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  Big, small, or somewhere in between, few fish have accounted for more smiles than the smallmouth bass. Here author and educator Dave Whitlock takes a topwater fish from a shallow riffle. Riffles add oxygen to a river system and nourish many populations of aquatic insects, which in turn nourish bass as they grow in size and move up the food chain. DAVE WHITLOCK




  Foreword




  I caught my first smallmouth bass on a fly when I was just twelve years old. I was standing in a beautiful, clear, spring-fed stream in the lovely, northeastern Oklahoma Ozarks. That experience started a seventy-year love affair with these wonderful, red-eyed, tiger-striped torpedoes. To this day they are still my most favorite fish to catch on a fly. Over the years I have sought these hard-fighting fish in many, many waters across North America and have never been disappointed.




  Often these encounters have come about as a result of my professional fly-fishing travel activities for fly-fishing clubs, fly shops, and expos. In fact, Emily and I were engaged in just such activities when we first visited Tim Landwehr’s fly shop—Tight Lines—in De Pere, Wisconsin. Little did I suspect that it would be so significant in enhancing my life’s devotion and pleasure for smallmouth!




  After our shop appearance Tim asked if we’d like to spend part of the next day fly fishing with him on his local waters—trout or bass, our choice. We eagerly accepted his invitation, and when we chose the smallmouth river his eyed suddenly widened and a big smile of approval and delight came over his face. “Good choice! I’ll float you down my favorite river—the smallmouth are outta-sight there!”




  And they were! What a fantastic experience—drifting down this incredibly beautiful river with smallmouth soul mates, Tim and Emily. There seemed to be a big, full-bodied smallmouth in every spot that we cast our poppers, crayfish, and streamers. Emily and I were in heaven! It was very obvious that this clean-cut, handsome young man “got it” when it came to knowing, respecting, and loving smallmouth and how special they are. Many times since that afternoon, we have joined Tim and his guides, building a rich base of knowledge of fly fishing for smallmouth bass. After several thousand trips down most of the upper Midwest’s prime smallmouth rivers, Tim and his brilliant staff have pooled their extensive experience and understanding with that of their clients, fishery biologists, and the published works of other smallmouth addicts like myself and created this book, a book that is truly a definitive smallmouth treatise that elevates smallmouth to the prestige they deserve and, in my opinion, a book destined to become a classic.




  When I began to review this manuscript, my expectations were pretty high, but just a couple of chapters into it I realized that this was no ordinary manuscript. It has actually exceeded my expectations and has significantly enhanced my seventy years of fly-fishing experience for these wonderful creatures. With each new chapter and topic, I found myself thinking how very fortunate readers of this book will be. Tim, Dave, and their team masterfully use many true-experience anecdotes to emphasize smallmouth facts and theories, clarify the text, and entertain us. Add to this the photos and diagrams that are superbly rendered to fully visualize the text.




  Truly this book is a master golden key to unlock and open the world of smallmouth at the highest level of fly-fishing literature. Tim and Dave set the bar at its highest mark to show their ultimate respect and admiration for smallmouth by never killing smallmouth to photograph or mount. They also do not fish to beds or spawners. Their guiding equipment is the best—always clean and in perfect working order—as are the guides.
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  Wet-wading for smallmouth provides heat relief for anglers, but that’s not all. Solar heat activates a variety of winged food items, such as dragonflies. Warm weather also increases a bass’s metabolism. Put the two together and what do you get? Comfortable fishing and steady topwater action, as Emily Whitlock demonstrates with this healthy adult smallmouth. DAVE WHITLOCK
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  For boat angling, a long-handled net with a wide, deep basket is an essential tool of the trade. Smallmouth are notorious jumpers and hook-throwers, so the sooner you can get them into the net, the better. A good net also reduces the amount of time a fish needs to be played before landing. Along with tackle properly fitted to the fish, appropriate landing tools ensure that fish are released with a minimum of lactic acid buildup, which in high doses can be toxic. DAVE WHITLOCK




  Smallmouth have earned my love by always being relentlessly strong, nearly tireless fighters that use every square inch of water, structure, and even air to defeat us. They’re like Jack Russells—even the small ones don’t know they are small. And, despite our abuses of their environments, climate change, and increasing angling pressure, they are on the increase. Unfortunately many other species, because of these same reasons, are declining and must be stocked to keep up populations. The majority of trout in the United States are stocked, while 99 percent of smallmouth are indigenous or introduced, self-reproducing fish. Just take a minute to make eye contact with the red-eyed, wild glare of the next smallmouth you catch and you’ll get the message. Just one more thing: I must admit that I’ve met with defeat from large smallmouth more than any other species of fish I’ve hooked fly fishing.




