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III.
FEEDING BASS
CATCHERS






Pattern Development


Beneath The Waves And Beyond


MOST ANGLERS AGREE that locating bass is the difficult part of filling a stringer. Many fishermen can put bass in the boat if you ‘put them on fish’, but the real separation between the consistent bassmen and the occasional catchers of fish is in the consistent finding.


Once fish are located, then technique and tackle become paramount in establishing a pattern, as well as staying with the fish. The most successful bassmen in this country are well aware of the concept of “pattern fishing” They apply it to natural lakes and rivers, as well as to huge man-made reservoirs.


Many anglers think in terms of relating lure parameters, such as size, color and action, and fishing technique, to the existing conditions of habitat, weather, and forage, but . . . few are really successful. To make “patterning” work, one has to continually think. As conditions change, so must lures and technique, and often, trying several things is required before a productive pattern can be established.


Most tournament professionals strive to establish four or five different fish producing patterns during the contest’s practice period. This way, hopefully, one or two will remain consistent producers during the days of competition. If a pattern can be established early in the day, most weekend anglers can end up with a good catch. The key, of course, in establishing what a successful pattern might be on a particular day, is to try several types of lures in several different types of water. Once a couple of bass are caught, some assumptions can be made and possibly a good pattern isolated, which may produce elsewhere on the same body of water.
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While the tournament professionals may like to have four or five different fish-producing patterns established during a contest’s practice period, they’ll hope that one or two of these will remain a consistent producer during the days of the tournament. If a pattern can be established early in the day, most weekend fishermen can end up with a good catch.


Most anglers have specific locations and conditions under which they prefer to fish, but tournament pros do not spend a great deal of time on one type of cover unless it is hot. Time wasted on an unproductive area could be time well spent searching other types of cover and structure.


Likewise, an angler who throws a crank bait all day long, with little or no success, is less apt to find a good pattern than one whose versatility allows him to toss worms, spinnerbaits, and top water plugs. The most successful anglers establish a good productive pattern early and stay with it until it fades. They work hard to establish it and are constantly changing lures and locations until they find producers.


Several years ago, I was fishing a major bass tournament circuit’s final championship, as a press observer. I had two great partners who were able to put together effective patterns and to place highly in the final event. Both weighed in limits during the tourney.


I fished the final day with Charlie Foster of Kings Mountain, North Carolina. He had discovered a worm-bullrush pattern plus a second, more productive pattern. Charlie had found a good drop-off in a canal down river (St. Johns) from Florida’s Lake Monroe, which held a lot of small bass of just keeper size. Suspicions rose as to whether any patterns would hold for the third day, after the cold front had moved through in round two. The tournament start was delayed two and one-half hours on that final day due to the 25 mile per hour winds and 40 degree temperatures.


Charlie headed to his ‘number one pattern’ hole and anchored. I watched as he tossed Texas-rigged worms and a small crank bait. His first bass, a ‘short’, came aboard about 15 minutes after our arrival and another small ten incher tried to escape with Charlie’s worm about 20 minutes later, but the larger, keeper size weren’t present.


Backup Pattern


Charlie made the decision then, to take a 15 minute run back up the river to try his bullrush pattern along the somewhat wind protected lake shoreline. It was a good move. We motored into the cove where he and Junior Samples (of Hee-Haw fame) had taken two nice sized bass apiece the previous day.


“We should be able to catch larger fish in here if they’re still around,” Charlie said. “Junior had one on in here over ten pounds that got off yesterday,” he added. Being an observer, I couldn’t say anything or give the contestant any information that might help him unfairly, over another, but I had caught my largest fish the day before in that general area.


We were able to work the boat close to the bullrushes in the cove and evade the wind a little. The first 100 yards was unproductive and we were beginning to wonder whether the front had pushed the bass from the three feet of water. I noticed fish movement in the rushes and had confidence we would catch some shortly . . . unless my partner wanted to move.


Luckily, he had a strike and although he missed the fish, his confidence in the area remained. Charlie moved the boat fairly fast with the trolling motor until fish were found. This actually left me a few shots at places he hadn’t cast to. It was into one of these places that I threw a crank bait behind the boat, into a bullrush pocket.


