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Introduction

My first book was about matching baitfish for migratory fish. This second book is geared toward a different set of gamefish, and a different set of baitfish. I have argued in the past that there is nothing quite like the feeling of a steelhead smashing a swung fly. I stand by that statement, but that is not the only awesome experience in freshwater fishing. There are many others. There is nothing like casting a fly for days, only to have a large muskie strike your fly on a figure eight. There is nothing like spending a day fishing in sandals, with the warm summer sun on your back, and having a big bass come fully out of the water to crush a surface fly. There is also nothing like the options of the countless places you can target warmwater fish. These exist throughout this nation, in myriad lakes, ponds, rivers, and small streams.


Some experiences can’t be duplicated outside of the realm of these fish. I think of wading into the clear waters of Lake Michigan, fishing for carp and smallmouth bass in some of the most beautiful water anywhere. In a local river, I vividly remember a huge channel catfish clamping onto a smallmouth bass, and not letting go. I also remember a big northern pike putting a huge bend in my rod as a kid.


Warmwater gamefish are everywhere. They are in every healthy lake and pond, and are in most rivers and streams. This book highlights some of the great species available to anglers. Some have endless information available about them, such as largemouth and small-mouth bass. Others are much more obscure, such as gar, bowfin, and freshwater drum. The information on these species is limited, but it is growing.



[image: fig_ix_1.jpg]
Prey fish and the predators coexist in our lakes and rivers, and are dependent on each other.




These warmwater gamefish share a common trait: They all need large food sources to survive. The majority of these large food sources are baitfish, and the main focus of this book is on the wide variety of baitfish in our waterways. Other large food sources are included in this book as well such as crayfish, frogs, and mice.


This book is designed to provide good information about the food sources you will encounter as you fish throughout North America. Studying them in preparation for these books has been a lot of fun and has opened up new doors in my own fishing.


There are large numbers of different baitfish found throughout North America. In their own right, many of them are incredibly beautiful fish. This book covers some of the most common species that are widespread. We talk about typical baitfish, such as shiners, minnows, and chub, which live in lakes and rivers throughout the land. We also talk about some panfish, which are also on the menu as baitfish. This includes perch and bluegills. We also discuss some oddball fish and invasive species that are common food for fish higher on the food chain. Many of the baitfish species in your area may be in this book. If you don’t see your local baitfish in this book, one of the species that is highlighted may be closely related.


Baitfish exist in many types of ecosystems. In each ecosystem, there is a predator that eats them. In most places, that predator can be taken on a fly rod. Warm-water ecosystems vary widely in nature. A shallow lake, covered with vegetation, will have its own unique set of gamefish. It could lack glamorous fish, such as bass, but instead contain bowfin and gar, for example. If you are willing to move away from convention, these unusual fish provide a unique challenge. They take a fly enthusiastically and grow large! On the other end of the spectrum, you might be fishing a large lake that has a variety of gamefish, but want to try something new. Chances are you could tie on a baitfish pattern, and go after pike, freshwater drum, or even channel cats with the fly rod.


As an overview, the first three chapters of the book give general information about baitfish and their predators. Hopefully any angler, regardless of what kind of gear they use, can find this useful. The remainder of the book is geared toward fly-fishing, with information about specific fly-fishing techniques, the equipment that works best, fly design, and many fly patterns that mimic specific baitfish.
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Warmwater gamefish exist in many types of habitat. This book focuses on casting baitfish patterns in these great places.




We begin this book with an overview of the predators you will face in much of North America. Then, we take you through the different types of baitfish relevant to catching these fish. There is also a chapter on other large foods you may encounter while chasing warmwater fish. After that, we continue through the techniques and equipment you can use to fish bait-fish patterns. Once we know a bit about the predators and the prey, we will delve into how to read the water, which is critical to all types of fishing. In that section, we also discuss electronics and the different types of boats you can use if you are looking to go down that road. At the conclusion of this book, we cover the philosophy for fly-tying baitfish patterns and go through some of my patterns. These have step-by-step instructions and images. That chapter is followed by a chapter of some great fly patterns created by talented guides and anglers from my region. Finally, we will talk about underwater photography and snorkeling, for those who might want to take this a step further after reading this book.


As background, I am a fly-fishing guide from West Michigan. I have been a guide for nearly three decades, and love my occupation. I am not a fisheries biologist. This book is cumulative practical knowledge of information I have learned or observed over many years on the water as a guide. Much knowledge has also been gained through snorkeling and observing fish in their habitat. I really want to share this information with you and make your fishing experiences more productive and positive. Whenever possible, I have tried to corroborate information through other anglers and online resources. Unrelated to this book, online resources have been invaluable to learning where to find specific fish and also learning about various watersheds.


This book is designed to give you a solid base for your freshwater fly-fishing. Hopefully it will open up some new species and ideas for you. I hope you enjoy it!


Let’s start our discussion of matching baitfish with a summary of some of the warmwater predators we have across America.









CHAPTER 1

The Warmwater Gamefish

The focus of this book is on baitfish, and the predators that feed on them in warmwater environments. Though these fish certainly thrive in cool water, and survive through the winters, they thrive in temperatures that are higher than 60 degrees F. They are more hardy and tolerant of water quality issues than are coolwater fish, such as trout and salmon, which would be harmed by water temps over 70 degrees.

As an angler, you can most successfully target warm-water fish in the spring, summer, and fall. Some of these fish may also be taken in the winter. This is especially true of northern pike and walleye.

When it comes to warmwater fish, there are a lot of options to choose from. Some of the fish are more glamorous, with bass, muskellunge, and walleye having fanatical followings. Other species mentioned below are more obscure, but I assure you, they are all great targets for a fly rod.

As we talk about our gamefish, our baitfish and eventually our flies, there is something that should be understood about every fish discussed in this book. When you look at the fish species as a whole, they all tend to be dark-colored on top, and light-colored on the bottom. This is called countershading, and it gives each species of fish an advantage in its given environment.


[image: fig_1_1.jpg]
This chapter is all about the predator fish. In this image, a smallmouth bass attacks some rosyface shiners.



To illustrate this, let’s think of a few different fish. A northern pike spends much of its time in the weeds. It may sink to the bottom in shallow areas and look up for potential prey, or it may suspend itself in weed beds. The color of the pike is mostly green, which blends in with the weeds. This color difference makes it difficult for prey to see them from eye level, where they blend in with the weeds, and it also makes it hard for any predator to see them when viewing from above against the backdrop of weeds. The belly of a pike is white, and this makes it harder to be seen from below, which is useful if there happens to be a larger pike or a muskie around that might seek to eat him.


[image: fig_2_1.jpg]
Smallmouth bass are a hard-fighting fish that can often be caught wearing sandals!



In the baitfish world, this is even more pronounced. Take for example a shiner minnow that lives near the surface, or in the upper part of the water column. Most threats will come from below, such as crappie, bass, or walleye. Thus, much of the minnow’s body is a lighter, silvery color, which makes them hard to see from below. The top of their body has a darker color that affords them a little protection from the threats that come from above, mainly birds. Yet another example is a sculpin. The sculpin is the chameleon of the underwater world, and takes on the color and pattern of the bottom of its habitat. Much of its body is camouflaged, but its belly is a creamy yellow or yellowish pink.

This countershading is a chess game between predator and prey. It heavily influences how predators stalk fish, and also the color and presentation of our flies.

This chapter is an overview of common warmwater gamefish. You will encounter these predators while imitating baitfish with a fly rod in North American waters.


Smallmouth Bass

When I first started guiding in the 1990s, trout fishing was very much in vogue in West Michigan where I was living. I fished a ton on my own, just about every day. There is great trout fishing in my area in the spring, but it trails off as the water temperatures rise in the summer. I thought that there must be something better to target as the mercury rises. It didn’t take long to find that smallmouth were the best option.

