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Introduction

Putting this book together wasn’t very much different from putting together one of our Jimmy Houston Outdoors TV shows. When we make our shows, we go out on a lake, grab a fishing rod, and chunk and wind, all the while talking about what we’re doing and anything else that comes to mind.

Putting this book together involved a tape recorder instead of a TV camera, but I still got to do one of my very favorite things—talk about fishing. And when the taperecording sessions took place on my Ranger boat out on Otter Creek, I even got to do two of my favorite things— fish, and talk about fishing.

Writing Caught Me a Big ’Un also gave me the chance to do a couple of other things I enjoy doing. Telling stories is one of them. Although it wasn’t possible to fit all the great stories I’ve heard (and been a part of) over the years into this one book, I’ve included lots of my favorites. (Why, most of them are even true!)

I’m proud of my family, my friends, and my beliefs. This isn’t an autobiography, but you’ll learn something about all of them. Some of the folks I talk about are people you know: other professional fishermen, celebrity athletes in other sports, and personalities from the entertainment, business, and political worlds. Others aren’t’ as well known, but that doesn’t matter. Everyone in this book shares my love for my sport, and that’s what makes them all my fishing buddies.

As for my beliefs, people who know me (and that includes you viewers of Jimmy Houston Outdoors) know it’s hard to catch me at a loss for an opinion. I care deeply about three subjects—the environment, family values, and faith—and I think that will become clear when you read my book.

Helping people improve their fishing is another one of my real pleasures in life. (I mean, how much fun would a tournament be if I caught all the fish? Give me about two seconds to think about that!) This book isn’t meant to be textbook—yes, you’ll pick up a mess of tips about equipment, methods, and strategies and how and why they work, but hopefully you’ll laugh a lot too. As a result, you’re going to smile and catch more fish. Big ‘uns, too.

That’s what makes me think you’re going to enjoy Caught Me a Big ’Un, the way you’d enjoy actually fishing with me. That’s a good way to read the book—like it’s just the two of us out on a good lake, chunkin’ and windin’, with me telling a bunch of stories and pointing out way, to help you hook into some nice bass. And that’s not a bad way to spend a day.






Jimmy Houston’s #1 Rule of Fishing


IF IT’S IMPORTANT TO A BASS, I MAKE IT IMPORTANT to me.

The Fishin’ Game

I CAN’T REMEMBER A TIME I DIDN’T FISH.

You can start when you’re three or four years old, the way I did, and you can fish till you’re a hundred, and you’ll still be learning on that last day you’re on the water. More to the point, you should still be learning, just like you should be learning every single other day you fish.

The thing about this fishing game is no matter what you use or how many times you go fishing, you never know it all. 

Focus on Fishing

MOST PEOPLE KNOW MORE ABOUT FISHING THAN they think they do (except for bass clubbers, who think they know it all—that’s a joke, folks . . . well, sort of!). We all have some knowledge, but often we don’t use what we know. We don’t recall it, or we don’t know how to use it. Or—and we’re all guilty of this—we forget to think.

Let’s say you’ve been looking forward to fishing next Saturday. That’s all you’ve been thinking about all week while you’re on the job or at home, how you’re going to get away from the office, factory, family, or your problems for a day on the water.

So next Saturday finally comes around, and you get to your favorite lake. You’re so darn happy to be there and to finally be fishing that you focus on the blue sky and the birds flying by and the fact that you’re away from your daily routine and its problems . . . you focus on every single thing except the job at hand. What you’re doing— and, like I say, we’ve all been guilty of this—is putting your brain in neutral. And you don’t have to be told that’s not the most effective way to catch fish.

The Big Four

I’M ALWAYS TALKING ABOUT THE FOUR THINGS TO take into account whenever you’re making your game plan for a day of fishing. I say it so often that my daughter Sherri could recite it in her sleep by the time she was five (just kidding—but certainly by the time she was seven!). 

First, there’s the time of year. Fish behavior revolves around the seasons, whether it’s spawning in the spring, trying to keep cool during the summer, or feeding up during the fall in preparation for winter.

