















CRAPPIE TACTICS


How, When and Where to Catch More Fish


by Larry Larsen


[image: image]




Published by


LARSEN’S OUTDOOR PUBLISHING


An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.


4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706


http://www.rlpgtrade.com


Estover Road, Plymouth PL6 7PY, United Kingdom


Distributed by National Book Network


Copyright © 1993 by Larry Larsen


All right reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Available


Library of Congress 93-79800


ISBN: 978-0-936513-40-9 (paper : alk.paper)


[image: image] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.


Printed in the United States of America





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


A special thanks to my parents, who like most, taught me how to catch panfish when I was a toddler. At the age of three, I was on a creek bank with canepole in hand trying to keep small bluegill and crappie from stealing my worms and minnows.


My most memorable crappie catch came while fishing with my parents on Tuttle Creek Reservoir near Manhattan Kansas about 15 years later. We found the crappie spawning in one foot of water in the back of a small cove and caught one on every cast. We tired of catching the fish which ranged up to two pounds, and I tired of cleaning almost a limit of them. Fortunately, we threw back most of the more than 200 crappie we boated that one afternoon.


Now 30 years later, I still enjoy catching crappie. I think it’s one of those things that gets in your blood when you are three years old and you have just caught more and bigger fish than your two year old brother. I owe it all to my parents!


I want to also thank my many fishing friends with whom I’ve wet a line. There are many, and all were a pleasure to be with.





PREFACE


“Crappie Tactics” focuses on when and how to catch America’s favorite “Funfish” - the crappie. Productive tactics, lure and bait basics, seasonal strategies, tournament preparation and advanced techniques are presented in this book. There are numerous tips and tricks offered to readers interested in catching more crappie.


Whether it is called speckled perch, Sac-a-lait, papermouth, white perch or any number of other monikers, the fish is found in every state except Alaska. Crappie provides thrills to millions of anglers of all ages and skill levels; this book is dedicated to them.


The information in this text will benefit all anglers, regardless of their skill level. More than 40 line drawings and photos carefully illustrate and detail highly productive tactics.


The tips within each chapter will make a better crappie fisherman of all. The author’s proven techniques are applicable to all waters around the country. For anglers who want to learn to be better crappie fishermen and to enjoy their fishing more, “Crappie Tactics” casts in their direction.


In Section I, the book covers “The Basics For Fun”. Line, lures, bait, rods and poles, reels, hooks and floats are all reviewed. Seasonal information such as catching crappie during the spawning phase or summer doldrums is highlighted. Release or mounting considerations for giant “speck” are covered also in this section.


In Section II, you will find the top “Places For Action” and how to fish each. Finding the good spots, checking out the vegetation, natural and man-made structures and learning to analyze a lake provides vital information for success not found elsewhere. You’ll catch more fish after reading this one section alone.


Section III is for those who want to consider some “Advanced Tactics”, such as using pH to locate crappie or markerology for concentrations of the fish. This section discusses attractants and scent products, tide water fishing opportunities and tournament preparation, among other things. Even an expert should walk away with valuable information from this section.





ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Larry Larsen is a prolific fishing writer and author and is a frequent contributor on crappie subjects to major outdoor magazines. More than 1,500 of Larsen’s articles have appeared in magazines, including Outdoor Life, Sports Afield, Field & Stream, Crappie, Bassin’, North American Fisherman, Bass Fishing, Fishing Facts and Fishing Tackle Trade News. His photography has appeared on the covers of many national publications.


The Lakeland, Florida outdoor writer/photographer has now authored 18 books on fishing and contributed chapters to another eight. They include the award-winning BASS SERIES LIBRARY, GUIDE TO FLORIDA BASS WATERS SERIES and others. Larry is president of Larsen’s Outdoor Publishing (LOP), the fastest growing publisher of outdoor titles in the country, and a member of the Outdoor Writers Association of America (OWAA), the Southeastern Outdoor Press Association (SEOPA), and the Florida Outdoor Writers Association (FOWA). Complete information on the author’s other books and the LOP line of outdoor books can be found in the Resource Directory at the back of this book.