Initially, it was easy as a young guide to find clients who wanted to fish for trout, but the market for warm-water fly-fishing was small at the time in Michigan. Most warmwater gamefish were snubbed by the fly-fishing community. Some considered them as a way to pass time while waiting for cool water. They were not seen as a fish worth paying a guide to fish for. It took quite a few years to build a warmwater business, but the fishing was good, fun, and it eventually sold itself. If I could get a client in the boat once, they were hooked and would come back year after year.

Over time, some great advocates for smallmouth bass fishing with the fly rod emerged in the Midwest. These fly shops and employees, who saw the value of our warmwater fisheries, brought the fishing for alternate species to life in ways no guide could. The popularity has grown so much for smallmouth bass, that now bass trips outnumber the trout fishing trips I run. In my opinion, smallmouth are the pinnacle of warm-water gamefish.

Smallmouth, for starters, are a very accessible game-fish. If you are just getting into fishing for warmwater fish, or just starting fly-fishing in general, smallmouth are a great choice. They live in thousands of waterways, many of which are accessible without a boat.

Smallmouth bass can adapt their camouflage to the type of cover they are in. Their habitat ranges from sand, to rock, to wood. As such, you can find some very light colored smallmouth bass living in the sand; darker, often checkered ones living in rocks; and rust-colored fish that often live around decaying woods. Their camouflage helps them sneak up from prey that is right beside them. It also gives them a distinct advantage when feeding on fish above them. When a baitfish tries to see a smallmouth bass below them, it is very hard, because the smallmouth will blend in exceptionally well with the backdrop of the bass’s habitat.

Smallmouth bass are amazing fish. They have characteristics that should be loved. They punch well above their weight and fight very hard. They make impressive leaps. Smallies are well distributed throughout the United States and Canada. They are even established as far away as Japan and South Africa via introduction.

There is more to them that is awesome: They live in a variety of habitats, with rocky, clean lakes and rivers among their favorites. They also feed on a plethora of food sources. An absolute favorite food source of small-mouth is crayfish, wherever they are present. They also feed on schooling minnows anywhere from the bottom to the surface. They will feed on terrestrials, including frogs and mice, and that makes them smash poppers with abandon. Topwater fishing for smallmouth is some of the most fun you will have in fly-fishing. Smallmouth bass are a midsize fish, and as such, much of their forage is of moderate size. This makes the flies you tie for bass caster-friendly. And so, in short, there is a lot of goodness in the package of a smallmouth bass.


[image: fig_3_1.jpg]
One bass has been sitting on rocky habitat, while two others have been on the sand. Note the camouflage and the color differences.



If you look at a smallmouth bass, they are a great blend of speed and agility. They are not a distance runner, like a trout or a steelhead, which can sustain speed for a distance in pursuit of prey. However, they can move very quickly to ambush. This leaves little chance for prey to escape. Their body is streamlined, and somewhat bullet shaped, allowing them to be aerodynamic in the water. The scales on their body keep water flowing over them, and protect them from disease.


[image: fig_4_1.jpg]
Smallmouth have a lot of different prey species, but they love to eat crayfish!



Smallmouth are sight feeders, and for that reason, they mainly feed during daylight hours. They are also easiest to catch when the water is clear. If the water in a system becomes stained, it makes it more difficult to catch smallmouth. They become most active when water temperatures are in the 60s and low 70s. Take it from me: After fishing a lot of cold, snowy days in the winter, you look forward to fishing in sandals and sunshine for smallmouth in the summer.

Many predators feed while looking up at prey. With smallmouth, it is a bit more complicated than that. Smallmouth are always aware of the food sources above them, but much of their diet involves fish and crustaceans that live on the bottom, especially crayfish, hellgramites, and gobies, where available. While they are looking down, they are still aware of what is above them, and will use their speed and agility to attack bait-fish living higher in the water column.

Though smallmouth bass feed primarily by sight, they do have great senses of smell and feel due to acutely tuned senses. This can affect how you design your flies. A fly that makes a disturbance in the water, like a popper, will be felt and seen by a smallmouth bass. You can also add a rattle to your fly to give it some feel. This is especially true in off-color water conditions.


[image: fig_4_2.jpg]
Smallmouth bass have great vision, an asset when chasing fast-moving prey.



Smallmouth have one really curious habit that is notable. Smallmouth bass are not usually loners. If they are out hunting baitfish, you will often find more fish of similar size in their vicinity. If you happen to throw out a streamer and hook one, the other fish in the pack will often come out and try to grab the fly out of the fish’s mouth, or anything else that looks like food.

This has a couple of implications. For starters, if I start a day fishing and struggle to hook a fish, and finally do, most frequently there will not be any followers with that fish. However, if I am having a gangbuster day, and the fish are going crazy, sometimes multiple smallmouth will chase around every smallmouth that is hooked. If you are having trouble hooking fish, and not seeing any fish following your fish, the writing is on the wall that the bite is off. Slow down your presentation and bring the fly closer to the fish when you are facing that scenario. If the fishing is great, and you are seeing all those followers, cover water quickly and use attractive flies, as the bite is on! This active bite might be the best time to throw a surface fly, such as a popping bug.

Another implication of this is that if the fish are chasing the other fish around like crazy, and if you are fishing with another angler, have them quickly throw a weighted fly out near the fish on your line. Over the years of guiding, the capture of some really big small-mouth resulted from this strategy.

Early on I noticed one kind of disgusting thing about this occurrence: When the bass on your line vomits out its lunch as you are fighting him, the other fish will close in and eat whatever your fish spits out. When they would spit out crayfish, often they would look a peachy color. As a result, I always keep peach colored crayfish that are heavily weighted to catch fish when this is going on.

This chapter lists several predators. Some of them require a precise presentation, where your fly passes very close to the fish. There are times when smallmouth are sullen and it helps to put the fly on their nose. However, for the most part, you don’t need to see these fish to catch them. Usually it requires placing your fly close to structure. The fish, which are in the neighborhood, will find your fly, pursue it, and eat it. They do this using their amazing senses. This makes smallmouth an awesome, desirable, easily accessible gamefish that are more appealing to fly anglers nationwide. Their green cousin, the largemouth bass, is an equally worthy adversary.




Largemouth Bass


[image: fig_5_1.jpg]
From the moment they are born, largemouth bass are hunters. Here, one envelopes a juvenile sucker.



Largemouth bass have long been the king of spin fishing species. They are economically very important to many communities along lakes and rivers. They have a huge fan base. Largemouth bass anglers routinely spend lots of money on large and glittery bass boats. Bass tournaments are popular on numerous lakes and rivers. For years, largemouth bass received the lion’s share of attention. In the fly-fishing realm, they get mixed reviews and are referred to with colorful terms, often being called a “ditch pickle,” tongue in cheek, by those fishing for smallmouth bass. Though they don’t typically fight with the same hard-nosed demeanor as a smallmouth, who can dispute that the topwater strike of a largemouth is quite amazing, and when they jump out of the water? It is always very exciting!

Largemouth bass have been important as a game-fish for many years. As such, there are mountains of information about them in books, on TV programs, the Internet, and just about everywhere else. They are the most popular freshwater gamefish in the world.

Much like smallmouth, largemouth bass are distributed through large parts of the United States and have been transplanted in faraway places in order to form new sport fisheries. They can be found in parts of Europe and Africa, as well as in Japan and other countries in the far east. Wherever they are found, largemouth bass are a favorite fish of the masses. They are almost always commercially important to local economies as well.

Largemouth bass are green in color, shaded so possible prey have a hard time seeing them from the side. This conceals them in their often weedy habitat.

Part of the allure of largemouth bass is their willingness to feed during the heat of summer. They lend themselves very well to family vacations that involve swimming and fishing. They are adaptable fish, sometimes following food sources in deep, open water. However, they are usually a shallow-water fish, which makes them readily accessible to spin and fly anglers alike.

To the spin angler, they are a species that never gets boring, because they can be taken in a lot of different habitats with a wide array of lures. In the same way, fly anglers can take advantage of the exciting strike of a largemouth bass.