I retrieved it about three feet before a fat two pounder pounced on it. I flipped it into the live well as Charlie turned the boat to come back toward the area. My second cast resulted in another bass of about one and one-half pounds on the same Balsa-B bait. I laid my rod down and said, “They’re all yours.”


I then watched Charlie take four bass, lose two good ones, and miss several strikes from the same ten foot by ten foot pocket in the rushes. I took pictures, ate, changed lures, and messed around for about three hours, while Charlie tossed crank baits and worms into the ‘hole’ (three feet deep) from our anchored position.


Finally, the action slowed and Charlie upped anchor and started to move away from the pocket back into the small cove. “You through with the hole?” I asked.


“Yea, go ahead and cast in there,” he replied. So, I let loose a long, lofty cast over the motor which hit at the far edge of the pocket against the bullrushes. The long, black worm had just reached the bottom when my arms were almost jerked out of their sockets by the strike.


I set back hard on the bass and after a good fight, which included three jumps for a nearby camera boat, the six pound, nine ounce largemouth was netted by Charlie. You never saw a boat turn around and re-anchor as fast as Charlie’s did then.


Why had the fish held in that shallow water after the cold front came through? The snail beds that covered the bottom in that particular area, kept the concentration of bass there. My crank bait continuously hooked snails as it bumped the bottom on the retrieve.


Everything worked out for both of us, as my bass was the tournament’s Big Bass and won me a trip to Lake Guerrero, and Charlie held on to his second place spot to finish $3,200.00 richer.


Natural Waters


Lake Arietta is a dishpan body of water near Auburndale, Florida. It is typical of many natural ponds and lakes, with its shallow perimeter of grass and rushes, gradually sloping shorelines, and light samples of scattered hydrilla and coontail along the bottom.
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Waters “chock-full” of heavy cover are hard to pattern with a sinking lure or semiweedless-type lure. It has to be very weedless! This is the type of area though that most fishermen pass over, and you can have a ball catching a string of bass from the jungle within.


Polk County guide, Bob Lowe and I spent our mid-afternoon there on a hot, early May day. The wind was calm, the lake’s surface glassy, and of course, fish movement (feeding) was not apparent. The conditions were tough, and the only way we could expect some bass was through quickly patterning them.


Bob was very familiar with Arietta and quickly eliminated the potential grass and bullrush shallow water pattern. The clear, calm water and mid-day sun dictated other, more feasible patterns.


We started tossing purple worms in the 8 to 12 feet depths about 30 yards from shore and we soon established a productive pattern. The largemouth were holding in clumps of hydrilla and gobbled up our plastic worms when they were retrieved over the mini-structure. Experimentation proved sinker weight to be critical in teasing a strike. One-eighth ounce bullet-shaped worm weights were ideal; one-quarter ounce was simply too heavy and sank deeply into the patches of submerged aquatic plants.


We searched the productive depths of the hydrilla that was not apparent from the surface. The clumps were usually 20 feet across, so once our lures bumped into the aquatic structure, we could toss out in the same direction a second or third time with a good chance of again contacting the hydrilla and nearby bass.


From Bob’s initial cast, which resulted in a two pound bass, activity continued for the following hour and one-half, just as long as our weighted wigglers crawled across a hydrilla clump. We found five or six such clumps, each giving up a couple of largemouth, but the size was not impressive. Most of the bass ranged between one and two pounds and a lunker was not to be had.


We finished out that day’s short trip looking over the lake and checking our other patterns (which were unproductive). The only working pattern that we were able to establish on Arietta would have, I’m sure held for the remainder of the day, but other commitments ended that short trip.


Changing Patterns


Patterning bass one day doesn’t necessarily mean the following day will repeat. Again, the circumstances dictate patterns. On another occasion, small schools of bass were breaking the surface periodically, all round us. It was the summer ‘season’ for schoolers; August, and the 90-plus degree days seemed conducive to the late afternoon antics of the yearling bass.