Second is the type of water. By that I mean whether you’re fishing a lake, a river, a stream, a pond, or another body of water.

Third is water conditions. Is the water temperature rising or falling? Is the level rising or falling? Is the water clear or stained or murky? What’s its pH level?

Fourth is the matter of weather. Fish react to air temperature, wind, cloudy or clear sky, and especially to rising or falling barometric pressure. If I had to pick the one factor that most people consider over all the others, I’d choose weather.

You’re going to hear a great deal about these four factors throughout this book. They’re so important that when I lecture at fishing seminars around the country, I tell the audience to write them on the top of their tackle boxes. You should do that too. That way, you’ll have the list in front of you as a visual aid, so if your original game plan isn’t working out, you won’t waste time wracking your brain about what you need to know for making revisions.

A Bass Tale

ONE OF HOMER CIRCLE’S STORIES IS ALSO ONE OF MY all-time favorites:

One April morning, the kind when there’s a snap in the air and the smells of spring take your breath away, I was walking around the shoreline of a lake, trying to make my mind up whether to go fishing or just stand there and love everything I was seeing. 

Well, being the kind of guy I am, fishing won out, and I launched my boat. The creek I had a mind to fish was directly behind the cabins, so I didn’t have to disturb the serenity that God had created that morning.

Deep into the creek, I moved along the channel, casting at everything in sight and just cranking that bait as hard as I could. Then something caught my eye. On the end of a log that jutted out in the creek was an acorn, so delicately balanced that it was a wonder that the slightest breeze hadn’t blown it into the water.

I stared at that acorn for what might have been a few minutes or maybe longer when a plump squirrel came running down a tree. The critter spotted the acorn, eyed it for a moment, and then scampered out along the log. Tiptoeing to a halt, the squirrel snatched up the acorn with his front legs, got up on his hind legs, and proceeded to start eating.

Faster than I ever saw anything happen, the water under the end of that log exploded. A huge largemouth bass rose up and, in one bite of its monster jaws, swallowed that squirrel whole.

I sat there in astonishment, feeling some sorrow for the poor little squirrel but also realizing that it was all part of the law of nature. But then my thoughts were suddenly interrupted by the sight of that bass reappearing. This time the fish had an acorn in his mouth. Delicately, the bass replaced the acorn in the exact same position it had been before. Then he looked over at me, winked and smiled, and with a swirl of water, disappeared back under the log! 

Game Plans

THE KEY THING ABOUT GAME PLANS IS THEY CAN always be refined or reworked. Fishing is kind of like shooting at a moving target, and conditions change all the time. When conditions change, so should your strategy.

For example, suppose it’s a real clear morning when you start out. You use a light-colored plastic worm and you’re catching lots of big ‘uns, but then a cloud cover rolls in and the fish stop biting. That’s a signal to change your game plan. The first three factors—season, type of water, and water conditions—haven’t changed, but the weather has. The arrival of those big ol’ clouds may call for a switch to a topwater bait, and when you do change over, you start catching fish again.

That’s called refinement.

Insult to Injury

THERE’S A TOURNAMENT RULE THAT IF YOU BRING IN more than your limit of fish, the weigh-in officials will cull you down to the right number, starting by taking away the largest fish first. Another rule states that you’ll be charged one pound for each fish that’s under the legal size limit, to be deducted from your total score.

Tommy Martin and I were fishing a tournament on Lake West Point, Georgia. In those days the limit was seven fish. Tommy must have lost count, because he brought in eight, with a five-and-a-half-pounder as the biggest. Well, when the tournament officials discovered the problem, that big ‘un was history. Then they noticed that the smallest of Tommy’s fish was under the state of Georgia’s fourteen-inch size limit for bass, so he got a penalty for that.

And to add insult to injury, a state game ranger who was at the weigh-in gave Tommy a ticket for the undersized fish. So in the space of just a couple of minutes, ol’ Tommy went from tournament contender to somewhere down in the pack, and with a citation to boot.

Actually, Tommy’s luck improved—somewhat—when the game ranger later took back the ticket, so he didn’t have to pay the fine.

