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This book is dedicated to the memory of Ron Tollefson. He was a friend and a fisherman.


“Give me a fish and feed me for a day. Teach me to fish and feed me for a lifetime.”—An old saying



Preface

This book is an introduction to fishing. Many people want to fish but do not know where to begin. For children and adults the many kinds of tackle, bait, fish, and lures seem to be very confusing. This book answers the basic questions of how to fish and what kind of equipment to use for what kind of fishing. There is information on how to clean and care for your catch and even some basic ways of cooking the fish you keep.

But fishing is not always easy. It can be very frustrating at times, but it is a challenge that can be met by everyone who has patience and the willingness to learn some basic and interesting techniques.

This book covers freshwater fishing in North America. Saltwater fishing is every bit as much fun, but usually different tackle and techniques are used. Because successful fishing in the ocean involves almost entirely different species of fishes and methods of catching them, this small book cannot include this fascinating aspect of angling.

Sports fishing is the most popular form of recreation in the United States today, and thousands more people are beginning to learn it every year. Fishing is popular among everyone, young and old, male and female. In fact, as many girls as boys enjoy it, so when I use the word “fisherman” I really mean everyone. Even many handicapped persons can enjoy fishing. Its popularity lies in the fun of not only the catching of fish but, just as important, in providing the opportunity to get outdoors and enjoy what you see and feel. Some of the best fishing is in beautiful places, like the national parks. However, anywhere you fish you can learn about nature and the wonderful relationships between all animals and plants.

Fishing teaches good sportsmanship, how to get along with other people, and to respect nature and even the very fish you are trying to catch. By taking the time to learn about fish, what they eat, and where they live, you will spend many happy hours discovering a world that may be entirely new to you.
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Introduction

When I was a little boy I used to walk to a nearby lake to go fishing. With a fishing rod in one hand, a can of worms in the other, and a hat to keep the hot sun off my head, I walked quickly in hopes the fish were biting that day. My favorite place was a wide ditch that wound its way through cattails just before entering the lake. Fish liked to swim up into that ditch because there was lots for them to eat there. I would cast my line into the slowly moving water and hope one of those fish would find my bait. Today, many years later, I still can remember the thrill of seeing my bobber jiggle, and begin to float away as an unseen fish tried to eat the worm and swim away with it. I always felt proud when I brought bullhead catfish and carp home for the family to eat.

I also watched wide-eyed as snakes, turtles, birds, and other wild things accepted me as part of their world and went about their business as if I were not there. This was my introduction to biology, a science I have enjoyed all of my life as a biologist and teacher . . . and as a fisherman.

But I also had a lot of problems. I didn’t know how to tie knots that would not come loose, so I lost a lot of fish and hooks. I did not know how to care for the fish I caught, so sometimes they spoiled in the hot sun and could not be eaten. Once when I had a bite, I jerked so hard that I broke my fishing rod right in half because the fish was very big.

When I was growing up there were no books to help young people learn how to fish. That is why I have written this one. By now I have fished in many parts of the world for many kinds of fish. But the basic techniques I use today are the same ones I learned at the beginning. Because I did not have much help from experienced fishermen, it took me a long time to learn. I hope this book will help you to learn faster how to catch fish than I did. But part of the fun is discovering new ways for yourself. You will continue to do this all of your life, and have a wonderful hobby that will not only feed you but give you much pleasure.

Gerald D. Schmidt

Greeley, Colorado

August 1990
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Figure 1-1. Names of the outside parts of a fish
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Fish in Ponds and Lakes

1. Kinds of Fish

There are over 80,000 kinds of fish in the world. Most live in the oceans, but a great many are found in the United States and along its ocean shores. We cannot discuss all of these, because most are small species of no interest to the fisherman. Even among those kinds of fish that offer sport and food to fisherman, only a few of the most common and available species will be discussed in this book. These fish are the ones most beginning fishermen are likely to catch. The basic parts of the outside of the fish are shown in figure 1-1.

Some of these fish are not considered very great prizes by some anglers, while others are highly treasured. And yet, what pleases each fisherman is what is important.

Most kinds of fish prefer to live only in certain kinds of water, while others may be found in several locations. It is important for the fisherman to know where each kind of fish is most likely to be found. For example, we would not expect to catch a sunfish off a pier in the ocean or a shark in a farm pond! Now I will tell you about several kinds of fish that are popular in the United States. Others may exist where you live.

Sunfish. There are many kinds of sunfish, such as bluegill (fig. 1-2), pumpkinseed, green, and orange-eared sunfish. Most are found only in fresh water, although some are found in slightly salty water, such as the Chesapeake Bay. These short, flat fish are eager biters, fun to catch, and delicious to eat. They can be caught on many kinds of bait, flies, and lures.