Largemouth will feed all day, but are at their best in the early morning and the evening, and even after dark if you are willing to fish at that time. They feed after dark, and will ambush very large food sources in heavy vegetation.

As their name implies, largemouth have a big, bucket-like mouth, and they will inhale anything they can fit into it. Not only will they eat big things, but they will eat them off the surface!

Surface eats are perhaps the best attribute of large-mouth bass, as they are a surface-prone fish. If you enjoy topwater fishing, you likely have encountered the toilet bowl flush strike of a largemouth off the surface. Unlike their smallmouth cousin, they are often at their very best at night on topwater flies. Gurgling a big frog or injured baitfish pattern along the edge of weeds at night will work perfectly.


[image: fig_6_1.jpg]
Often the take is like a loud toilet bowl flush, followed by several jumps!



Largemouth feed largely by sight, but will also take advantage of smell and sound. The chugging action of a big popper will turn them in the right direction, and if it looks good, they will eat your fly. Largemouth bass will use their greenish cucumber-esque camouflage to hide in and along weeds. When something desirable, such as frog, mouse, or wounded baitfish, comes by, they will inhale it with their vacuous mouths. Largemouth do not hesitate to eat large foods. These foods can be imitated with large flies. They will eat patterns that are several inches long, and are often bi-catch when you are fishing monster flies for species like muskies.


[image: fig_7_1.jpg]
Largemouth bass are one of the most widespread and adaptable freshwater gamefish. This one was in a very small stream, taking advantage of an undercut bank.



Though they will eat surface patterns, and this is the most common fly-fishing method for largemouth, they don’t make their living eating off the surface. Like most predatory fish, baitfish are a common source of protein. As they live in very weedy and often shallow areas, their baitfish food sources are the species that thrive in heavy weeds. One of their most common prey species is golden shiners, which are one of the few large baitfish that exist in this part of the environment. They also have an affinity for shad, and will readily eat round gobies. Furthermore, largemouth bass love blue-gills. In many lakes, they have a direct relationship with the bluegill and yellow perch populations. Bass live in the exact same habitat as these fish, and will eat them with gusto. The health of bluegill populations in lakes is often dependent on predators such as bass. Without the predators, bluegills will overpopulate and become stunted. When the predators are present, you will often have populations of larger bluegills.

In addition to fish, largemouth prey heavily on cray-fish. In many lakes and rivers, a very high percentage of their diet is crustaceans. Largemouth bass don’t shy away from large crayfish, and you can catch them with large patterns. Whereas smallmouth can be more discriminating about the size of the crayfish, largemouth bass generally are not, and can be taken on shockingly large patterns in the right context.

Largemouth are creatures of the weeds, but they also use deeper habitat. They are an incredibly versatile predator. I have caught them off the piers in Lake Michigan, where there is no weed cover whatsoever. I have also caught them in swift trout water during the summer. I like to do underwater photography in small streams. I was wading through a highly regarded brook trout stream, when I came across a largemouth bass that was huge (I am guessing he had been eating brook trout!). As they head to the drop-offs, submerged logs, and rocky areas, largemouth feed on a wide array of bait-fish and are not discriminatory about what they ingest.



[image: fig_8_1.jpg]
Rock bass are related to smallmouth and largemouth bass. Their best trait is that they are easy to catch!



Surprisingly, I have found largemouth bass in pretty fast current in some circumstances in the summer. This is usually during the warmest part of the year in areas that have direct access to a lake or a bayou in the river. I feel that they move into this fast water when the baitfish seek the more oxygenated areas in the connected river. This is an exception, but it is important to keep in mind that rules are not set, and predator fish will go wherever the food source takes them.

Largemouth bass are a great predator to target with your fly rod. Largemouth have a cousin that is not a glamorous fish, but in the right scenario may be worth some time.




Rock Bass

Rock bass are a ruddy fish common in many of the same places that smallmouth and largemouth bass are found. They tend to grow up to about a pound in many river systems and occasionally more than that in lakes. Rock bass reproduce early in the spring. Their young are a calico color, with dark stripes and light stripes going vertically up their back. These fry are numerous in smallmouth streams and make their way into the diet of smallmouth bass as well as adult rock bass.

Rock bass go by a lot of names, including rockies, goggle eyes, and calico bass. I had an older client who tongue-in-cheek quipped that they were “Frenchies” because they fought hard for a short while and then gave up.

Rock bass are found near the bottom of a river or lake in shallow to moderate depth water. As their name implies, they love to live in rocky areas. This includes natural rocks, but also rocky break walls, and man-made piers. However, they will use most forms of cover, and they also like hiding in heavy timber. They will eat many small baitfish patterns imitating shiners and small gobies without much fuss. They will also eat crayfish with abandon.

Often they are more abundant than other gamefish and more agreeable to biting when nothing else will; it can be a frustrating day when you catch dozens of rock bass, and can’t catch a smallmouth.

All this being said, rock bass are a perfect fish for introducing someone to the sport of fly-fishing. They bite easily and don’t require much of a cast. They are also a great way to introduce a young kid to fly-fishing and teach them to keep the rod bent. One of the best tricks is to use a small weighted baitfish or crayfish pattern and to fish it under a small float, while giving it a small hop. You can read about this in greater detail in the techniques chapter.


[image: fig_9_1.jpg]
Though not as glamorous as their cousins, rock bass are a great fish for getting started in fly-fishing!



Rock bass are easy and fun for inexperienced anglers to catch. When putting a bend in the rod and catching numbers of fish is more important than catching quality fish, the old Frenchie is a great fish to turn to. The next fish is similar in size to a rock bass, but a very different fish.




Crappie

There are two species of crappie in North America, the black crappie and the white crappie. The black crappie are more widespread, but they look similar to each other and for all practical purposes fish about the same. There was a period in my life that I spent a lot of time fishing for crappie. At the time, I fished with conventional methods. No matter where I would fish for them, there were some common denominators to catching them. Crappies can grow bigger than your typical panfish, and a big slab crappie is a very effective predator. Crappies prefer to feed by looking up in the water column and only reluctantly feed on things below them.


[image: fig_9_2.jpg]
Crappies suspend below the surface and attack baitfish above them.



They see their food very well, and have large eyes. With those big eyes, they gather a lot of light. This helps them feed most heavily in the morning, evening, and night. I had a small crappie in a fish tank once, with a variety of different fish. He was an uncanny predator, hiding in the shadows of the tank with a thin, platinum-colored body. If the lights were dimmed, he would immediately attack the smaller fish.


[image: fig_10_1.jpg]
A crappie’s favorite snack is a minnow in the 1-to 3-inch range.



The top of the body of a crappie is very dark and very hard to see if the lighting is turned down. In that dim light, in a lightning quick strike, they suction in their prey. If you look at a crappie head on, it is understandable how a baitfish can overlook them. Much of what you see blends in with their surroundings. With their big eyes, they look up toward the surface while angling their body in a position to easily strike baitfish. When they lock on to a prey species, the slowly accelerate toward it and eventually, with a burst of speed, attack their prey. Their mouths spring open with a suction motion. In a blink, their prey disappears. They will eat minnows they cannot swallow completely, so the tails will stick out of their mouths.

Furthermore, crappie suspend in the water column. While looking up at the surface with their big eyes, they sneak up on unsuspecting baitfish. Their favorite prey are minnows and other baitfish in the 1-to 3-inch range. Though crappie will occasionally tilt down and attempt to feed near the bottom, this is not their forte. Usually they will look at the prey on the bottom and refuse it. Bottom-dwelling baitfish, such as gobies and sculpins, are usually safe from this type of predator.

To find crappie, look for trees that have fallen into deeper waters. They will also suspend at the drop-offs near weed beds. Crappie spawn earlier than most other panfish, and one of the best times to fish for them is early in the spring. Fishing for crappie is a great beginning to the fishing season if you are looking to get out after the cabin fever of winter.