Spring for Spawning

REMEMBER JIMMY HOUSTON’S #1 RULE? (OKAY, REpeat after me, class—“If it’s important to a bass, I make it important to me.”) Well, bass reproduce only once a year, so you can bet that spawning is mighty important to them.

Most fishermen divide the spawning season into three parts: prespawn, spawn, and postspawn. However, I see it as four.

There’s also a pre-prespawn period, when bass first move toward the water where they’ll lay their eggs. Generally speaking, these are points of coves and pockets. I consider the pre-prespawn area covers as the first 50 percent of the coves and pockets, about halfway in from the main point or body of water. North banks are best because the surface water warms up quicker, thanks to getting more sunshine than south banks do. Spinner baits, topwater baits, and jigs seem to work best, while deep-diving crawdads and col ored crankbaits on light line are often a productive alternative.

The prespawn stage marks when bass arrive into the spawning area (the magic water temperature that marks when they come with spawning on their mind is fifty-eight degrees). The smaller males move onto the banks, while the females stay in four to seven feet of water. Because the ladies have major appetites before they spawn, you’ll want to attract them with maximum-size baits like a magnum spinnerbait with a long trailer or a big crankbait.

Once the bass are on their spawning beds along the banks, try a “Gitzit” or a lizard or minnow type of bait. No matter what you use, however, any fish caught on their spawning bed should always be released. If you don’t, pretty soon that lake of yours won’t have any fish to catch at any time.

Of all four periods, the postspawn period is the hardest to catch fish. After bass spawn, they move to where they suspend between five and ten feet over deeper water. They often do their suspending amid standing timber, and that’s the first place I look. Edges of creek channels are other likely places, and so are the pre-prespawn points of coves and pockets, the same points where you caught them ten or twelve weeks earlier.

Summertime Concentration

FORGET ABOUT COVES AND POCKETS DURING SUMMERtime, and concentrate on the main body of a lake, especially those points that are close to main channels and creek channels. 

Still, if you want to work a spinnerbait or plastic worm shallow, avoid inlets and covers where the water temperature and the pH are likely to be higher than on the main part of the lake.

Fall Is for Feeding

FALL IS WHEN BASS ARE FEEDING UP BIG-TIME BEFORE winter sets in. They follow the schools of shad and other baitfish. So should you.

You’ll find bass in the pockets and coves where they were during the spring, generally in the prespawn areas. As the temperature drops, bass will move to the tail ends of the pockets (again, the magic water temperature is fifty-eight degrees).

Slow Down for Winter

WINTERTIME’S COLD WATER AND LOW PH MEANS that fish become inactive. A study at the University of Oklahoma’s biology lab revealed that big bass didn’t eat but every eight or ten days during winter. Take that to its logical conclusion, you have a one-in-eight or one-in-ten chance of being out on the lake the day that Mr. Bass decides to head to the dinner table (but also remember that, at any given time, some bass are eating—so keep the faith!). 

Because fish don’t eat much during winter, you’ll need to fish slowly and work your spots thoroughly. Stick to main river and creek channels, especially around structures that include steep drops.

Friends Across the Airwaves

I’VE MADE LOTS OF FRIENDS OVER TELEVISION. PEOple come up to me and say they feel like they’ve known me for years. And they have, too, because Jimmy HoustonOutdoors has been on the air for twenty years now.

And the time flew by faster than a quail at sunrise. It gets a little difficult when a grown man with a wife and kids tells me he’s been watching me since he was a little bitty boy.

Many of the outdoor fishing shows have been on longer than mine. Virgil Ward was on TV for thirty years. Joe Krieger, who did a local program in the Midwest, was on twenty-nine years. Jerry McKinnis, Roland Martin, and Bill Dance have all been on for more than twenty.

This kind of longevity is amazing, especially in an industry where a show of any kind that hangs on for five years is considered ready for the history books. 

Barometers and Bass

IT’S REAL EASY TO USE CIRCUMSTANCES AS EXCUSES, isn’t it?

Sometimes the prettiest day is the worst day for fishing. And sometimes the worst days for fishing are the best days for catching.

