but just good keepers—on the 6-inch worm. However, if I’m after trophy fish, I go to 8, 9, and even 10 inches.


How to make Texas rigs in three sizes.
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One of my favorite stories about big worms concerns a trip my wife, Mary Ann, and I made to Florida back in 1973. We were bass fishing at Lake Eloise at Cypress Gardens. At the time the 13-inch J&W Hawg Hunter worm was new on the market. It has two giant weedless hooks attached to about a 50-pound-test braided line buried inside it, and the thing looks like a tractor-tire retread. A stiff casting rod and both hands are needed to cast it. It’s the most horrible-looking worm you’ll ever see. However, some anglers reportedly had caught some big bass on it.

Mary Ann was after a trophy. I’d caught several big bass, including a few over 10, but she’d never got a 10-pounder, and she said her whole trip was devoted to catching a trophy bass. I agreed to try merely to catch a lot of bass, so I stayed with 6-inch worms. We fished mostly cypress trees and grass beds but also some 10-to-15-foot-deep potholes . . . all of this for five days.

She stayed with the 13-inch Hawg Hunter and in five days she caught only nine bass. Out of those nine, her smallest was 6 pounds and the largest was a little over 9 pounds. She had a 7-pound average for her nine fish. If we’d been in tournament competition, my total weight would have beaten her solidly. During those five days I averaged six to fifteen bass per day and totaled about fifty bass. But my fish were smaller. Most of them were 1½ to 2½ pounds, and maybe one out of ten was a 6-pounder.

So whether or not to use a large plastic worm, in my opinion, depends on whether you’re after a trophy largemouth or several bass. When I’m tournament fishing, I’ll start with the small, short worms in my quest for a limit. As soon as I catch that limit, I purposely go to a big worm. That was how I won the Bass Anglers Sportsman Society’s New York Invitational in June 1978.

People who have never attended a tournament may not realize that these contests are basically catch-and-release events, not wasteful affairs that can reduce our bass populations. A tournament fisherman takes pains to keep his catch alive. He earns extra points for bringing in live fish and he’s penalized for dead ones. When you compete in a tournament, it makes sense to try for a limit and then start culling—releasing a smaller fish from the live well each time you catch a bigger one so that the total weight increases while the number stays the same.

In the 1978 Invitational just mentioned, I caught a lot of small bass during the first round, although I had four pretty good ones in the 3-to-4-pound range. So I went to a 9-inch worm, and the first bass I caught on it weighed 5½ pounds.

I ran out of 9-inch worms, so I went to 8-inch worms. These are a lot bigger than a 6-inch worm; they have thicker bodies and weigh probably twice as much. I continued to catch some more 4-pound bass. I do think the huge worms discourage smaller bass from hitting them.

One thing about plastic worms which I think generally is overrated is the type of tail. I have seen few instances where the swimming type of tail, such as the beaver tail, twisted tail, and minnow-action tail, seemed to work better. Those occasions mostly have been when we were moving fast, such as on structure when we were working the worm fast or even trolling the worm. But 98 percent of the time you’re working the worm very slow, and the worm basically is crawling through the branches and over the rocks.
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A 10-pound, 8-ounce bass caught on a Texas rig on Lake Okeechobee in January 1971 while fishing with Jerry McKinnis and filming his TV show, The Fishing Hole.




I don’t think the brand or shape of worm is particularly important as long as it’s a good soft plastic. When I poured worms years ago I combined the worms of a dozen different manufacturers and poured them all in the same mold, and I caught bass on them just as good as with any brand-name worm. But soft plastic is one of the keys. I believe bass will hold the softer plastic longer than a harder plastic. My experience has been that hard plastic worms aren’t nearly as effective.

Today you can buy both different worm weights and six basic worm-hook sizes. In Fishing Facts magazine, a hook chart I formulated was printed with one of my stories on plastic worm fishing. That chart basically stated that I prefer a 3/0 hook with a 6-inch plastic worm, a 4/0 for a 7-inch worm, a 5/0 for an 8-inch worm, and a 6/0 for a 9-inch worm. For worm weights, I like a [image: e9781602392076_i0026.jpg]-ounce lead for 8-to-10-pound-test line. However, with light line in ultra-clear water, I might go up to a ⅜-ounce slip sinker if I’m fishing 30 feet deep. With heavier lines, you need heavier worm weights.

I use a ⅛-ounce weight for worm fishing at 4-to-5-foot depths. Out on structure 25 feet deep, I might use a ½-ounce lead. Wind plays a big factor in choosing a suitable worm weight. If the wind’s blowing ten to fifteen miles per hour, you might have to increase the weight one size. If it’s blowing twenty to twenty-five miles per hour, you might have to go two sizes. If the wind is blowing thirty-five miles per hour, you ought to get the hell out of there!