The author is not just a writer who has studied and written about all aspects of fishing for more than 24 years, he is an accomplished angler. As a result, his published works detail proven fish catching methods and special techniques. Larry works with several tackle companies on new lure and techniques development. His analysis of what works and why will help anyone catch more and bigger fish!





INTRODUCTION


America’s Favorite Panfish


Specks, as crappie are called in some places, is actually short for speckled perch, a generally-southern misnomer for the black crappie. The crappie, however, is not really a perch at all, but a sunfish, and thus, a relative of the bass and bluegill.


The future of crappie angling looks very bright. Anglers today buy a lot of live bait, such as worms and minnows, because they just want to catch fish. They don’t have to go bass fishing, they just go “fish fishing”. Crappie and other panfish are popular because they are relatively easy to catch.


One of the factors influencing that future is people trying to get the family unit reestablished. A lot of people in their 40’s are now taking their dads out fishing, and they are going after crappie. The population is getting older, the baby-boomers are getting older, and it seems like the crappie market is perfect for older people.


I think that we’re seeing a real trend to go back to the fun of fishing and to family fishing as a unit. When you look at both of those, the thing that comes to mind first and foremost are panfish, and specifically crappie.


Many of us have the image of a father and son sitting on a dock or a riverbank with a canepole and a bobber with a worm or cricket on the hook and a number of panfish on the stringer. Many young fishermen get hooked on fishing in an early stage of their life and, after a few years, they “graduate” to bigger game, such as bass. They are the very same people who try to incorporate the fun of fishing back to the family; they take their kids or grandkids fishing and realize that bass may not be the ideal fish for a youngster starting to fish. They go back to the crappie for that.
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Today’s product trends address ultra-light tackle, spinning reels, lighter lines and even lightweight boats especially for crappie. The fish appeals to anglers of all ages. With the current emphasis on taking kids fishing, the crappie should remain a favorite fish of the masses.


Today, people are focusing more on crappie fishing as a specific fishing pursuit just as you’d fish for bass or walleye or trout. The great thing about panfishing is that it’s available to everyone everywhere. In many cases, panfishing is the most fun because there’s a lot of action involved with it. It’s also a good way to help encourage people to get involved in fishing because it can be a very rewarding experience.





Chapter 1



LURE AND BAIT
CONSIDERRATIONS


Crappie fishermen usually have a good selection of artificials to consider at the tackle shop. For the angler new to the sport, such an assortment of attractive lures may confuse or overcomplicate the selection process. Probably, a good way to start a selection of lures for the tackle box is to purchase one of the “Crappie Kits” that are on the shelves of many retailers.


One company has an assortment of panfish kits with lifelike replicas of bugs and other forage. The soft-molded lures are ideal for light tackle or cane pole fishing. For the beginning bait angler, one tackle box manufacturer offers a complete tackle setup, including the tackle box. The kit is a six-section swingback tray box equipped with 101 items, such as bait jar, bobbers, stringer, line clipper, split shot sinkers and other goodies.


Most lure-tossing crappie anglers will have a box full of jigs. The variety of sizes and skirt materials has never been better. For most crappie-fishing applications, a jig with a round or ball head is most appropriate. Such a lure can easily bounce off any underwater structure, and it will sink faster than most other types of heads. Bullet-shaped heads are excellent swimming heads and are effective for crappie. A productive selection of jigs for most situations should probably include skirts and plastic bodied baits. Pick up a few with adjoining spinners, and you should be ready for the pond or lake.


Some jigs have an added weight inside the head ofthe lure for better casting and depth penetration when after the big ones. A relatively new entry into the jig adornment market are fringe-type rubber tails that can be used on a jighead or spinner combo. They come in several popular colors.


Skirts and Colors


Jig color and skirt possibilities are endless, and most work under certain conditions. Some are tinsel-skirted for clear waters in their expansive ultralight line of productive jigs. The brilliant-colored skirts add to the attraction of jigs with small spinner blades. Color striking preferences in crappie will change from day to day and even throughout an eight-hour period. Equip the tackle box with a selection of colors, and you should have one that will entice the paper-mouth panfish.


White jigs work under most conditions, but others are also productive in the right areas. Use pink, yellow and chartreuse in clear waters, and darker hues, such as orange, purple, green, etc. in stained water. In highly vegetated waters, a green and white jig can be super productive, and in low light conditions, you may want to try a black jig.