Bass react strongly to changes in barometric pressure. A rapid drop in pressure invariably causes them to bite. That’s because of an increase in the size of the strike zone, a term I coined a few years ago to describe the area that a bait must be in before a fish will strike.

A strike zone can be small (like it seems to be whenever I go fishing!) or it can be big. And when a strike zone is really big, a bass will move eight or even a dozen feet to get to your bait.

A storm front coming in brings with it a rapid drop from high to low pressure. That’s when strike zones are at their largest, when fish move out from cover.

After a front goes through, the barometric pressure starts climbing and the strike zone shrinks. It’s that rising stable pressure that causes bass to retreat. They go back into the deepest, most inaccessible part of the structure, and you’re faced with a really small strike zone and very difficult conditions.

Lots of folks think that bass move to deeper water and suspend there when the barometer is rising. Not so—bass simply hide deeper wherever they are. 

Some Light on the Subject

BRIGHT DAYS ARE HARDEST TO FISH BECAUSE, JUST like with humans, sunlight hurts a bass’s eyes. Lighter colored lures work best for me, especially clear topwater bait that has a little bit of blue. All the fish see are the silvery hooks, which look to them like itty-bitty shad.

Bright days may also mean fishing deeper. Look for heavy structures and drop-off places, shallow or deep, where the wind blows into a bank. The wind breaks up the water surface, and the bass feel safer in the low-light conditions (the wind also blows baitfish into the area). It’s also an area where oxygen and pH are mixing up (you’ll learn about the role of pH later in the book). Remember that fishing deeper means fishing slower, and you’ll want to switch to lighter line that sinks deeper and faster than thick heavy line does.

On the other hand, dark cloudy days are the best days for fishing. Fish are active, and they don’t stay tight to cover like they do on sunshiny days.

My number one choice under these conditions is a spinnerbait with a single highly visible gold or copper blade. Fish it shallow. In fact, you can’t work it too shallow, even if you’re throwing it into just inches of water.

Polaroid sunglasses are essential. They filter out rays that interfere with making out fish and other underwater objects on dark days. As a matter of fact, I wear Polaroid glasses whenever I fish, whether it’s sunny or cloudy. 

The Best of the Best

THE THREE BEST FISHERMEN I’VE EVER FISHED WITH are Roland Martin, Larry Nixon, and my wife, Chris. All three are not only excellent technicians, they have a kind of sixth sense as if they can read a fish’s mind. It’s like the instinct of a great running back who knows whether to cut to the right or the left or the way an outfielder breaks on the pitch—somehow they all know how to be in the right place at the right time (you’ll hear more about them later in the book).

What they have is a real God-given gift, and I wish I had it too.

Windows on the Water

WE MEASURE WATER CLARITY AS MUDDY, STAINED, OR clear. In muddy water, a white probe disappears from sight within two feet from the surface. According to studies, bass can distinguish colors in muddy water up to six or eight feet.

In stained water, the probe disappears at a depth of two to four feet. The same studies show that bass can recognize colors at thirty feet.

Clear water means the probe can be seen deeper than four feet. As for a bass’s vision under those conditions, a fish tank at the University of Oklahoma’s biology lab is thirty feet long, and tests prove that bass are able to distinguish colors from one end to the other, or at least thirty feet. 

Fishing Clear

CLEAR WATER IS MY WORST ENEMY. I’LL GO ALL OVER a lake just to find a bit of dingy water. But there are times when we have no choice and we’re obliged to deal with water that’s crystal clear.

I’ll start by using light line in a green color that won’t stand out in the water. I’ll fish deep or, if conditions permit, I’ll keep myself way back from where fish are holding and make long casts.

On very bright days, I’ll try and position my boat so the sun is at my back. That way, with the bass not wanting to look into bright light, I stand a better chance of not letting them know I’m in their neighborhood.

Maybe because clear water magnifies big lures to the point they’re too big for a bass’s appetite, tiny baits— maybe a two-inch or three-inch worm on a one-sixteenth-ounce sinker—seems to work best. The smaller the worm’s diameter, the better.