The activity centered around a one hour time-slot just prior to sundown and darkness. Mostly in the one pound class, the schoolers did have a few surprises in the form of an occasional ‘thick shouldered’ three pounder. The schools of bass moved along underneath roving masses of shad and ‘cut’ into them, seemingly without provocation.


My two fishing partners that day began angling for the late afternoon surface feeders with Texas-rigged worms, while I chose a Bagley crank bait, the Small Fry Shad. The medium running plug has a unique silver foil finish which, I feel, adds to the visibility of such a lure and, correspondingly, to its productivity.


The bass were foraging on small, two-inch shad and the shad-shaped lure certainly did its job. I caught and released two dozen bass in the hour of fishing, as my partners managed less than 10 between them on their worm rigs. One of them did switch to a gold-finish crank bait during that period, but it produced little.


The silver foil-finish bait more closely resembled the coloring of the forage (than did the gold) and had a smaller diving lip, making it a shallower running lure. The schools of baitfish were at, or immediately under the lake’s surface and the shallow-running shad bait moved through the same depths. Thus, it outproduced the others.


The following evening found us sitting in the same spot, searching for the breaking fish. The activity on top had slowed and the high winds appeared to have a definite effect. The schools of bass were surfacing randomly in a much wider area than on the previous night, and a slightly different pattern was discovered.


The conditions, I felt, called for small shad-type lures that could be cast long distances to the visible surface feeders. I chose a Little George tail spinner to meet these requirements and tossed it at any swirl within the proverbial ‘country mile’. It was very productive, considering the sparce groups of breaking fish.
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Pattern fishing is one of the most successful means to catch fish in today’s world. The most productive anglers establish a good productive pattern early and stay with it until it fades. They work hard to establish it and are constantly trying different types of lures in a variety of areas until they find the pattern.


My partners experimented with several baits but stuck mainly to plastic worms. Their worms took a toll on the bottom-hugging schools in the area. They each caught and released over twenty largemouth which matched my production on the George.



Forage Movement


Why were the worms productive the second night and not the first? The conditions were different and the schools of bass were structured differently.


Wind tends to break up the schools of small forage fish and actually blows them around. High winds and roily surface waters make it difficult for the angler to see topside activity, as well as making it harder for predator fish to see, follow, and grab their favorite morsel, the shad.


Concentrations of feeding bass schools are generally not as prevalent as in calmer weather, but the numbers of fish are still in the same area. In the high winds, they are ‘unstructured’, to some extent, and not cruising in huge schools, beneath the shad schools. They are scattered about the area randomly and are prone to attacking the deadliest lure for bass under such conditions, the plastic worm.


My lure, the George, produced as many largemouth as the worm, but the fish were up and down so fast that I had to hit right on top of the surface activity within 5 seconds, or simply forget it. Tossing to sparse, widely ranging schools can often be slow under these conditions. Still, it provided near-surface activity that the other plugs in my tackle box weren’t up to for that occasion.


The fish were patterned, but the pattern was changing. Fortunately, many of the parameters were the same from one evening to the next, resulting in only minor alterations to the previous day’s productive pattern.


Pattern Check Out


Most forage-intensive waters are, by nature, weedy and generally have some sort of a weedline. The weedline points should generally be worked prior to checking out other portions of the weeds. After that, the angler should forget working the entire weedline and just look at the shore. Many times the shoreline can give a good indication of the best area to search for productive patterns, while the weeds in the lake may all look alike. For example, the bass will normally be back in the weeds in the spring, inside this weedline. After spawning, they often move to the weedline nearest a drop-off to set up home for the summer.
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When a variety of aquatic plants are present in an area of the lake or river, knowing the bottom conditions that each species thrives in or over can be a big help. In this case, the long-rooted pennywort with its intertwined root system is found over deeper water. Pads growing a distance from shore reveal the presence of shallower and softer bottom. Hyacinths will hold over open water but not to the extent that pennywort will.


The entire weedline should be checked for a drop-off. Weedlines don’t just happen! There has to be a reason for the weeds to end and not propagate beyond a certain point. It is normally because the depth limits the light penetration, and this is usually what our quarry seeks! Once a weedline pattern is discovered, it may hold and be productive for several days, as long as similar conditions prevail.
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