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DEDICATION



“You can give a man a fish and feed him for a day, or you can teach a man to fish and feed him for a lifetime,” is an adage not only true about fishing but also about life and people.


John Holley, a friend I met at Livingston University in the mid-60s, fueled my love affair with fishing for crappie year-round. Up until that time, my primary emphasis for crappieing was in the spring during the spawn. Holley took his time and energy and made the effort to teach me to catch crappie year-round. Holley taught me to fish whether the crappie were biting or not.


In college, both Holley and I were young married men, and crappie was our survival food. Holley’s tactics not only helped me feed my family then, but the enthusiasm he had and still has for crappie fishing inspires me today. Holley is a good friend and was a patient teacher. This book is dedicated to him.





PREFACE



You can catch more crappie this season than you ever have taken in years past if you understand and practice the secrets of slabology. Slabology is the ability to know where crappie are located, how they are feeding and what is required to make them bite when you want to catch them.


The nation’s best slabologists usually can take crappie on any lake under any weather and water condition at any time of the year. They are resourceful and creative and study the haunts, the moods and the feeding patterns of crappie throughout the year to become masters of this sport. A master’s degree in slabology requires years of experience to obtain. However, in the mini-course in The Masters’ Secrets of Crappie Fishing you can begin to learn the secrets of the crappie fishing masters and then apply them.





ABOUT THE AUTHOR



For more than four decades, John E. Phillips has fished for crappie across the United States, beginning when he barely could toddle along behind his older brother and father. While at Livingston University in West/Central Alabama, the heart of some of the best crappie fishing in the nation, Phillips perfected his techniques and began studying the tactics of the master crappiers he met there.


Phillips also has been a student of crappie as an active outdoor writer and photographer for more than 20 years for both newspapers and magazines. Phillips, the author of 12 outdoor books including: The Masters’ Secrets of Turkey Hunting, The Masters’ Secrets of Deer Hunting, The Science of Deer Hunting, Doubleday’s Turkey Hunter’s Bible, Alabama Outdoors Cookbook, How To Make More Profits In Taxidermy, Catch More Crappie, Outdoor Life’s Complete Turkey Hunting, Bass Fishing With The Skeeter Pros, North American Hunting Club’s Turkey Hunting Tactics, Deer & Fixings and Fish and Fixings, has had more than several hundred articles published on crappie fishing.
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An active member of the Outdoor Writers Association of America, the Southeastern Outdoors Press Association, the Alabama Press Association, the Alabama Sportswriters’ Association and Outdoors Photographic League, Phillips has won numerous awards for excellence in his magazine and newspaper articles and outdoor books.


Phillips, who feels fortunate to have fished with some of the greatest crappie anglers of our day, brings their knowledge to you in The Masters’ Secrets of Crappie Fishing.
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HOW TO CATCH CRAPPIE YEAR-ROUND


Are you tired of going fishing and not catching any crappie? Would you like to eliminate some of the guesswork from finding and taking crappie? If such a thing does exist as a crappie guru who knows the secret haunts and specialized techniques that will help you take speckled sides on every outing, how do you find such a man? Do some men have PhD’s in catching crappie? The answer is definitely, yes.


Crappie fishing guides and tournament crappie pros must find and take papermouths every day they’re on the water. They’ve unlocked many of the mysteries crappie have held beneath the surface for years. Let’s listen as these masters of the sport speak.


PINPOINT THE PATTERNS


Jimmy Brown, of Union City, Tennessee, is a tournament specialist.


“One of the keys to catching more crappie is determining how far the fish are off the bottom. When most anglers look at their depthfinders and see crappie, they want to know how far the crappie are from the surface. However, I’ve learned that generally no matter at what depth the crappie are from the surface, you consistently can find them at the same depth on the same day when you know the distance they are from the bottom.
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Knowing how far the crappie are from the bottom will allow you to catch them more effectively.


“Many guides put out stake beds and brush piles at varying depths for crappie on Kentucky Lake, which is my home lake. Once I learn at what depth the crappie are holding, then I can pinpoint which stake beds to fish. For instance, if I have a stake bed in 10 feet of water, and I spot crappie two feet off the bottom on my depthfinder near that stake bed two feet off the bottom, then I know generally I can expect to locate crappie two feet off the bottom on all my 10 foot deep stake beds. I have found that approximately 80 percent of crappie usually hold at the same level, since crappie will stratify at one water depth.


“If I go to a brush top in 20 feet of water, then I reasonably can expect the crappie to be holding two feet off the bottom there in 18 feet of water. When I check a brushtop in eight feet of water, then the crappie may be at six feet--two feet off the bottom again. But usually I won’t change my fishing as drastically as from 18 feet to six feet.