Fishing Stained

STAINED WATER IS REAL FISHING WATER BECAUSE YOU can get close to the fish. Then too, bass seem to behave most aggressively, perhaps because they figure if they don’t have an easy time seeing things, their enemies have the same problem seeing them.

Stained water is the time for noisy baits, the noisier the better: crankbaits with rattles added, spinnerbaits with large double blades, and Texas-rigged plastic worms with a bead between the worm and the slip-sinker or a Carolina-rigged worm. Fish them aggressively, so the bass will know where to find them.

Be Prepared

I KNEW A GUY DOWN IN FLORIDA WHO BOUGHT SOME property at the entrance to a new bass-fishing lake. The property included a store, which he proceeded to stock with all the latest bass-fishing rods, reels, and other tackle, including the hottest lures. He also put in a few grocery items and soft drinks.

He went broke inside one year. Another guy bought the place and stocked the store with cane poles, cork floats, sinkers, hooks, and live bait. Then he put in more beverages, more groceries, and a few ready-made sandwiches. He’s a rich man today.

You see, bass fisherman leave home better prepared than a whole troop of Boy Scouts. They have at least two of everything in at least five different colors—enough stuff to confront anything that might come their way.

So if a tackle store owner has to depend on bass fishermen buying their stuff when they get to a lake, he’s only fooling himself and his banker. It’s the crappie fishermen and the catfish experts who never seem to have anything they need. And what they do need, they buy on their way to the lake. 

Basic Rod Selection

I WISH I HAD A DOLLAR FOR EVERY TIME FOLKS WHO watch me unload my boat’s rod locker at the end of the day say to me, “Jimmy, you and the rest of the pros carry about a dozen rods. I’m just a weekend fishermen—how many do I need?”

Whenever I’m asked that question, my answer is always, “That depends. How much time do you want to spend fishing and how much time rerigging?”

Anyone who’d rather spend their time fishing than changing baits should carry the following basic rods:


	A five-and-a-half- to seven-foot medium-action baitcasting rod for spinnerbaits and crankbaits.

	A five-and-a-half- to six-and-a-half-foot medium/ heavy-action baitcasting rod for worms and jigs.

	A seven- to seven-and-a-half-foot flippin’ and pitchin’ rod for those two techniques.

	A five- to six-foot light-action spinning rod for crappies and panfish.



Each rod should have an appropriate reel with drag and antibacklash systems and a configuration of four to six ball bearings for friction-free casting.

The line weight of these rods would depend on the structures you’ll be fishing. A good range is ten-pound to twenty-five-pound test for the baitcasting rods and six-pound to ten-pound for the spinning rod. The heavier end is for fishing heavy cover and the lighter line for light cover—clever, huh? 

The more serious about fishing you become, like the way pros want to improve their chances at winning tournaments, the more specialized equipment you’ll want. Most pros carry a dozen rods, divided into sets of three, with each reel labeled as to line weight.

Each set contains a light, a medium, and a heavy rod (heavy rods are seldom used because of their lack of pinpoint accuracy, but like insurance, it’s always good to have it around when you need it). The rods are rigged with whichever kind of baits we want to use that day. The reason, of course, is to eliminate having to retie as often or change baits. You can’t catch fish when your bait is out of the water, and if I’m hyper about the amount of time my bait is out of the water between casts, you can imagine how I feel about wasting valuable minutes fussing with lines and lures.

Barry Switzer

TWENTY YEARS AGO, BARRY SWITZER, WHO IS NOW the coach of the Super Bowl—winning Dallas Cowboys, had just led the Oklahoma University football team to back-to-back national championships. I was a rep for Monark Boats, and I called Coach Switzer to see if he’d pose for a magazine ad photo with me in one of my boats. He said, “Sure, no problem,” and we spent a couple of hours out on Lake Thunderbird, near Norman, Oklahoma. Barry never charged a penny, saying he did it as a favor because he loves fishing and I love OU football. That was the start of my good friendship with a super guy.

