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  Introduction

  Somewhere along the way, “tips” have left many folks with a bad taste in their mouths. They have been burned by tips, ending up buying the wrong stocks and mutual funds; seeing the wrong doctors and dentists; driving the “garage queen” SUVs; and spending their hard-earned vacations at Destination Disaster. That’s to say nothing of heeding the tom-toms and chants urging them to buy products they don’t really need or that don’t really work.

  Fishing tips are different. They are always out there, and, it would seem, we’re pretty much always ready to lend an ear and hear the latest on the creek where the trout are as long as your leg; the lure so deadly you have to tie it on while hiding it from the murderous eyes of nearby fish, least risk a collision with the hurtling body of a prowling bass; the knot so strong you could tow the Queen Mary with it; and the deft retrieving motion that turns a tiny topwater lure into a creeping, crawling, wounded tidbit no predator can resist.

  You might say, with considerable bite and accuracy, that this editor has had his proper turn at bat as a tip-provider. As a former editor-in-chief of both Sports Afield and Outdoor Life, in addition to other publications, and as a writer of both magazine articles and books on fishing, with the help of my collaborating publishers I have sent countless numbers of tips, dancing and singing and begging to be taken, under noses of readers. Some of them must have gotten a few strikes, or I would have been fired. Editors do not remain editors very long when their products are ignored.

  Despite their sometimes tawdry reputations, fishing tips keep coming along with enough promises to attract the attention of anglers—while at the same time allowing editors to keep their jobs. This particular fusillade of tips, however, has been unleashed by this editor neither to test the strength of the marketplace nor to provide temporary employment. My goal is much more selfish, a deep personal desire to get more fun out of my fishing by spreading the word on ways to be successful.

  There is a great quote from the legendary naturalist and nature-story writer Ernest Thompson Seton. One of his characters says, “Because I have known the agonies of thirst, I would dig a well so that others might drink.” While not catching fish cannot be reasonably compared to the “agonies of thirst,” the state of mind where one reaches out to others with a helping hand has rewarded generations of anglers. And now that I find myself fishing the “Seniors Creek,” I have discovered, along with multitudes of my limping, gray-haired colleagues, that one can enjoy the catches and fishing pleasures of other anglers with all the joy and fervor of one’s own—even more-so when you’re in the boat or on the stream with a partner and see their smiles produced by trying one of your tricks or suggestions.

  So confident am I of the tips presented in this book that I can anticipate the smiles and joy they are going to bring. Not every one of them will work; I know that. But so many of them will bring new fun to your fishing that I am already enjoying the idea of your success. I wish we could be in a boat or on a stream together when you try them. That not being possible, I present the best tricks, tackle, destinations, and information sources I have found that will help you catch more fish. Some of them, I can honestly say, will change the way you fish forever.

  Sometimes the tip I have for you will be a certain lure, other times ways to fish certain lures. There will be tips on rewarding websites and tips on destinations. You’ll find tips on every knot you need, plus ways to get help tying them. There are all kinds of tips about the habits of gamefish, and even lots of useful tips on the habits of your fellow anglers that will enable you to outfish them.

  —Lamar Underwood


  CHAPTER 1

  Before You Go . . .
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  1. Rivers vs. Reservoirs

  Reservoirs are big and perplexing. Somewhere near 90 percent of the reservoir water will have no fish. Did you get that? I repeat: Somewhere near 90 percent of the water will have no fish. Where are the magic spots making up the other 10 percent? Tough question. You need charts, local knowledge, and a lot of exploring on your own. Rivers are easy to read, since the fish will be lying mostly along the banks, or by rocks and logs breaking the mid-stream flow. In reservoirs, you’ll need a good boat, trolling motor, and lots of electronic gear. In rivers, a canoe or johnboat will work, as will a float tube. You can also wade in certain spots. In some rivers, you’ll need a trolling motor to help with positioning. In rivers you’ll have to be able to get up- or downstream, or have someone drop you off and meet you at a designated spot. In reservoirs, you can launch and go fishing and come back to your vehicle anytime you want.

  2. Old Impoundments Mean Tougher Fishing

  The older the impoundment you’re fishing, the more likely you are to get skunked or catch very few bass . . . unless you know the bottom very well. As the bass have grown larger, they have gathered into schools, and, as A.D. Livingston, Fishing for Bass: Modern Tactics and Tackle, (1974), says: “They have selected their feeding areas and have established migration routes. Blind trolling and random casting become less productive.” Livingston says you may catch a few small bass around the shoreline cover or stickups in the lake, but unless your depth finder, charts, or the local “experts” have put you on the spots where the fish are, you’re in for slim pickings.
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  3. Farm Pond Fishing 101

  Farm ponds, of which there are millions, are great places to catch bass and panfish. Be aware, however, that many of them are virtually fished-out because of the overpopulation of runt bluegills. As the populations of tiny bluegills increase, the bass spawn decreases. Bass are still there, however, and they can be caught. Look for them in holes or on structures where they have cover and can ambush the bluegill prey when hungry. When you find a farm pond with the bass and bluegill populations in balance, rejoice and enjoy. You’ll catch big bluegills perfect for the pan and lots of battling bass.
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  4. Stringing Up Your Fly Rod

  If ever there was a “fool’s errand,” it’s the act of trying to thread your leader and line through the guides of your fly rod by pushing the point of the leader through the ferrules first. It’s like threading a needle. Instead, grasp the end of the fly line, where it’s tied to the leader, and the leader itself with your thumb and forefinger and then thread the bow of leader/line through the ferrules. You’ll be fishing a lot sooner.