“Knowing the distance the crappie are from the bottom and determining at what depth the crappie are concentrating in is an example of a pattern within a pattern. By pinpointing what these patterns are, you can catch more fish.


“After I learn crappie are holding around brush at a certain depth from the bottom, then I need to find out how the crappie are positioned in relationship to that cover. If crappie are holding above the brush in one spot, generally they’ll be holding above the brush on various brush piles. If the fish are holding off to one side of the brush at one location, then you consistently can locate them off to the side of the brush at other sites.


“However, the position of the crappie on the cover will change at different times of the day. In the summertime, early in the morning and late in the evening, crappie will be close to the surface, because they generally are more shallow in the water during the nighttime than in the daytime. Usually crappie will remain in the position where you locate them for about four hours. Some days they may stay at the same depth of water at the same distance from the bottom and in the same location from the cover all day long. If the day is overcast, the crappie generally will hold their position in the water more consistently all day.


“Yet another critical factor in finding and taking crappie is your ability to effectively work cover. On many days, especially in the spring and summer, crappie will be holding tight to the cover. The way you present the bait to those fish determines whether or not you’ll catch them. If you’re using heavy lines, heavy sinkers and big corks, often you’ll get hung up in the cover and either break off the line or shake the underwater bush, which will disturb the crappie holding there. That’s why I use light line and an 11-foot B & M graphite pole. The sensitivity of the pole is the key to being able to feel the structure and work the bait properly.


“With a pole that has a light tip like the B & M, I actually can tell which way a limb is running under the water and work my jig immediately on top of that limb with a tight line. I can bounce the jig along the top of the limb to resemble a feeding baitfish. By being able to tap the cover with the jig, I can tantalize the crappie into biting. By having the sensitivity in the pole and the line, I can feel every twig and limb under the surface, which keeps me from getting hung up.


“Oftentimes crappie fishermen won’t put their baits where crappie are in thick cover, because they fear becoming hung. However, if you can feel that jig working through those limbs, you can make the papermouths bite without hanging up.


“To find the most and biggest crappie on any lake, fish the creeks in the center of the lake. Most anglers believe the upper end of a lake warms up before the lower end of a lake does and that the lower end of a lake usually is clearer than the upper end of a lake.


“But my partner and I have learned that the water temperature in the middle of the lake is the most stable, and generally some kind of stain is in the water in that region of a lake. Because the middle of a lake experiences less change than other parts of a lake, my fishing partner and I believe crappie are more stable in the middle of a lake, grow quicker and are less affected by water and weather conditions than in any other section of a lake.


“Next, I look for the proper water depth in the creeks in the middle of a lake. I search for a creek mouth about 30 feet deep. Then I try to locate creek channels that drop off from 10 feet to 18 feet deep, which will be natural highways for the crappie to use. During the spawn and in warm weather, the crappie can move into the shallow water to spawn and then swim back to that 10- or 18-foot water when a cold front hits or when the fish have completed spawning. These kinds of creeks are ones baitfish like to travel also.


“Another critical ingredient my partner and I look for after we locate a creek in the middle of a lake that has the characteristics we require to fish for crappie is to choose the creek with the most underwater bends in its creek channel. Crappie generally will hold on the outside bends of these underwater creek channels, which is an example of the type of pattern we attempt to pinpoint.


“Too, we fish in the middles of the creeks on these creek channels and bends because most people don’t fish in those regions. Most crappie fishermen hunt cover around the bank and fish the cover related to the bank. Consequently, bank-bound crappie will be harvested the heaviest. Also, the chances of your catching a big crappie are not as good close to a bank, since so many people are fishing that area. However, when you fish the underwater structure out in the middle of a creek where the underwater creek channels are, you’ll usually catch more and bigger crappie.”
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Wherever the crappie are positioned in relationship to the brush is where they usually will be holding, regardless of where the brush pile is located.


SEARCH FOR STRUCTURE


Roger Gant of Corinth, Mississippi, has his own guide business on Pickwick Lake on the Mississippi/Tennessee/Alabama borders and has fished the Crappiethon Classic for two years.


“I believe one of the main secrets to catching more crappie is understanding water clarity and knowing how to find structure on the bottom. If I go to a new lake, I search for structure where crappie should be holding according to the water temperature and the time of the year. Not much structure is in the water at Pickwick Lake. Unless the water is stained, crappie may spawn as deep as 20 feet there. I’ve caught crappie from 26 feet to 30 feet deep in the spring and summer on Pickwick.