To catch crappie with flies, tie mobile shiner patterns in small sizes that are lightly weighted. While using a floating fly line and a shortish leader (for me about 7 feet is good), cast the streamer and strip it in with long pauses. The floating line will keep it from sinking too deep. If you are not catching fish, vary the weight of the fly and the length of the leader. If you think you are fishing too shallow, lengthen your leader or use a heavier fly. If you feel you are fishing too deep, lighten your fly or fish a shorter leader. Crappie are one of the few fish that you won’t catch if you’re fishing too deep. If you are not getting bites, it is more likely you are fishing too deep than too shallow, so be aware of this. A floating fly line can act like a bobber and will keep a small fly higher in the water column. There are other tricks to fine-tune your presentation, like greasing the butt of your leader with floatant, or using a small indicator.

The bite of crappie is different than that of other predator fish, and can be easy to miss. Often, it is just a tightening of the line that indicates a bite. They can quickly determine if something in their mouth is undesirable and spit it out. Furthermore, crappie have very thin skin around their mouths, and this also makes it easy to pull a hook free without hooking your quarry. It is probably best not to give them the roundhouse bass strike when you are setting the hook.

Crappies can be taken at any time of the day, but are most active during the morning and evening, and even into the night. Those big eyes gather a lot of light and give them an advantage at these times.

The size of their prey is limited to what they can fit in their mouths. Smaller patterns imitating shiners and regional minnows are a great bet; they should incorporate some pearl, silver, or gold flash. If your lake or river has shad, they will eat those as well. Crappie are a neat small to midsize predatory fish, that readily takes a suspended fly. They are prey to larger species such as northern pike.




Northern Pike

I have enjoyed my life as a fishing guide. Like any job, it has had its ups and downs, but it is a blessing to be able to spend day after day on a great resource. I have to pay tribute to northern pike, as my love of fishing traces its roots to a big pike I caught when I was 12 years old.

I have two older brothers, and we used to fish together a lot when we were young. My oldest brother could drive, and he had a lead on a good fishing spot, a gravel pit. Gravel pits are great places to fish. Gravel is mined by large companies for construction purposes. If they dig deep and strike water, a small lake is formed. These lakes are good fishing because gravel holds a lot of food for the bottom parts of the food chain. This eventually works its way up to the top of the food chain and translates into big fish.

I found a large yellow and gold Rapala on the shore of a local lake, and after casting it into the gravel pit for a short while, I had a very heavy, swift pull on my line. It was unlike anything else I had experienced to that point in my life. It was a jolt. Soon after the hookset, there was a large boil on the surface and the fish came thrashing out of the water. After a thrilling tug-of-war, I landed a pike over three feet long. It was almost as tall as I was. After that fish, all I wanted to do was catch more big fish of any kind.

Pike are ruthless predators. They prey on a variety of fish, and pretty much anything else they can envelop. There are always images on the Internet of large pike that have savagely eaten other large pike, only to choke on them. I don’t think anything less than half the size of a pike’s body is safe from them.
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If you like big, mean fish that eat big flies, northern pike are for you!



Commonly, perch, bluegills, and shiners are among their favorite prey. They will readily prey on suckers as they grow larger. Pike size varies widely from watershed to watershed. They reproduce more easily than muskies and can squeeze muskies out simply by out propagating them. Northern pike can overpopulate a lake if there is no check on them. In such places, hammer handle pike, or pike under 20 inches, become a nuisance and will cannibalize each other. Conversely, in lakes and rivers where they are in balance, northern pike can grow to be very large.

If you fish for pike in a river, you will find that many river pike are lighter in weight than pike that have grown up in stationary water. Fighting the current makes them lean and mean. In a river system, the biggest pike are found in slow holes or in estuary areas where they have not had to fight the current to survive.

Pike are most common in cooler climates, and it is well known that Canada has some of the best pike fishing. Yet many US lakes and rivers have big pike in them as well. As a rule of thumb, pike are easiest to access for a fly angler in the spring and again in the fall. This is because large pike will routinely be in the shallows at that time. In the spring, they are post spawn fish, and as such, they are very hungry. Like any predator, they need to regain body mass lost while spawning.

Furthermore, reduced weed growth during the cooler times of the year makes finding them a bit easier. Look for pike anywhere they can ambush. The most common place pike are found is around these reducing weed beds. Pike will come out of thick cover to smash a fly.

Another great place to find them in spring and fall is around timber. Pike like timber, and this is especially true if there is access to weeds and a drop-off. Because of their body shape, pike blend in well with the timber. In a river scenario, timber is the preferred stationary cover for toothy critters. Fishing a big fly and allowing it to suspend and flutter around timber is a great way to catch pike.

If you are fishing a river system, look also for places where suckers accumulate. Suckers are high on the menu choice of pike, much like a T-bone steak to you or me. As suckers move upstream to spawn, large predators such as pike and muskellunge will follow them. After the suckers spawn, they will tire and will rest in slow areas. The pike take advantage of the weaker fish, and will gorge on them. A good sucker imitation will get these guys to bite.

For me, pike fishing drops off as the water temperature warms close to 70 degrees in the summer. Smaller pike remain available, and are still easily caught in the summer, but the larger fish are at a premium. The weeds grow very thick in many places in summer that pike like to live. The pike are not shy about living in those thick groves of vegetation. This makes them inaccessible for the heat of summer. In lakes, large pike will often go deep during the hottest months, only rising to feed if there is an exceptional food source present.

An interesting fact about pike is that they continue to grow during the winter months. Not all freshwater fish grow in the winter. Many other species go into a resting state in the coldest part of winter, seldom eating and sometimes losing body mass. Because pike continue to grow in icy conditions, this means they continue to eat. The takeaway from this is that if you get the urge to fly-fish in the winter and you like warmwater species, northern pike might be your best option.

During the winter, open-water options are usually limited to moving water. Rivers afford constant opportunity for pike fishing. In cold water, the pike will always be in slow bays, on the edge of a current. The strike in the winter is slow and deliberate. On my home waters, it is common to see large schools of suckers, quillbacks, and adult shiners in these same areas. If there is a source of fresh water, be it a spring flowing in from the bank or an underwater spring, the water will be a little warmer in these places and will have the highest concentration of suckers. It is no coincidence that the pike are there. In the cold water, there is an appeal to only eat occasionally, but to eat large things. A large tan and yellow fly will do the trick at these times.

When fishing lures, it is common practice to fish them very quickly. If you look at a pike, they are built for sheer speed, and can attack an unsuspecting perch or bluegill in the blink of an eye. They can also pursue and outrun most bait species. If they don’t immediately outrun their prey, they can follow for distance and eventually catch and eat them.

In fly-fishing, your casts are often not long, and a blazing retrieve is not always possible. This is especially true when casting large flies for pike. Fortunately, pike do not require a blazing retrieve. In contrast, suspending flies, with lots of flash and body, can produce incredible strikes without the need for speed. Suspending flies are fished more deliberately. A common retrieve would be a couple of quick strips, with a long pause after. The idea is that your fly does not sink too quickly, and dangles tantalizingly in front of the fish. The strikes are visual and awesome when you do it this way.

Though most frequently caught with streamers, pike can be caught with topwater flies as well. A surface strike from a northern pike is very exciting! You may fish for some time only to be shocked when a pike comes completely out of the water to eat your fly. Topwater flies can be purely attractive in nature, but they can also
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The tail of a northern pike gives them great propulsion as they rocket through the water after other fish.
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The teeth of a pike are nothing to mess with. Use caution when handling!



imitate any number of baitfish. This would include bait-fish that frequently come out of the water, such as shad. Pike aren’t afraid to eat anything, and one of my favorite flies pushes water to resemble a small duck moving through the water.