One of the first tournament pros ever to use the Texas worm rig was Bill Dance of Memphis. Bill started his tournament career before I did, and this likable guy has a super track record with the worm. He even wrote a book on plastic worm fishing, called There He Is!

I was late getting started using the Texas rig because, as I’ve said, for several years I was hung up using worms on weedless hooks. The old weedless hook is fairly effective, and even today several guys still use them. One pro who does is Johnny Morris of Bass Pro Shops. This is merely an idiosyncrasy of his. I don’t consider the weedless-hook worm rig as good as the Texas rig.

I sometimes use a 4-inch worm Texas-style for light-line fishing in clear water. The 4-inch rig is merely a stepping down in worm length and line size. It’s good for very clear water where you can see rocks on the bottom 20 feet deep. Lakes like this usually contain good populations of smallmouth bass as well as largemouths, and smallmouths generally prefer smaller baits. Kentucky or spotted bass also likely are present.

In Alabama’s Lake Martin, which I fished frequently in 1971 when I lived in Montgomery, Ala., you can get far more strikes with a 4-inch worm than you can with a 6-inch worm on Kentucky bass. The smaller worm simply is what they prefer in that lake. A typical productive worm pattern in lakes like this is large, shaded boulders. Boulders, ledges, and cliffs usually are numerous in smallmouth bass and Kentucky bass lakes where I use the 4-inch worm mostly.

Boulders 2 to 6 feet in diameter in 5 to 15 feet of water and close to deep water tend to hold good smallmouths and spotted bass. When fishing this type of pattern I usually stand up in the boat and utilize the Polaroid sunglasses to see the obstructions. I’m conscious of the sun angle and am trying to spot the shady nooks and crevices in the boulders, rocks, and cliffs. I throw the 4-inch worm 5 to 10 feet beyond these ambush points and allow it to settle, then slowly hop it into the shadows of the rocks and boulders. In this type of fishing I hold the rod a little lower than normal, at approximately a 40-degree angle, so that I’m ready for the quick strike of a smallmouth or a spotted bass. I also try to set the hook very quickly, because they’re apt to drop the worm very quickly. I try to set the hook within two seconds of the strike. Spotted bass often will rattle the worm. There are two ways to set the hook on a rattling strike. Sometimes the initial set will do it, but usually when you feel the rattle, the spotted bass has the tail or lower portion of the worm loosely in his lips and he’s shaking it. At times I put a little bit of pressure on the fish. The worm partly slips out of his mouth, and he thinks it’s getting away and he’ll grab it better. Then I let him pull down before I set the hook. Sometimes this latter trick is about the only way to catch a spot on a worm.

Also, for this method I prefer a 5-foot graphite spinning rod and a medium-sized spinning reel. I don’t like the ultralight spinning reels; I like a fairly good-sized reel, because when it’s loaded with 6- or 8-pound-test-line, it has a larger spool diameter and I can make a longer cast. Also, the slightly larger reels have smoother, more efficient drags. I set the drag for a pound or two less pressure than my line test. With 6-pound line, I set the drag for about 4 pounds. How the hook is set is important, and I want the drag to be able to slip. With 6-pound line, it’s very, very difficult to set a worm hook, because you have to drive the hook point through the worm as well as through the fish’s mouth. With the drag just below the breaking point, I pretend I’m using 20-pound line when I set the hook. Every time I overset the hook—which is constantly—the drag slips and the line doesn’t break. I also use the multiple hook set—I just repeat setting the hook five to ten times as the fish is running away.

One factor which is important in worm fishing, particularly with the Texas rig, is to avoid if possible setting the hook when the bass is running directly toward you. This is especially important during the spawning season because the spawners so often have the worm only in the lips. If the fish is facing you and headed right at you, you’re apt to pull the worm out of his lips when you set the hook. If he’s turned the other way, the hook sort of catches him in the corner of his mouth even if he had it only in his lips.

When they run directly at me, I try to put on just a little pressure and hope they’ll turn. I don’t mind setting the hook when he’s straight under the boat because I’m pulling straight up on him.

A lot of people ask me, “When do you set the hook with a worm?” Three or four variables determine this. For example, if I’m stickup fishing in Toledo Bend Reservoir or Ross Barnett Reservoir—some place like that with a lot of stickups—and throw in next to a shady stickup and a bass sucks it up instantly as they often do, I’m going to set the hook within a second or two if he heads toward the obstruction. I don’t want him to go in there, so I’m going to set almost instantly.