“To get a small jig down that deep to catch spawning crappie, generally I troll a small diameter line like Stren’s Magnathin six-pound test line on B & M’s graphite crappie poles. But if the water is dingy, I may fish with eight-pound test. In clear water, I’ll troll two, 1/8-ounce jigs tied about 16 inches apart over structure. If the water is very clear, I troll particularly slow.
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Roger Gant of Corinth, Mississippi, consistently catches stringers of crappie like this because he knows where, how and when to find them.


“Also, I troll in the middle of a lake to catch crappie. When you’re fishing in water deeper than 20 feet, crappie don’t have to hold on ledges and drop-offs. I look for stump fields in that deep water, because usually crappie will be in those types of regions. I’ve found that crappie generally will associate with any kind of irregular bottom--whether it’s a stump field, a drop-off or a hump out in the middle of a lake. I believe large crappie prefer deep water. I catch crappie all year long in deep water.”


SET OUT FISH ATTRACTORS


“If you want to catch crappie under various water and weather conditions every day of the year, then you have to put out habitat in which crappie can hold,” says Steve McCadams of Paris, Tennessee, who is a fulltime crappie fishing guide of Kentucky/Barkley lakes. “I place treetops, stake beds, willow trees and brush in the water to bring the crappie and the fisherman closer together. By sinking habitat in old reservoirs, you actually can improve the crappie fishing, because much of the original cover may be gone.
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Steve McCadams of Paris, Tennessee, is a crappie fishing guide who studies the fish and their habits.


“Although no place is a bad spot for building a brush pile, some sites do produce more crappie than others. The more cover you sink for crappie, the more crappie you’ll be able to catch. I sink cover in several different depths and let the crappie decide where they prefer to be. Crappie will be in the shallow water cover when spawning time is near. If the spawn is on, and the lake level drops drastically, the fish will move to deeper cover. By having cover sunk at three different depths in the same area, generally you can locate fish at any time of the year.


“For instance, I may sink brush in eight feet of water besides sinking another pile of brush in 12 feet of water and yet another in 18 feet of water in that same general location. Then, no matter the time of the year or what the weather and water conditions are, the crappie in that area have brush on which to hold and relate.”


STUDY THE WEATHER


Dave Clark of Lincoln, North Carolina, is another crappie tournament pro.


“I’m convinced barometric pressure and weather determine where the crappie will be and how they will bite. Just ahead of a cold front, crappie usually will bite better. But when a high front moves through after a cold front, perhaps a crappie’s balance may be off somewhat, and the fish tend not to bite as well. Generally the crappie will go into the deeper water and hold up against the brush. Maybe the fish are attempting to stabilize themselves in the water.


“If that cold front hits during the spawn, crappie will move out into the deeper water and hold in the places where you found them during the pre-spawn and often where they’ll be in the post-spawn--in about eight to 10 feet of water. One of the best baits to use at this time of the year during a cold weather front is minnows, since minnows will move in the brush without your actually having to move them.


“If I’m fishing jigs, I’ll cast a 1/32-ounce jig in close to the cover and retrieve it slowly on a spinning reel mounted on my B & M graphite rod. As the line on the reel comes back, I allow the line to just barely touch my index finger, which causes the jig to twitch just a little as it’s being retrieved. I think that erratic motion, although small, gives the jig a more life-like action and will make tight-lipped crappie bite. Generally, I fish 1/32-ounce jigs year-round, because I have more faith in the tiny jigs than in the bigger jigs.


“I like a 4-1/2-foot to five foot B & M rod with four pound test line, because I can cast the jigs further using this pound test line and this light action rod than I can with heavier tackle. I also utilize a Color-C-Lector to determine the color of jigs I should be casting, especially when I’m fishing in water less than 25 feet deep. If I want to catch very big crappie, I usually will fish in 25 feet to 30 feet of water. Although crappie are harder to catch in that deeper water, generally the crappie I take are the larger fish.


“Since I realize jigs are more difficult to see at that depth because of light penetration, when I’m fishing deep, I generally fish a chartreuse jig, which I think can be seen by the crappie at greater depths. In clear water, I prefer light-colored jigs like tan and white, yellow and white or even smoke-colored or transparent jigs. If the water is stained, I’ll choose either chartreuse, red and chartreuse and/or black and chartreuse or maybe even orange with a yellow tail. Matching the water condition and water depth to the color of jig you fish is very important if you want to catch more and bigger crappie.”
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HOW TO TAKE WINTERTIME CRAPPIE


Wintertime crappie fishing can be highly productive with plenty of fast action and big fish. Or, icy weather crappieing can be as slow as pouring maple syrup out of a cold pot on a frosty morning. What makes the difference is where you find the crappie. Let’s look at some ideal wintertime crappie situations.