One day we were fishing out at my place on Otter Creek, using Pop-R topwater baits. You need to throw them and then let them lie quiet for a while before you start to work them. I got to telling stories or asking Barry about football, and he forgot about working his bait while he answered my questions. I mean, the bait sat there for half a minute or longer when, against all the “rules” of topwater fishing, a big bass jumped on it. That just proved a successful coach can make some variations on plays—and make them work.

Later that day we were fishing Zara Spooks. I got in a streak, catching seven or eight in a row. Unfortunately, Barry couldn’t buy a bite. As I lipped my seventh or eighth into the boat, he looked over at me and said, “You think you’re impressing me? Well, you’re not. I was watching the last two you caught, and you weren’t even looking at your lure.”

Imagine that—he thought that after all these year, I still need to look at my baits in order to work them.

Thy Rod and Thy Staff

WE’VE ALL SEEN TACKLE OR DEPARTMENT STORE CUStomers who prowl along a rack of fishing rods until they find one that catches their eye. It’s a pretty rod, with the kind of action (usually stiff) that they want. The price tag is pretty good too.

That’s when the customer takes the rod down from the rack and whips it back and forth to make sure the action, especially up toward the rod tip, is what they’re looking for.

That’s a waste of time, and misleading too. The cusomer hasn’t taken the time or trouble to ask the clerk for a reel to mount on the rod and for a bait to tie on the line. Shaking a rod without those essentials won’t give you the whole story—in fact, it won’t help much at all, kind of like buying a car and kicking the tires when the tires aren’t even on the car.

Most tackle store clerks will be happy to lend you a reel and a lure to put on the rod. Or you can bring your own stuff, which you may have to do if you shop at discount stores or places that don’t specialize in fishing. An important reminder—don’t forget to let the security guard know what you’re doing.

Once you’ve found a rod you like for one kind of bait, stick to the same rod in different lengths and actions for other types of lures. Chris and I use a single series of Shimano rods—kind of like a set of matched golf clubs. That way we have complete control and familiarity in terms of casting and overall balance and feel.

The Reel Story

SELECTING A REEL IS A WHOLE ‘NOTHER STORY. There’s no grabbing reels off a rack and shaking them like people do with rods.

You may base your decision on the strength of advertising or word-of-mouth recommendation, or even because a fishing buddy let you try his new reel and you liked the way it handled. That’s all to the good, but unless you choose a reel in terms of the type of fishing you do, you’ll be wasting your hard-earned money.

For instance, deepwater baitcasting calls for a reel with a big line capacity. Shallow-water fishing requires a reel that casts smoothly and lets lots of line out quickly. Ultralight spinning fishing uses small lures, which means a small reel is appropriate. 

Just like with rods, stick to the same manufacturer and model when buying reels for all your rods. That way whenever you switch rods to go, for instance, from a crankbait to a spinnerbait or a worm, the new reel will feel like the one you just set down. You’ll cast better and more consistently, and that means you’ll fish better.

Playing the Odds

A FRIEND OF MINE—LET’S CALL HIM CHARLIE—WAS spinnerbait fishing on a creek down in Texas one day. He was doing fine, with three fish that may have weighed five or six pounds apiece—a good stringer any day!

Charlie tried a part of the creek bed that had a sandbar right in the middle of where the creek turned. That’s a killer place for fish to hold, which a whole lot of other people also knew. They were sitting on the bank, holding their crappie poles and keeping one eye on Charlie.

He was quite a sight in those parts, with his new Ranger bass boat with its new Mercury motor and Morot Guide trolling motor and Humminbird depth finder. . . . Charlie looked like an advertisement for the Dallas boat show.

Well, Charlie gets a thump on his plastic worm, and the fish is swimming across the sandbar. But Charlie was afraid to set the hook for fear nothing was there and he’d embarrass himself in front of all those people on the bank. So he did nothing, and the bass spit out the worm, and Charlie proceeded to get cranky over missing the fish.

Charlie can’t be much of a gambler, because he didn’t play the odds the right way. Setting the hook would have been a better than fifty-fifty chance that he’d either get or he’d miss that fish.

But the odds of doing nothing were a hundred-to-one in favor of Charlie looking like a fool.