Pike are an ambush predator, but they have great vision and are aggressive. If they see your fly, they may beeline several feet to pummel it. Pike are sight feeders—their vision is the main way they locate prey. Because they rely on sight, anything that helps a pike see your fly in murky water is a big asset to your fishing. This means that adding things like flash to your flies will really help your chances. Because of the nature of their vision, the middle part of the day—when the sun is the highest—is often the best time to catch a pike. Pike and bass are found in the same waters, but bass species will bite better in low light, whereas pike prefer full daylight. Many people who fish for pike prefer late morning or early afternoon. However, you can be successful at any time during daylight hours. Pike are caught at night from time to time, but that is an exception and not the rule.

There are smaller species in the pike or Esox family, called pickerel. In my area, only one pickerel is found, called a grass pickerel. We do catch them occasionally on small streamers, but they are not a significant game-fish. They are frequently mistaken for young muskies. Other pickerels, such as chain pickerel, can be targeted with flies in a similar way as northern pike, and are indigenous to other parts of North America.

Be very careful when handling any member of this family. Years ago I made the mistake of trying to remove a hook that was deeply imbedded in a pike’s mouth. I ended up with a bloody hand and a bad infection. Handle them with care and avoid those teeth. An even meaner fish than northern pike with bigger teeth exists. This animal reigns supreme and is the pinnacle of the food chain wherever it exists. It is a prized catch, and it is the muskellunge.




Muskellunge

Muskellunge, or muskies, as they are often called, are one of the coolest, meanest, and enigmatic fish you will ever encounter. They are called the fish on 10,000 casts, and they are indeed that. Sometimes it feels like even that might not be enough. One of the first times I seriously fished for muskies was with a good friend. We caught several and moved quite a few other muskies on our first week-long outing. The next year I fished that same watershed, in similar weather and water, and had one fish follow my fly in eight days of fishing. If you choose these magnificent fish as a target, come with low expectations. You will pay your dues to catch them.

They can grow very large and are one of few predatory fish in fresh water, native to North America, that can eat extra-large prey. (Some species of catfish fall into this category as well, such as channel and flathead cats, as do alligator gar.) Muskies will eat adult suckers and carp, and any other fish they can engulf. They have also been known to eat other pike and muskies. Furthermore, they will take down ducks and muskrats and don’t discriminate against any living chunk of protein that falls into the water.

A segment of the fishing population is in love with the muskies. By this, I mean they are really in love with muskies! They are a fish that drives a fishing obsession.

However, muskies get a bad rap from a lot of directions. In a nutshell, they are often convicted of killing off populations of walleye and bass without ever seeing the inside of the courtroom. In many waterways, plans to manage, introduce, or reintroduce muskies are thwarted by an angling public that fears muskies will eat perch and bluegills. In reality, muskies benefit panfish populations by culling weak and overpopulated fish. Furthermore, they prefer to eat rough fish such as suckers, so perch and bluegills are usually a secondary meal for them. Muskies also face population reduction via spearing in areas that have ice fishing, and this frequently removes large breeding females from the herd.

The truth is muskies will eat anything. I have witnessed muskellunge eating bass off my client’s line on more than one occasion. However, seasoned muskie anglers will attest that muskies much prefer to eat soft-rayed fish, such as suckers, shad, golden shiners, carp, and sheepshead.

Muskies will attack flies that imitate large baitfish. Many fly anglers will test the limits of their equipment by casting huge flies. When targeting muskies, your best bet is to imitate these soft rayed species, such as suckers. What most anglers consider “trash fish” are the best sustenance for these mighty predators.

Though muskies are renowned for eating large flies, I have seen them eat remarkably small flies. Some years ago, I was fishing with two great friends on a river in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. The fishing was okay, and we had caught some smaller muskies. One of my friends tied on a 2-inch long pink fly, and announced that “muskies love pink.” My eyes met the eyes of my other friend, and to be honest, we were snickering on the inside. I could tell we both thought that tying on that small fly was crazy. We soon learned a lesson in humility. Moments later, sure enough, the snickering ended when the guy with the small fly hooked a massive muskie. It was the largest fish of the trip by far and exceptional for that body of water. Shortly after that fish, he caught another great muskie on that same diminutive fly. It was uncanny. We still talk about those fish to this day. Many warmwater fish will key on a certain color, regardless of size, and these fish were an example of this. This also highlights the unpredictable nature of this predator.
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Expect to make a lot of casts to catch one of fresh water’s most fearsome predators.



There is one tactic often used to catch muskies that is unique to these fish. It’s called a figure eight. It doesn’t involve your presentation until you get close to the boat. Muskie are fearless, disregarding the presence of humans or boats. In fact, where anglers troll for muskellunge, they troll lures directly in the wash of the propellor, as the fish are drawn to the sound and vibration of the boat.

The idea behind a figure eight is that when you see a muskie follow your fly up to your boat, you keep the tip of your rod above or in the water, and sweep the fly around, drawing a broad figure eight with your rod tip. While the muskie will often go directly under the boat, they may reappear at any moment to smash your fly. In a tense moment, alternatively, the fish might follow your fly around in the figure eight for some time, like a dog trying to get a treat. Frustration ensues if the fish of many casts refuses your offering and swims away. I have caught a couple of fish on figure eights, and it is as exciting as anything I have ever experienced in fishing when the beastly fish finally takes hold.

Muskies are fish of heavy weeds, and will often sit in thick weed beds. This is especially true in river scenarios. They are also fish of drop-offs, and will find deep edges with weeds, and make their living there. They live in a variety of different size bodies of water. Some live in main rivers and waterways, others live in small lakes. They also like to lay on the sides of points, where they can eat the rough fish that move into these shallow waters to feed.

If you are fishing a system connected to lakes and rivers, know that muskies will roam great distances to feed and reproduce. They will often pass through dams, fearlessly looking for new and better habitat.

Historically, muskies reproduced in the region where I live, and still do to some degree. They would often move up rivers to spawn and feed. Dams and habitat degradation have reduced their self-sustaining ability.

Many lakes and rivers are now stocked with muskies versus supporting wild populations. The size of the muskies planted is larger than the typical stocked fish of other species. This allows them some protection from northern pike and predatory birds. In many lakes and rivers, fisheries biologists manage muskies for one fish per acre of surface water. They are seldom abundant. However, they are fearless, and when one locks onto your fly, they will follow it for a long ways without fear. It is exciting to see them follow, but expect many follows before you get an eat.
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I put my camera in the water in a spot that a muskie had taken my fly. It was some heavy vegetation!



Much like northern pike, muskies have dangerous teeth. With pike, you may get away with heavy monofilament for a leader, but for consistent results with muskellunge, use wire tippet. It is your best bet for landing a fish you have worked so hard for. The next predator on the list is much different, but also is high on the food chain in its domain.




Walleye

Walleye are amazing and very cool fish. They are challenging to catch on a fly in most waters, but they are catchable. As adults, they are mostly a fish eater, and they consume lots of them.

Walleye have a lot of history in my area. Prior to the construction of dams on my home river system, it was a river with tremendous walleye runs, and we still have lots of walleye to this day. Like a lot of river systems, we have resident walleye that live in our river all year long. However, this river is connected to a lake, which is connected to Lake Michigan. In the late winter we get walleye in the river that come out of these other lakes, and I often catch them incidentally while fishing for steelhead on baitfish flies. By far the largest walleyes that come in my local river are lake run, and this is true of many of the tributaries of the Great Lakes region.

Walleye run into rivers in the spring, and typically their season closes when they are spawning. When they conclude their spawning run, they are very hungry. Often, when fishing for trout and steelhead, walleye are a bonus catch as they return to their lake home.

Walleye are both predator and prey. Like perch, they are preyed upon, especially early in their life cycle. In large and fertile fisheries, they can grow to be over 12 pounds, and at that point, are at the top of the food chain. I would hate to guess how many baitfish it takes to make a 12-pound walleye! Female walleye grow much larger than males, and if you catch a huge wall-eye, it is likely a female fish.