But suppose I throw in by that same stickup and the bass hits and starts moving away from the stickup. I might wait an additional two or three seconds. I want him to move away from it, because this is to my advantage, especially if I’m using fairly light line. Again, if this is the spawning season, I’ll strike back within three seconds, but if it’s early summer and he’s just trying to eat the worm as they often do then with the Texas rig, I’ll let him go a few feet as long as he’s moving away from the heavy cover.

If the water’s fairly clear and I see an exceptionally big bass hit the worm or see the boil of a lunker grabbing the worm, I try to give her a little more time if she’s away from the cover. I’ve found that some of the larger bass don’t always suck the worm into their mouths when they first hit. Quite often that first tap is the fish grabbing the worm with his lips, and that second tug you feel is the worm being sucked in. I’ve watched this happen in my 7,000-gallon aquarium and also while diving with outdoor photographer Glenn Lau in Salt Springs and Silver Springs, Fla. When they’ve finally got the worm inside their mouths is the perfect time to set the hook. As a general rule when the water temperature is over 75 degrees, most bass inhale the worm on the initial strike as they hit it. When the water’s cooler, such as during the spawning season, they often grab it with their lips and you’ve got to wait a little bit until they get it inside their mouths.

An experience I had several years ago really taught me to set the hook hard with a worm. I didn’t realize a big bass has such tremendous jaw pressure until an incident in 1967. I had caught an 11-pound, 2-ounce largemouth one day at Santee-Cooper. I was guiding at Bill Jones’ Landing on Santee’s Diversion Canal. The shiner and herring season was over, and I put the bass in one of Bill’s live-bait tanks. Of course, every time a new prospective customer came around and asked about fishing, I’d take him down to the tank and show him the 11-pounder along with some four-to-eight-pounders I had in there too. Naturally, this always whetted his enthusiasm for going fishing and hiring me as a guide. It helped his confidence.

Quickly I noticed that this 11-pounder took up a territory in the tank. He stayed in one corner and acted like he owned it. But he was shy and wouldn’t eat for a long time. I’d throw in a handfull of minnows, and the smaller bass would feed on them right away. So I started holding minnows in front of the big one’s face. When he’d look half interested, I’d let the minnows go and he’d suck them up as they swam by him.

Finally he grew a little bolder, and when I’d hold the minnows down in the water, he’d come up within a couple inches of them. After a couple weeks of this, he’d come up to my hand and actually suck the minnow out of my fingers. He’d simply flare his gills and open his mouth, and this created a suction which pulled the minnow 3 or 4 inches. This is much like the way they hit a plastic worm in the summertime. I’ve watched them, and a big one can be 4 or 5 inches away from the worm and suck it into his mouth.

Anyhow, one day my 11-pounder was just a little too hungry. He came up to the minnow, and instead of sucking it in as he’d been doing, he just crunched down on my hand. Believe it or not, the pain was excruciating! I estimated that he put at least 150 pounds of pressure per square inch on my fingers, and he almost broke them! Instead of letting go, he held on for three or four seconds and crunched and ground his jaws on my fingers, and I couldn’t pull loose. Finally he let go and swam away.

I got to thinking about that. After all, it was the first time I had ever had a trophy bass actually bite me. This led me to realize that with the tackle we use for bass, if a big fish is crunching down on a crank bait, worm, or spinnerbait with all that jaw pressure, there is no way to move the hook into any flesh. It would stay right where it was in his grasp. You’d be trying to set the hook, but actually you wouldn’t be moving it at all! After a couple seconds, the fish would release the pressure and spit the whole lure out.

Quite often during those early years at Santee, I had that very thing happen. I used up to 40-pound-test line and would set the hook like a madman, but nothing would happen and the bass would spit the worm out. Some giant bass—10-pounders and bigger—did that after I’d set the hook awfully hard.

I figured the secret would be to set the hook when the fish isn’t exerting that tremendous jaw pressure. So I started setting the hook with a plastic worm after two or three seconds. After that hard first set, I don’t know how much jaw pressure he’s exerting, so I quickly reel in all the slack and set the hook again two seconds later. I keep the pressure on, and set it a third time two seconds after that. Then after that, I keep on setting the hook every two or three seconds, and I know that at some point, he’s released the jaw pressure and the hook is penetrating his mouth. When I started using the multiple hook set, immediately I started hooking a much higher percentage of my strikes with a plastic worm.

That 11-pounder which bit the hand that fed him turned out to be a blessing for me, since from that experience I learned about the great jaw pressure and developed my practice of multiple hook setting. This has helped me boat many more bass and undoubtedly has helped my tournament success. I believe lots of bass fishermen lose many trophy bass on plastic worms because they don’t use the multiple hook set and therefore don’t get the hook to penetrate the bass’s jaws. However, I don’t think 1½-pound bass exert this kind of jaw pressure. I think the smaller ones hit the worm and can be hooked usually with the initial hard hook set.