Take a Bow

NOTHING BEATS THE SIGHT OF HOOKING A BIG ‘UN and watching him jump out of the water. It’s a lot of what this game is all about.

But nothing breaks more mono lines than the shock of a fish making that last lunge as he nears the boat. The trick there is to cut him some slack, which you do by dipping your rod tip.

That’s called “bowing to the bass,” with “bowing” pronounced like when you bend at the waist to make your manners. The fish lunges, and you dip your tip till you break his run and not your line. Simple as that.

Ultralight Tackle

EVERY ROD NEEDS THE RIGHT KIND OF REEL AND LINE for maximum effectiveness. That holds especially true when fishing with ultralight tackle.

An ultralight rod needs an ultralight reel that’s built to accommodate light line. Line that’s too heavy rolls off the reel spool too fast, in loops that interfere with even the best efforts for smooth casts. 

There’s another reason too. You can’t effectively present a small lure when the line isn’t proportional to the size of the bait. The deal about ultralight fishing is using real small baits, so because the line’s diameter is critical, keep the line size small too.

Holding a Casting Rod

KNOWING HOW TO CORRECTLY HOLD YOUR ROD AND reel for the retrieve and hookset is an important part of every fisherman’s education. Start by forgetting any ideas about hanging on to the rod by the handle behind or in front of the reel. Just open the hand of your retrieving arm (mine is my left) and place the reel on your palm. That’s it—it’s that simple. Holding the reel in your palm lets you develop more rod speed for the hookset, plus more overall power and control. I have a relatively small hand, so I keep three fingers in front of the rod’s trigger guard. People with bigger hands will probably keep only two fingers there.

Casting Tips

THROWING A BAIT WORKS BETTER IF THE LINE COMES off a baitcasting reel horizontally instead of vertically, so right-handed people should cast a bait reel with the crank handles up (handles down for you lefties).

Always keep your thumb on the spool. That’s where it belongs throughout the cast, resting light enough so that the spool can roll, but with enough pressure to avoid overspinning into a backlash. How much pressure is “enough”? That’s for you to determine. Just make sure your thumb keeps constant contact with the spool.

Good baitcasting reels have adjustable magnetic drag systems or balanced weights that let the spool spin faster or slower. Too fast leads to backlashes, so adjust the system kind of tight until you get the hang of how the reel casts.

Throwing a baitcasting lure comes from the wrist, not from the forearm like in fly-fishing or the shoulder like in surf-casting. Keep your elbow in close to your body, not straight out like you’re signaling for a left turn.

The quickest way to throw your bait a grand total of five feet smack into the water (and end up with the granddaddy of all backlashes too) is by casting it out in a straight line ahead of you. Instead, throw it up and out at about a forty-five-degree angle. And don’t try and heave it as far as you can. If you’ve got to cast seventy-five feet to reach your target, you’re better off moving your boat closer . . . or finding a closer target.


Most people who fish with spinning tackle use either an overhand or a sidearm cast. But before you throw, you’ve got to release the pickup bail. You can do it either manually or with the reel’s trigger if it has one, and then catch the line with your index finger.

Here’s an important deal to know about rewinding a spinning reel. The pickup bail automatically engages when you crank the handle, but it also automatically puts a one-quarter twist in the line. Although that may not seem like much, over the course of a day’s fishing when you make hundreds and hundreds of casts, the twisting ends up bad enough to really cause you some major problems. The simple remedy is to flip the bail yourself by hand. Believe me, you’re going to love me for this tip. 


Underhanded Gives Methe Upper Hand


WHEN IT COMES TO CASTING, I’M UNDERHANDED. NO, I’m not sneaky (although some people might disagree!), I cast with a snap-of-the-wrist underhand motion. That’s because of my belief that the longer you keep your bait in the strike zone, the more fish you’ll catch.

Sidearm and overhand casting require a lot of effort from your arm and shoulder muscles. When those muscles get tired, you can’t keep up your casting speed. That means your bait isn’t in the water as much of the time it could be. The result: fewer chances to catch fish.
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