Adult walleye are fierce predators, with a mouth full of small, razor-like teeth and huge all-seeing eyes. They are a baitfish’s worst nightmare. Walleye are nocturnal, although they are occasionally caught during the day. If you are specifically targeting walleye, then morning,
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The big, light-gathering eyes of a walleye are often the last thing a baitfish sees.
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A young walleye starts as prey, but works its way up to be predator.



evening, and, of course, night are your best bets. You may also have success on dark days, when storms are present.

Fishing the low-light times is also the best bet to catch a walleye on the fly. Fly anglers do not typically fish the deep water where the walleye may rest during the brightest times of the day. Often, fishing depths exceeding 8 to 10 feet are logistically difficult. Walleye will move into the shallows to feed in the low-light times. Thus, these low-light times give fly anglers a better chance to present a streamer in reasonable depths.

I have spent quite a bit of time pursuing walleye with spinning gear, as they are the one fish I really like to eat. This has helped me understand how to catch them on flies. If you can find a concentration of walleye, they are likely to eat a fly.

Walleye will typically come from the bottom after a fly and attack it with a sudden burst of speed. They will eat some bottom fish such as gobies, but are in their element when feeding on shiners, shad, and fry. Wall-eye are so good at eating fry that they have a negative impact in some river systems on migrating steelhead and salmon fry.

The vision of walleye is very good, and it is their main feeding sense. Their eyes are big and pick up light incredibly well. Their eyes also reflect light. One tactic walleye fishermen sometimes use is to go to their waterway at night with a spotlight, shining it in the water. The reflection of walleye eyes give away their location.

Though they primarily feed by sight, walleye do feel things very well, Adding rattles to your flies will help them to lock on, especially in low light. Walleye like a jigging action in flies, and it is a good idea to tie any walleye fly on a jig hook.

In conjunction with adding weight to your fly, adding a sinking tip will also help. In many places, walleye require a sinking tip to get your fly to the appropriate level. After the fly is at the right depth, you would begin a stripping retrieve. Strip flies with long pauses produce the best success. This allows the fly to have the desired jigging action. Walleye like structure such as wood, but they will also be found anywhere they can corner their prey.

Another method that works for walleye is an indicator and hopping method. With this method, you affix a small indicator on your line, and cast the fly upstream. As the fly works downriver, the fly is twitched to imitate a food source and draw attention. This method is covered in more detail in the techniques section.

As the fly works its way downriver, look for the tiniest response on the indicator. Walleye are notorious for having a light bite. If the indicator is drawn under slowly, set the hook, expecting it to be a marble eye.

Each of the fish in this list are unique, and walleye are very unique. They are a conventional gamefish that has a huge following. The next few gamefish have a much smaller following, but are great to pursue in their own right.




Gar

Recently, I took a friend fly-fishing for the first time for smallmouth bass. He asked me whether the warmwater fishing was becoming more popular, and I told him that people were often interested in species other than bass. He asked me, “What other species?” I told him that pike were a common quarry, but so were fish such as bowfin, gar, freshwater drum, and carp. At that reply, he was indignant, and could not believe people would like to fish for these species. He was even more surprised that people would pay to catch them. Such is the stigma associated with some of the more obscure fish in our waterways. Though they might not be popular with the mainstream spin-fishing crowd, there are a lot of good reasons to fish with baitfish patterns for obscure fish.

This section delves into a pirate’s favorite fish, the “garrrr” (sorry to interject poor humor, but I have young kids). In my northern area of the United States, the most common member of this family is longnose gar. They are a fun fish to approach with a fly. Gar have some very unique characteristics, and there are several species throughout the United States. As their name implies, a longnose gar has a very long, bony, toothy mouth. This can make them a little more challenging to get a fly to stick. These fish grow quite long, often exceeding 3 feet. As big as they are, they are not the biggest member of their family.

Though longnose gar are the most common species to catch on a fly in the northern part of the United States, as you move farther south, there are some other exciting possibilities with these big predators. Recently, I gave a talk at a fishing show in Indiana. I have a couple of slides on catching gar in my program. Soon after the talk, a local angler came up to me and told me about fly-fishing for spotted gar. Spotted gar are a really cool looking fish, with a shorter snout and a cool leopard pattern on their backs. He said these fish fight really well, and are easier to hook than their northern counterpart due to their shorter beak. A southern species, called alligator gar, can grow to be massive, and they look to be an amazing fish as well. Alligator gar can grow to be huge, often over 50 pounds, and an Internet search will show you anglers catching them with a fly rod (I sure would love to catch one someday!).
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With their large eyes, camouflaged body, and the ability to live in areas that can’t hold other predators, gar are distinctive predator fish.



All gar have very long, thin and tubular bodies covered in armor-like scales. You would think they would be hard to the touch, but they are very slippery. This is not much of a selling point, but they usually have a distinct smell. Though they spend much of their life with this protection from predators, they are also a creature of stealth. For years I have been studying the different baitfish in the waterways that surround my area. Many of the gamefish are prolific, but their young are easily preyed upon by other gamefish. This is not the case with gar. After birth, young gar spend their time along weeds and other debris floating along the surface, and they look almost exactly like a floating twig at this point in their lives. This stealth continues through their life, and is reflected by their feeding.

This ability to hide never leaves a gar, and they use their camouflage and stealth to hunt minnows as they grow. Many of them have a checkered appearance to add to their ability to surprise their prey.

They are not a fish of distance pursuit, so if you want to catch them with flies, it is best to be able to see them. To get the fish moving in your direction, your fly must come into close proximity to the mouth of the fish. Gar are not typically a wary fish and they will bite a fly regularly, but getting the fly directly in front of their snout presents a challenge of precision to any angler.

If you are looking to find a gar, they are found in the quiet parts of lakes and rivers, ideally with a good baitfish population. Gar have the ability to breathe air with a primitive lung as part of their physiology. This is a great advantage when competing with other fish. It gives them the ability to thrive in stagnant areas that would not have enough oxygen in the water to sustain other predators. This might also give you an opportunity to fly-fish for them where few other gamefish are found.

They utilize this ability a lot during the summer months, when the water is warm and carries less oxygen. Thus, when they break the surface, it gives away their location. Looking for this activity can make it much easier to find them. They will feed in groups, so if you see one surface, there are more nearby. It is typically a pretty discreet disturbance on the surface, as their bills are narrow and don’t draw much attention.

This desire to breathe air also denotes the habitat they like to frequent. Because they like to take in gulps, they will often be found in proximity to weeds that float near the surface. In a river scenario, they will sit in shallow water on the bottom, while rising to gulp air and to feed.

When you compare a gar to other big predator fish, actually getting a gar to eat is the easy part of catching one. One of the other striking characteristics of a gar is their long, thin, extremely hard mouth. This is what really separates them from other gamefish in this book, in that you have to design your flies in a way that specifically will get caught in their unique mouth.
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Gar are supremely camouflaged and spend most of their early life floating like a piece of debris.



There is a small trick to getting them to eat, and that means you need to get the fly directly in front of their nose. To do this, it is essential to sight fish to them. Gar are not pursuit feeders in the conventional sense. Rather, they rely on stealth and will only pursue prey after it has passed close to them. As a potential food source passes by, they thrash at it with their needle-like teeth. As an alternate, after the food source passes, they may sneak behind it, only to eat it from behind. Thus, when you present a fly, you can try two different approaches. In slow or stagnant water (back eddy of a river, or in a lake), you want to cast directly parallel to a fish, and past it. As your fly passes the eyes and snout of the fish, the fish will turn and quickly strike at the fly.

However, in a river situation, the current does not allow a parallel presentation. If the river has any current at all, it will be impossible to keep the fly parallel with the fish in a way that is appealing to a fish. Furthermore, in current, a gar will like a broadside presentation of the fly. Thus, a great way to take these fish is to use a lightly weighted fly, and cast perpendicular to the end of the snout of the fish, or slightly upstream and perpendicular, depending on the current. After casting the fly, allow the fly to sink until it is slightly above or at the same depth as the gar. Then, begin your retrieve. Ideally you will be using a fly that is neutrally buoyant and flutters. When the fly is near the snout of the fish, allow a pause in the fly. Often they will lash out at it immediately, or they will begin to follow and eventually sack your offering.