Another important thing about worm fishing—something we discovered about twenty years ago—is to have a suitable rod to set the hook. We learned that ideal rods, which today the manufacturers call worm rods, are heavy-butted rods with a lot of backbone in the lower half of the rod. They have fairly light tips for good casting, but you’re driving the hook with that butt section.
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Usually with a plastic worm I set the hook quickly, before the bass drops it. But sometimes, especially in cooler water, that first tap, which I’m feeling in the first photo, just means the fish has grabbed the worm with its lips; if you strike then you won’t hook it. I give the fish slack, with the rod low, for a few seconds, then set the hook hard—and more than once.




Regardless of the kind of worm rig I’m using, I like to position the rod at a 45-degree angle or higher. The main reason for this is I have far more feel of the bottom. The rod is about 90 degrees from the bass, and I have the maximum feel of the tip of the rod. The maximum sensitivity with a worm rod comes with the tip high in the air, and I’m working the worm from a 45-degree to a 90-degree or greater angle. Then the second I feel the strike or detect line movement and determine I have a fish, I drop the rod tip and reel up all the slack line except for the last 2 or 3 inches, and then I set the hook on a slack line. Before I set it, I’m watching that little bit of slack line to see what way he’s moving. When I finally set the hook, my arms are extended and I’m pulling the reel and the butt of the rod back toward me instead of merely jerking the tip upward. I’m actually setting the hook with my arms and wrist. My arms are in close to my body, and I bring my wrists up toward my face. Instantly I start reeling as fast as can, and again I set the hook, reel fast, and repeat this procedure.
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At seminars, I’m often asked how I work the worm. I fish it about three different ways. With the Texas rig, most of my fishing is done in fairly shallow water. Since the worm is a great ambush-point lure, I’m seeking out some type of cover. When I’m fishing heavy cover, I’m thinking to myself that the bass is right there by the stump or bush. So I’m either going to throw right to the obstruction or a couple feet past it. As I crawl the worm past the cover, I prefer for it to be falling straight down off of things such as off a root. About 90 percent of my strikes on a worm come as the worm is coming off of something, such as off a boulder, stump, grass, or creek channel ledge. At this time, the worm usually is sinking or falling. Very seldom does the strike occur when I’m pulling the worm up on something.

After I’ve crawled and jigged the worm off all the obstructions and am free of all them, if I haven’t had a strike I quickly reel in, because I’m not going to fish it all the way to the boat. This is what I do especially in shallow-water situations when I’m throwing directly into cover. Then I’ll throw to the next ambush point.

As I’ve written many times and others have written about me, I’m a line watcher. I use Stren fluorescent line, and in shallow water I identify probably 75 percent of my worm strikes by seeing the line move before I ever feel the fish. When my worm’s falling straight down—and I give it slack line so it’ll fall straight down rather than glide off of something at an angle—I’ll detect that little twitch in the line. To make sure it’s a fish, I’ll put on just a little pressure, and then I can determine which way he’s moving. I’m watching the line not only to detect the strike, but also to see what the bass is doing after he’s struck. I do check them a lot after the initial strike, but I’m doing it only on about half a pound of pressure—just enough to know he’s there.

I don’t always fish the worm as I’ve described above; sometimes I do work it all the way back to the boat, and I do this particuarly on structure. When I’m out on a big point or a submerged bar, I’m not fishing an ambush point. I’m fishing open-water structure. In this situation, I don’t know exactly where the obstructions are; I merely know that there should be some objects down there. So I throw the worm out there and crawl it along fairly quickly. But when I feel something, such as a stump, I think that might be where one is hiding. Then I slow the worm down and fish it more carefully, and I do this every time I hit some piece of cover.

When I’m fishing heavy brush or cover—shallow or deep—often I peg the slip sinker to make the weight part of the worm. I take a round toothpick and jab it in the hole next to the line and break the toothpick off so it’s flush with the weight. I peg the pointed end of the bullet weight, but the toothpick can be inserted in either end of the weight. After a cast or two, water will cause the toothpick end to swell up and this makes it snug.

The reason for pegging the weight is if I’m fishing heavy cover, I don’t want to pull the worm up on an obstruction and get it caught in a limb. If that happens, the weight will slip down the line when you give it some slack, and you’ll think the worm is sinking, when really it isn’t sinking at all. Also, when you’ve separated the weight from the worm, you’ll get hung up more. By pegging the weight, the worm becomes more snagless because it isn’t separated from the sinker.
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