  5. Carrying Your Rod: Tip First or Butt First?

  When carrying your rigged-up rod from one fishing hole to another, sometimes through brushy and rocky terrain, is it best to hold the rod tip first or butt first? The question deserves thought and debate. Tip first catches more snags and brush, and the tip is exposed to being rammed into the ground or a tree during a lax moment. Butt first seems to avoid more snags, but if you have companions coming up behind you, they may walk right into your tip. My preference, butt first, stems from seeing too many tips broken on the ground or obstructions in front of the angler.

  6. Fly Reels: Direct Drive or Anti-Reverse?

  Once you get the hang of fly fishing, you’ll enjoy casting, fishing, and playing fish much more if you have a direct drive reel. Heavier, more-complex anti-reverse reels help novices who are inexperienced in playing fish, but they have a lot less “feel” and seem strange when you’re reeling like mad and the spool’s not turning (or is even going backward) because it’s locked on a drag setting that’s too soft for the fish you’re playing. I don’t think you’ll ever regret going with a direct drive reel.

  7. Fish Superlines Where Pickerel and Pike Roam

  Even though bass or walleyes may be your target, when you’re fishing waters where pickerel and pike roam, your line may meet sharp teeth. When that happens, say good-bye to your expensive lure. When I’m fishing for bass in waters that hold pike and pickerel, I’ve had good luck using Berkley’s Fireline. There are other choices of superlines out there, of course. Some anglers do not like the feel or casting characteristics of the superlines, but I’m not in that group.
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  8. Frayed Superlines Won’t Last

  Even though superlines are very strong and resist breaking or being cut by toothy fish, they are not indestructible. If the line becomes frayed, perhaps on a snag or rock, it’s going to fail at a critical moment—like when a big pike has hit your expensive swimbait.

  9. More on Those Braided Superlines

  The braided superlines such as FireLine, SpiderWire, and Tuf-Line, and others are getting a lot of attention from anglers these days. My experience with FireLine and SpiderWire has convinced me they are strong as all get-out and will not stretch. I like them. They are so strong that when you hang on the bottom or something, they are hard to break free. Some Internet reports I’ve seen have warned that these lines can cut you if handled the wrong way, bare-handed. Sometimes there are complaints of the line biting down into the line spooled on the reel. There are also caveats about which knots to use with braided lines. [See the “Knots” chapter.]

  10. Rule for Fighting Big Fish

  “When he pulls, you don’t. When he doesn’t, you do.”

  —Jerome B. Robinson, Field & Stream, March 1992

  11. Casting Practice: The Absolute Necessary Evil

  All athletes, from stickball to the pros, know they have to practice to master the skills they need. Why is it that so many anglers refuse to spend a little time outside practicing their casting skills? If lack of casting practice is an issue for you, consider fixing the problem and actually trying to enjoy your practice. Your fishing fun will soar as your casting improves.

  12. World-Record Bass Mania

  As of this writing, the world-record largemouth bass dates back to June 2, 1932, when a twenty-two-year-old Georgia farm boy named George Perry landed a 22-pound 4-ounce monster from a spot called Montgomery Lake, which may have been part of an oxbow bend of the Ocmulgee River. The fish was weighed and certified in the Field & Stream records caretaking of that time. The lure said to have been used was a “Creek Chub,” but the exact model of the Creek Chub has been lost in controversy and lost records over the years. Today, thousands of anglers passionately fish to break Perry’s record, especially in California where transplants of the Florida bass grow to prodigious sizes. Many of these anglers believe that they really have a chance to catch such a bass, and that doing so will make them wealthy. Just like buying a lottery ticket!

  13. Fishing Those Golden Autumn Days

  When the weather is clear and gorgeous in autumn, expect trout to be even spookier than usual—especially where the fish are running into the river from a lake or reservoir. The autumn days that bring the best fishing are not the calendar type. You want cloudy, rainy conditions for ripping streamers.

  14. Long-Handled Nets for Shoreline Fishing

  British anglers, who love shoreline fishing for all sorts of species, learned long ago that it’s easier to land a fish from shore with a long-handled net that can reach out and do the job. Many are available at shops like www.cabelas.com, www.basssprshops.com, and others.

  15. Florida’s Winter Fishing: Cold Front Woes

  You’re not alone in wanting to go to Florida during the winter to get into warm weather and good fishing. And it can be done, if you’re lucky. However, when cold fronts move into Florida during the winter months, the fishing shuts down just as tight as your ice-bound lake back home in Michigan. Cold fronts, particularly the extreme versions, and Florida fishing do not mix.

  16. When Guides Give You a Bonus

  The money you invest in a day’s fishing with a good guide isn’t just paying for the trip to his favorite hotspots. If he’s any good, he knows stuff, lots of stuff. Watch him and learn his techniques. Ask questions. Consider him your professor for the kind of fishing you’re doing.

  17. Rods Belong in the Bag

  Avoid the bugaboo of long fishing rod cases requiring special handling in the airport baggage area by using three-piece spinning rods and four-piece fly rods. They will fit into your duffle bag or other bags, and today’s models cast superbly. The experience of waiting for your long rod case to emerge from the little door behind the baggage belts is not fun. The caveat is that many expert anglers, including Stu Apte, consider three-piece fly rods to be much better casters than four-piece rods. Unfortunately, three-piece rod tubes won’t fit into a regular-size duffle bag.
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