When it comes to gar, getting them to strike is actually the easy part. The difficult part is getting the fly to stay in their mouth. Gar have a very hard, bony mouth, with little flesh for a hook to get stuck into. The species most common in my area, the longnose gar, has the longest, hardest snout of any of gar species, which exacerbates the difficulties of hooking the fish. All gar are challenging to catch, but in my discussions with anglers who have caught other species of gar, the ones that have wider snouts are still challenging to hook, but are easier to hook than the species with a narrower snout. If a gar hits a fly just right, your fly will stick, even with a single hook. Honestly, though, this is a very low percentage and there are other ways to get a gar to stick onto your line.

There are several tactics that can take a gar that will all increase your chance of hooking one of these needle-toothed critters. The first is the rope method. The rope method is probably the most publicized and common way of catching a gar on a fly rod. To get this to work, a section of rope is frayed, often white nylon rope, and it is fashioned roughly into the shape of a baitfish. This rope can be fastened to your tippet as a tube fly, or it can be tied on a hook or shank. Regardless of your method of attachment, no hook is necessary with this method. The idea is that the gar’s needle-like teeth will get stuck in the rope long enough to get the fish into the net.

This method, though effective, isn’t my preferred method for catching these fish. There are a few drawbacks to it. First of all, with this material you are more limited to how you design your fly. The rope fibers are pretty limited in action, but you can still make a workable fly. It will not be a precise imitation, however.

Also, these flies can become a tangled mess if a gar jumps and thrashes. Furthermore, rope can make it difficult for the fish to breathe if it forces the mouth of the gar shut. As a result, not only is it more stressful for the fish, but it also reduces their fight. These few drawbacks make a second method a bit better from my end.

As someone who uses a lot of flies with trailing hooks for migratory fish, using a fly with a stinger hook seems like a great idea from my end. You can easily tie a fly on a shank (essentially a hook that is cut off at the bend), and leave the hook trailing a little bit behind the fly. I use braided line to attach a single hook. This method does work better than a single hook, but because of the way a gar bites, a single trailing hook will often miss its share of fish, as the hook will still turn sideways in the bony mouth of a fish.

That leaves us with a third option, which is similar to option number two. A shank is used with a trailing hook, in this case a very small treble hook (typically a #10). To prevent the trailing hook from fouling into the fly, I coat the braided loop with UV glue after the hook is installed. As the fish bites the fly, the tiny treble hook becomes impaled on the lip of the fish, and you will land a good percentage of the fish. Gar almost always will T-bone the fly, so there is little chance of the treble hook causing any internal damage to the fish.

Like many other methods of catching fish, you have to make some choices in personal preference and in how you want to make a fly. Using rope or another material to catch a fish may be one of the simplest and most efficient ways to get into a gar. However, using shanks with single or treble hooks allows more creativity in fly tying and also allows you to more closely imitate natural baitfish. This might be important in a river scenario where the fish are feeding selectively on one type of minnow.

Many people who fish for gar recommend a strip hook set, using the line to set the hook rather than the rod. I have found success both ways, and you will want to explore hookset options. Either way, gar are a great and ancient fish that is good fun on a fly rod. Another oddball fish is the bowfin, which we will cover in detail next.
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Using flies with trailing hooks is my preferred way of catching gar.







Bowfin


Bowfin, more commonly called dogfish in my neck of the woods, are another primitive fish. Many of my clients want no part of catching this fish. If you were raised spin fishing, bowfin are considered a trash fish in many circles. But in my opinion, bowfin are a very worthy adversary. I have seen the respect for bowfin grow in fly-fishing circles, and many avid streamer fishers would like to catch one. This primitive gamefish is now en vogue.

Bowfin are widely distributed in the eastern United States. Where they are found, they are often abundant. If you have a swamp or lake near your house that doesn’t seem like it might have anything worth catching in it due to lack of oxygen, it may very well have some bowfin. These fish grow to great sizes, put up a tough fight, and will take a fly with certainty under the right circumstances. In fact, if you sight fish for bowfin, you may find that if you lose one of these fish, and cast your fly to the same fish five minutes later, he may very well take your fly again!

Recently, I was fishing in an area with a wide array of gamefish present. I was catching some nice smallmouth bass, and also some northern pike. I had one fly that was working very well. After catching and releasing a small pike, I immediately saw a large bowfin on the edge of a weed bed. In haste, I cast to the dogfish, and let my big goby fly sink slowly in front of him. His big, rounded head turned as my fly hung in front of him. His gills flared as he crushed my fly. That was awesome, I thought during that split second when I set the hook. Unfortunately, the line was limp. I stripped in the line with no fly on the end. Inevitably, the previous fish, the northern pike, had caused a knick in the line, and it broke easily upon hookset. I had made a rookie mistake, and had not run my fingers over the tippet after the encounter with the pike.

I was not happy, and I couldn’t find a similar fly in my boxes. When I looked over the weed bed in the clear water, I could still see the bowfin, ominously lurking at the exact same spot, with a large goby pattern sticking out of its mouth. I tied on another fly, hoping for a second shot at glory. The fish immediately ate the second fly, and I landed the brute. I retrieved my lucky fly I had lost, and proceeded to have a great day fishing with it until it finally unraveled. I was granted a reprieve by this cool fish.
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Bowfin, often called dogfish, are another overlooked and challenging gamefish that aggressively eat a big baitfish pattern.
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Eyesight isn’t the strength of the bowfin, and you need to get your fly close to be successful. If you get your fly to them, they will eat it!



As a fish, bowfin are pretty unique. Like gar, they are able to exist out of water for a period of time due to their ability to gulp and breath air. In fact, they can survive out of water for a while, provided they stay moist. Unfortunately, they have poor daytime eyesight. When I realized this attribute of this fish, it actually made it a lot easier to approach and understand how to catch them.

While Bowfin have poor daytime eyesight, they will readily eat flies during the daytime. The real trick is to get the fly close enough for them to see. It helps to use flies that push water or have other features like flash or rattles to incite a bite. For that reason, sight fishing is the best way to catch these fish. Depending on the location, this can be tricky. In lake scenarios, they are often found in shallow, heavy vegetation. Bowfin will feed very methodically, often only moving when food is present.

In the river scenario, bowfin are always found in slow water. This can be in bayou areas, or it can be on the inside bend of a river. For me, the best time to catch these fish is in late May until mid July in rivers. Often, I will go down the edge of the river with my boat, looking for areas where the weed beds are just beginning to form. Dogfish tend to be darker in color than the weeds, and if you fish for them a few times, you may become accustomed to looking for dark shapes that are out of place. They almost look like a rock on the bottom, and they use that to their advantage. Another place you will often find dogfish is in hollow pieces of wood. They typically like the same areas year after year, so it may just be a matter of locating the cover they like. A lot of times, you will just see the snout or the tail of the fish. Once you find a fish, usually it is just a matter of getting a fly in front of them.

Though they are not picky, you will want to adjust the weight of the fly to the type of structure you are fishing. For example, if you see a dogfish in heavy weeds, you will want to fish a fly that sinks very slowly. However, you may see them in several feet of water along a drop-off or other piece of structure. A narrow, weighted bait-fish would get you down to that fish.

You might think dogfish are big, ugly, slimy fish. Sometimes they fit that description. When I was a kid, I would fish for them in a lake near Ludington, Michigan. I would often catch them with algae growing on their bodies in that location in the summer. However,
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The colors of male bowfin are brilliant in the spring!
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The spot on their tail is one of the identifying characteristics of these fish.



if you catch male bowfin during the late spring and early summer, they will be in their spawning colors, which is a vivid chartreuse. They look impressive at that time. Bowfin are good parents, and the males will look after the young fish until they are big enough to go their own way.