One jig-maker offers a small jig with dots or candy stripes and a tiny 1/32 ounce spinnerbait lure for more stained waters. Crappie are always interested in jig-spinner and double-jig combos. One combo has two shad-colored dollfly heads with white or yellow maribou rigged with leaders and swivels.


Another product for beginning crappie fishermen to consider is the processed bait forms. Why not feed them the real thing? Johnson Fishing’s Crappie Candy is their combination of secret ingredients in a jig tail. Uncle Josh offers feeding crappie a Panfish Pork bait. The pigskin rind features its own pork scent and has the ability to absorb other scents.


Berkley’s Panfish/Crappie Power Bait is a species-specific bait that is fortified with Strike fish attractant. The bait was custom formulated through research in Berkley’s own fish biology lab, then tested under actual fishing conditions. Results and sales of the popular bait have been exceptional. Other companies are getting into the act of processed baits, and that trend should continue.
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Jig color and skirt possibilities are endless, and most work under certain conditions. Some are tinsel-skirted for clear waters in their expansive ultralight line of productive jigs.
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Favorite summertime lures evolve into smaller offerings like tiny 2-inch curl-tail grubs on leadhead jigs.


Calender of Events


Crappie become vulnerable to near-surface baits early in the year. While small jigs and beetle-spin type spinnerbaits are very effective, little crankbaits normally take their share of spring and fall crappie too. Favorite summertime lures start out resembling minnow-hued crankbaits and evolve into smaller offerings like tiny 2-inch curl-tail grubs on leadhead jigs during the really hot times.


Schoolers in the late summer and fall usually chase small threadfin shad around most of the lakes in the southern states. Tail-spinner lures, shad and tiny spoons are effective for all sizes of crappie if the size correctly imitates that of the forage.


Small crankbaits in the minnow or shad colors are top crappie producers in most waters, and are most successfully fished over rock covered humps in 8 to 12 feet of water. Also toss them around the tops of submerged trees or retrieve them along underwater ridges located via a chart recorder.


The further a cool weather angler ventures from the nearest hot water source, such as a power plant discharge or natural spring or tributary, the deeper the fish will be found. Crappie can usually be caught from 15 to 25 foot depths on small jigging spoons. The larger crappie often go for jig-and-grub combinations when cold water drives them deeper to the submerged points and islands.


Silver deep-diver crankbaits trolled along a temperature breakline, that area where a thermal gradient exists, are often productive. Live minnows fished near the bottom in 20 feet of water are also excellent baits for crappie year ‘round.


Whether you are tossing artificial lures or a specially-formulated bait product, you’ll be wise to keep hooks sharp and formed properly. Try bending the point out ever so slightly, if you are getting strikes but not hook-ups. Use a hone or battery-operated sharpener and touch up the lure after any encounter with brush or other structure. Check the point also after any tussle with a big crappie.





Chapter 2



THE RIGHT EQUIPMENT


Many crappie fishermen aren’t lucky enough to have guidance and assistance in selecting the right equipment. There is no need to spend a lot of money for the very best rod and reel and other gear when after America’s favorite panfish. Premium equipment is something that you may wish to move up to later, once you have become relatively proficient at crappie fishing. Or, you may not.


Selecting effective rods, poles and reels without over-investing is easier today than ever before. In fact, just in the last year or two, many manufacturers have begun offering complete kits focused on the beginning angler. Most are relatively inexpensive and are appropriate for the majority of anglers interested in fishing for crappie.


Most “starter” kits are designed to get kids and families fishing together. There is no better fish than crappie for young anglers to seek, so the new emphasis from industry manufacturers is welcome. Casual, family-oriented anglers are looking for affordable and reliable products, and today they can easily get them.


Let’s look briefly at rod and reel options for newcomers to the sport of crappie angling. You’ll find a bewildering assortment in a tackle shop, but most crappie fishermen will be interested only in light tackle and either spinning or spincast reels. In some cases, reels aren’t even necessary; a cane pole or long fiberglass pole will suffice. In fact, at many of the big, national crappie contests, many of the tournament qualifiers have their boats full of such gear. Granted, most also have conventional rods and reels and use them.