Gene Parker, an angler on Lake Eufaula in Alabama, explains, “If anglers are on Lake Eufaula at the right time during the winter, then they can catch all the crappie they want. Since a National Wildlife Refuge is situated along the banks of Lake Eufaula, each year several thousand acres of the refuge are flooded to provide a home for wintering waterfowl.


“When the waterfowl season is over, these man-made ponds are pumped out. The water from these duck ponds is pumped back into Lake Eufaula. Then the ponds will dry up for the spring planting of corn and other grains to feed the ducks and geese through the winter.


“The water from these shallow water ponds usually is much warmer than the wintertime water in Lake Eufaula. When the water is pumped out of the ponds and poured back into the lake, plenty of warm water comes into a big area of cold water. That warm water being pumped into the lake draws crappie like a magnet.
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If you know where to find wintertime crappie, the fishing can be fantastic.


“Within only a few hours after the pumps start running, the crappie begin to show up in large numbers at these sites. Most of the time these winter crappie will be big fish. Because they are in such a confined area of warm water, they are easy to catch. I’ve seen two anglers fish half a day and catch a limit of crappie that weighs between 1/2-pound and two pounds each.


“There’s no doubt that if you crappie fish on Eufaula when the duck ponds are being pumped out in the wintertime, you can load up your cooler. Usually, the fishing is so fast, and the crappie are so aggressive that jig fishing seems to be the best. The weather may be cold, but the crappie fishing can be hot.”


READ THE WEATHER TO CATCH MORE CRAPPIE


The time was the end of November when most of the major colleges were playing their last football games of the season. A warm front had come through where we lived. For two or three days, the weather had been pleasant. But the TV weatherman was predicting that a major winter storm would hit before nightfall.


My brother and I had been fishing a shallow water beaver pond off a major river system with numbers of cypress trees growing in it. Because the pond was more shallow than the river, the water in the beaver pond was warmer than the river water. Therefore, the crappie were more active.


You, too, can take more cold weather crappie if you can find beaver ponds, cut-offs, sloughs, coves and/or bays of major river systems that normally hold crappie during the winter months. Then, when there is a warm spell, that water will warm up quicker than the river water. The crappie often will move into these shallow pockets and hold on submerged trees, stumps and/or the roots of live trees.


Although my brother and I had found the fishing to be very good all along during those warmer winter days, about five hours before the front was due to come in, the crappie went on a feeding spree. The reason was simple. We were in a warm water area just ahead of a front.


As most sportsmen know--both fish and animals tend to feed more aggressively ahead of a front. Since we were in a region where the crappie already were concentrated just before the front hit, we were able to catch the most and some of the biggest crappie we ever had taken. The front was fast-moving. As soon as we felt the temperature drop only slightly, the crappie quit biting.


LOCATE THE THERMOCLINE


During the winter months, many lakes turn over, which means the coldest water will be on the top, and the warmest water will be on the bottom. This condition is unlike the summertime when the warmer water is on the top, and the colder water is on the bottom.
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The author, John Phillips, has located his share of wintertime crappie by learning how to search for them in warm water.


Because crappie seek a comfort zone, often they will be looking for that warmer, deeper water. But usually the slabs prefer some type of cover to hide in and hold on so they can attack baitfish. To pattern wintertime crappie, anglers must look for cover along the thermocline where crappie can hole up. In many lakes and rivers, this cover may be on the edges of old creek and river channels and along stump rows where the warmer water is close to the bottom.


Remember that during the extreme cold of the winter months, the crappie’s body metabolism slows down. The fish will not chase a bait as far as it will in the spring and summer. The crappie angler has to fish his bait slow and deep to get bites.


Although trolling usually is not thought to be a slow method of angling, actually it can be as slow as drop-fishing. On Kentucky Lake in the dead of winter, many crappie anglers troll for crappie using crappie rigs with two minnows on them along underwater creek and river channels.


Most anglers generally consider trolling a technique for catching bass or saltwater fish like sailfish and marlin, and in both of these types of trolling, the boat moves forward faster than what is required to troll for crappie. If you watch an effective crappie fisherman trolling in the wintertime, you may not be able to tell that his boat is moving. As one crappie guide says, “The slower you go, the more fish you catch.”


A more descriptive term for wintertime crappie trolling may be bumping.


“I hit the trolling motor just enough to make the boat move slightly,” this same crappier explains. “When the boat comes to a full stop, my fishing partner or I will bump the motor again just to make the boat move forward one to 1-1/2 feet. Using this slow, trolling method, we are dragging the minnows right in front of the crappie’s nose. If the fish is there, it will take the bait. If we catch a fish, we attempt to stay in the same area and troll back and forth with our minnows to take more crappie out of the school.”
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