Freshwater Drum

Freshwater drum are an overlooked fish through most of their range. They are often called sheepshead, “a barn door,” and a variety of other monikers. They are found in parts of Canada and in the eastern two-thirds of the United States, and all the way down into parts of Mexico. They are a bottom-feeding predator fish that feeds on mussels, crayfish, and a variety of baitfish. When hooked, freshwater drum put on a hard-pulling, bottom-hugging fight that often feels like a tug-of-war.

Freshwater drum are one of the few fish that can actually eat zebra mussels and thrive off them. I have caught sheepshead on piers, in river channels, and in inland lakes. More recently, I have caught them in my home river, the Muskegon, while smallmouth bass fishing. Up until a handful of years ago, I had never seen a drum in that river. However, as zebra mussels invaded the river years ago, it’s not surprising that this fish that preys on mussels became established in the river.

They also prey on another invasive species, the round goby, and goby patterns should be in your box when fishing for drum. If you are fishing in a harbor near a Great Lake, alewives and gizzard shad imitations should also be in your box.


[image: fig_25_1.jpg]
Freshwater drum inhabit deep water. They are found in rivers and lakes. They especially love to lurk around Great Lakes harbors.



Oftentimes, these fish are encountered incidentally when fishing deep for other fish, such as smallmouth bass. They are readily available off most piers in the Great Lakes, and if you are from that region, you can access drum at these points.

As an angler, I target freshwater drum frequently during the summer months, usually at the harbor of my home river as it empties into Lake Michigan. They are a fun and fantastic gamefish. They are not my primary species, and so I wanted to ask one of the master anglers of the Great Lakes region for his advice about freshwater drum. Jeff Liskay guides extensively for freshwater drum in the waters of Lake Erie. If you haven’t heard of Jeff, he is one of the fishiest guys you will ever meet, and is very approachable. Jeff holds freshwater drum in high regard, and if you ever have the chance to pursue this species (or any other species) with Jeff, I highly recommend it.

The following paragraphs contain Jeff’s insights into his experience fishing for freshwater drum. I posed several questions to Jeff, and he gave some very direct and helpful answers.


KF: What do you feel is different about freshwater drum and what do you like most about them?

JL: Freshwater drum never gets the respect it deserves. It’s commonly called a trash fish and any comment that it could rival a gamefish is usually jeered at and heckled by the fishing masses. They lack the splashy explosion that can make some bass and trout takes so exciting on the big water, but I’m here to admit they are my personal favorite species to fish for. They can hit a fly like a freight train and fight like a linebacker even at small sizes. I love introducing fly anglers to the experience and seeing the big smile when they get one on the line.

Drum are also the perfect warmwater species to chase. They are plentiful, being distributed throughout the Great Lakes and tributaries, providing lots of varied opportunities for anglers. Besides being a great angling resource, they are the glue that holds the ecosystems together. Drum are an abundant food source for the large walleye population and other fish species. On my home waters of Lake Erie there is a high population density that offers the diversity of sight fishing shallow flats; reef systems; harbors; break walls; and deep, open water where they suspend high in the water column. With the chance of connecting with fish in the 30-to 35-inch range and so many ways to challenge your fly-fishing skills from shore or watercraft. Why not put the freshwater drum on your check-the-box list?

KF: Are there any changes in tactics you need to use to target drum and the other warmwater species you go after? Equipment, rigging, etc.

JL: When presenting your fly to drum, there are a few key factors to consider. First, we need an understanding of freshwater drum mouth anatomy. A drum mouth is positioned in the middle of its head. This is different than the forward-faced or downward-faced positioning of most apex predators we are accustomed to chasing. This position allows them to feed on the bottom and up through the water column. They also have heavy pharyngeal teeth that are molar-like grinders in their throat. They can crush and feed on quagga mussels, clams, and crawfish but also take advantage of baitfish. This makes them varied feeders. Understanding where they are feeding impacts our fly selection, and makes matching the cadence of your strip pace to your fly selection a top priority. Utilizing floating, intermediate, and sinking shooting heads with heavy, weighted flies with extra-long leaders to impart vertical jigging action to your flies is one go-to technique that works well when you’re not sight fishing. When fishing skinny water, it’s all about moving the fly on the bottom with a tick-tick pause action and experimenting with the length of the pause. Fly choice can vary from day to day due to ever changing water clarity and available food source. Having a good selection of weighted flies in the 1.5-to 3-inch length tied in natural colors that emulate crawfish, round goby, and mussels in three sizes tied with light and dark contrasting colors is the best when drum orient near the bottom to feed. When drum are targeting and feeding on suspended baitfish, then it’s time to choose weighted fly patterns that imitate emerald shiners, juvenile white perch, and gizzard shad. Using the Clouser minnow as a base pattern and mixing white and gray with contrasting accent colors to match water clarity and baitfish is simple and effective. Experimenting with eye colors and matching and mixing color combinations of purple, tan, brown, chartreuse, orange, and pink have made a dramatic improvement of the daily catch total.

KF: What is the main food of the freshwater drum in your area?

JL: Drum are opportunistic feeders and adapt to the food source that’s available and willing to migrate and adjust to preferred water temps and depths as needed. When emerald shiner baitfish populations slump, drum will switch over to other fish species and food sources. The invasive species that have altered the Great Lakes ecosystem, like the round goby, white perch, zebra and quagga mussels, have also offered alternative food sources for drum and other fish species. Not a baitfish, but the Hexagenia mayfly that hatches in midsummer plays a key role in the drum’s diet and attracts and concentrates smaller fish that they can feed on.

KF: What is your favorite part of fishing Lake Erie?

JL: All the Great Lakes, Lake St. Clair, and connecting waters have their own special vibe and offer the fly angler a vast arena to cast a fly, but Lake Erie is in a class by itself. Erie is the most fertile, shallowest, warmest and accounts for 50 percent of the fish inhabiting the Great Lakes. Erie’s western basin offers protected bays, harbors, and marshes that you can fish during high wind events, and fishes well into the summer months. When Mother Nature gives you windows to explore the countless offshore reefs and islands in the US and Canadian waters, you will think you are fishing in a saltwater venue.

During the summer and fall, the central and eastern basins come to life. For anglers, targeting near and offshore reefs, river mouths and harbors give you your best shots at walleye, drum, lake trout, and GL’s steelhead along with a chance for your PB smallmouth bass.

From casting a fly at night for trophy walleye to stripping streamers in the fall for GL’s steelhead and everything in between, Lake Erie has a lifetime of adventures for a fly angler to discover.



So, take it from Jeff, and many other anglers, that freshwater drum are a fantastic gamefish that has a lot to offer the warmwater angler. See some of his great patterns in our fly section of this book!




Catfish

There are several species of catfish in the fresh waters of North America. Some of these fish are mostly scavengers, others are opportunistic and lean toward predatory. Most of these fish rely on their sense of smell to find prey. An example of this is the flathead catfish. Flathead catfish are apex predators that will even eat large fish, given the opportunity. They are widespread in large and turbid rivers across the United States. Unfortunately, you seldom hear of them taking a fly, since they don’t see well, and use feel and taste to find their prey. Mostly, for a fly to be successful, the fish needs to see it and be attracted to it.
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One species of catfish, the channel cat, will readily take flies imitating baitfish.



There are a variety of other small and large members of this family, but only one that I encounter that will consistently take a fly. This fish is a common predator that fights extremely hard and is widespread. The fish in question is a channel catfish.

Channel catfish are really amazing fish. I have had several experiences where they have attempted to eat big smallmouth bass off my line. Their clamping ability is so powerful that both the smallmouth and the channel cat were almost landed until right beside the boat.

Channel cats live in many of the turbid rivers and are often found in lakes as well. When I was in my early 20s, I had a spot on the Flat River where I would fish crayfish patterns for them right below a dam. It was key to fish those patterns very, very slow, and the fish would take them with a solid bite.
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