For most crappie anglers whose baits and lures are light, the equipment will consist of either spinning or spincast rods and reels. Rods have various characteristics and many today even bear specie-specific labeling, such as the graphite Buck’s Crappie Rod by B’n’M Company. Not all rod companies label accordingly. Many that are appropriate for the crappie angler will be simply labeled “light-action” or “lightweight.” While some anglers may prefer an ultralight outfit, the standard rod fare should have good backbone and a light tip action.


Length is a matter of personal preference. Long rods are awkward to some and the very short 2' rods may be suitable for children only. Most beginners will find a 5’to 5 1/2' fiberglass rod with some flexibility to be sufficient and appropriate. When buying a rod separate from the reel, be sure to get the same type of rod. For example, a spinning reel that normally hangs under the rod would require a straight-handled spinning rod which has large guides for the line that loops off of the reel. Correspondingly, a spin cast reel would be matched with a rod that has smaller guides and either a straight or pistol-grip handle.


With a little casting practice, open face spinning reels are relatively easy to use. With a balanced rod and reel and properly spooled line, beginners will have little problem becoming proficient. Spinning gear is slightly more sensitive to a light strike, but twisted and loose line can occasionally occur, and that will frustrate beginners (and some experts).


Closed-Face Equipment and Kits


By far the easiest reel to master is the closed-face spincast. It is the one that most everyone starts out with, and one that many anglers keep using. I can remember graduating from my cane poles to the Johnson Century and Citation some 35 years ago when I was a kid. The spincast reels of today are much improved than the earlier versions, of course. They are more durable and have less line tangles.
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By far the easiest reel to master is the closed-face spincast. It is the one that most everyone starts out with, and one that many anglers keep using.


Most crappie fishermen will find spincast equipment to be the most economical. The push button line release is very easy to master, and it will handle the light lures that spinning gear will. Casting accuracy and distance may be slightly less, but for most situations, that won’t matter.


“Most casting problems begin to occur when fishermen put on a line that is lighter or heavier than the spool diameter can accommodate,” explains Ron Sundborg, Director of Marketing for Johnson. “If the line is too light, it can fly off in tangled loops; if it’s too heavy, it often comes off like a coiled spring.”
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A bucket full of minnows and the right equipment is all you need to enjoy crappie fishing.


As a result, many manufacturers are now offering kits or combos with the proper line already on a specific reel. Some companies offer several models of long-cast, “trouble-free” Crappie outfits. The majority of combos have reels spooled with 6 to 8 pound test line and a graphite composite light action rod between 5 and 6 feet long. Many companies offer pre-packaged spinning and spincast fishing combos that come with monofilament. The ready-to-fish kits often include a two-piece rod with reel, plus a selection of terminal tackle as well.


One manufacturer even offers an inexpensive 91-piece spincast fishing outfit that includes a two-piece 5’ rod, spincast reel, line, live bait fishing necessities and a few lures. Many companies today have also targeted youngsters under the age of 10 with their character series of ready-to-fish rod and reel combos.
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When you set the hook on crappie, easy does it. The “slab” will grab a jig and slowly swim off.


Ultralight and Flyfishing Fun


You don’t need a stiff rod to set the hook on these fish and an ultralight is really the way to go on them. Several companies manufacture miniature rod and reels that can put a lot of fun into your life and food on the table at the same time. Pick a quality outfit though for longevity.


A light action rod is especially critical for the tender mouth fish. When you set the hook on crappie, easy does it. The “slab” will grab a jig and slowly swim off. When you notice the line move, gently but firmly lift the pole upward. If you set the hook into a snag, the hook will usually straighten out, provided the line you’re using is strong enough. When you retrieve the hook simply bend the thin wire hook back into the original shape with a pair of long-nosed pliers.


Although the long pole and ultralight spinning outfits lend themselves well to crappie fishing, a light fly rod can also provide great fun. Fly rod addicts often spend much of their speck fishing hours with the light wand in their hands. Popular fly rod artificials are fly rod spoons, fly and spinner combinations and streamer flies.


In flyfishing for crappie, a slow but active retrieve is usually a must. Let the lure sink nearly to the bottom, then retrieve with erratic jerks pausing for several seconds between each jerk.
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