Crappie. This silvery, big-mouthed fish (fig. 1-3) is a friend to fishermen throughout the freshwaters of North America. When you can find them, they are eager eaters, so are easy to catch. Not much larger than sunfish, they are easy to clean and are great to eat.

Freshwater bass. Large-mouth (fig. 1-4) and small-mouth (fig. 1-5) black bass actually are big sunfish. They are much harder to catch than the smaller species, so they are considered real gamefish. They mostly eat smaller fish, frogs, and crayfish. To catch them, the angler must use larger, more active baits or lures.
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Figure 1-2. Bluegill sunfish
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Figure 1-3. Crappie
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Figure 1-4. Large mouth bass
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Figure 1-5. Small mouth bass
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Figure 1-6. Bullhead catfish
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Figure 1-7. Yellow perch
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Figure 1-8. Walleye
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Figure 1-9. Carp
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Figure 1-10. Sucker
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Figure 1-11. Northern pike
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Figure 1-12. Chain pickerel
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Figure 1-13. Musky
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Figure 1-14. Rainbow trout
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Figure 1-15. Brown trout
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Figure 1-16. Cutthroat trout
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Figure 1-17. Brook trout

Catfish. Like the sunfishes, there are many kinds of catfishes (fig. 1-6). All of them are easily recognized by their lack of scales and by their flat heads with long “whiskers” hanging down. These whiskers, or “barbels,” are covered with taste buds that help them find food in muddy water. The most common kinds of catfishes are bullhead, channel, blue, and flat-head. Bullheads are the most common of all catfish. They are small, seldom reaching a pound in weight, but they are very easy to catch with bait, such as worms. Catfish are difficult to clean. They must be skinned before cooking. Be cautious: the two spines on the pectoral fins and the one on the dorsal fin are very sharp and are poisonous enough to cause pain for several minutes or hours.

Perch. Many people believe that the perches (fig. 1-7) are the best North American fish to eat. While there are several species, only two—the yellow perch and the walleye—are of great importance to angling. Yellow perch are found from coast to coast in lakes and some rivers. Usually they group together in large numbers, or “schools.” When the fisherman finds a school of yellow perch, he may be able to catch a large number in a short time. They prefer to eat small fish, so minnows are usually the best bait for them. A yellow perch that reaches a pound in weight is considered very large. But a giant relative is found in many parts of the United States. This is the walleye (fig. 1-8), often called walleye pike. It’s not a true pike, but the name has stuck. Unlike the yellow perch, which has vertical, black bands on its body, the walleye has a slightly speckled green color and its eyes are milky white. Walleyes are much harder to catch than yellow perch. Both species have sharp spines on their fins and are hard to scale. Skinning is the best technique but takes some practice. Perch have a sharp spine on each operculum that can cut a careless finger, so be careful.

Carp and suckers. Carp are native to Europe and are found in most of the world (fig. 1-9). They are abundant in most waters of North America. Closely related to goldfish, there is only one main species in the United States, although some individuals of this species have few scales while others are totally covered with scales. Although most people think carp are dumb, actually they are rather hard to catch in clear water because of their excellent eyesight. They are one of the most important food fish in the world because they grow to a large size in a short time. Carp have small barbels on each side of their mouth, somewhat like catfish.

Suckers. There are many kinds of suckers (fig. 1-10), but they are also not appreciated by most fishermen. First of all, they are a little funny-looking. They feed on bottom-dwelling organisms and are usually caught by bait fishermen who may become angry because they thought they had hooked a huge trout, or because they have a hard time prying the hook out of the tough mouth of the sucker. Suckers are found mostly in North America in lakes and rivers.

Both carp and suckers are very good to eat, if they are caught in unpolluted waters. They can be cooked in many ways, but care must be taken while eating them, for they have many forked bones between the flakes of tasty, white flesh.

The pikes. Pikes are not found in all of the United States. Mostly they are in northern waters, but they have been successfully introduced into cold waters farther south. They are fierce predators on other species of fish. Most common is the northern pike (fig. 1-11), a fish that looks like and behaves like the barracuda of the tropical oceans. Its mouth has many large, sharp teeth that it uses to welcome in any kind of smaller fish. Because it is greedy and will eat almost any kind of fish that is smaller than it is, usually it is not hard to catch. Or at least to hook—once you have one on your line, hang on!

The pickerel. This fish is a smaller version of the northern pike (fig. 1-12). Its habits and feeding preferences are the same as its bigger cousin, but because it does not grow very large it is not considered to be an important gamefish.
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