  There’s no doubt in my mind that Tim and Dave’s book will initiate a new era for smallmouth bass and smallmouth bass fly fishers.




  Dave Whitlock
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  Anglers Ben Lubchansky (left) and Kyle Zempel (right) are halfway to a double-header on the Wisconsin River. Note the position of Kyle’s line hand—so far from his reel it’s almost behind him. The key to staying stuck to a freshly hooked bass is to perform several long strips that take your hand past your waist. Short strips will simply not gather enough line to keep up with a stuck fish that decides to charge the boat. ERIC CHRISTENSEN




  CHAPTER 1




  Introduction




  The other day Dave was preparing for a smallmouth trip when a friend from the other side of the Atlantic shot him a message.




  “What are you up to?”




  “Getting ready to hit the water.”




  “For what?”




  “Smallmouth bass.”




  Even though Dave’s friend was an avid angler, being a European he had no idea what a smallmouth was. “Can you describe it for me?” he asked. Dave thought long and hard and spent several minutes describing the fish to the best of his ability.




  “So, a smallmouth is like a pike,” his friend said.
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  While a big smallmouth may eat a surface bug or even crayfish daintily, all subtlety goes out the window when the fight begins. By tucking the fighting butt of his rod against his torso, this angler is able to keep leverage on the fish during the last few crucial moments of the fight. NATE SIPPLE




  “Not really,” Dave explained. “They only really grow to four or five pounds, which is probably good because if they grew to twenty or thirty pounds no one would ever land one. They’re also a structure-oriented fish, thriving in current and feeding on seams.”




  “Ah, so it’s like a trout.”




  “No again. Smallmouth are definitely more opportunistic than selective. And, furthermore, a bass’s reasons for eating and refusing flies are a good deal different from a brown trout’s.”




  This comparison of species went on for some time, until they’d exhausted the game fish of Europe. Dave thought his friend was frustrated by having nothing in his home waters to compare to the smallmouth bass. But his friend’s reaction was very different.




  “It sounds like the perfect fish for anglers,” he said.




  Dave smiled and quoted Dr. James Henshall, the bass’s first unapologetic devotee: “Pound for pound and inch for inch it’s the gamest fish that swims.”




  This book is built on the belief that the smallmouth bass is, indeed, a perfect fish for anglers, in all the ways Dave’s friend observed and so many more. First off, it occupies a variety of riparian environments, north and south, east and west, rural and urban. This accessibility means a lot of current and potential fly anglers live near quality smallmouth water.




  Second, the smallmouth is a fish whose arrow of fortune is pointing decidedly upward. Habitat improvement and an embrace of ethical fishing practices that leave spawning fish to reproduce in peace have contributed to some fantastic smallmouth conditions in rivers across the country.




  Third, and perhaps most interestingly, the practice of smallmouth fishing makes use of the widest possible set of fly-fishing tools and skills. To be a true master of the sport, you’ll need to acquire the complete fly-fishing tool kit: from the delicate presentation casts of dry-fly trout fishing to the vision, accuracy, and adjustment of hunting the saltwater flats—and everything in between. It’s this fact that makes smallmouth fishing such an exciting game, and it’s also this fact that makes this such a necessary book.




  How This Book Came About




  It’s impossible to tell the story of this book without telling the story of Tight Lines Fly Shop. In 2001 Tim quit his job at a bank in De Pere, Wisconsin, and opened a fly shop, very much against the warnings (and a few failed interventions) of friends and family. It was, like most any fly shop in the country at that time, totally trout oriented, even though Tim and his fishing partners fished mostly for smallmouth when they had a day to themselves. And Tim’s shop might still be that way to this day—serving up trout paraphernalia to customers while smallmouth fishing during private time—if not for one very particular day on the water.




  “I was just sitting around when I got a call from a good friend, a pure trout angler,” Tim explained. “He wanted to go fishing—trout fishing of course. But I wanted to do something different that day. The truth is, I loved smallmouth but was afraid to talk about it. It was like this dirty secret. But that day, talking to my friend on the phone, I decided I was tired of keeping it hidden: I knew we had this amazing fishery and that smallmouth were an amazing fish. But I also knew my friend was a pure trout guy, at a time when fly fishing was 99.9 percent pure trout guys. But for some reason I decided to take the risk.”




  Tim’s friend didn’t like the idea at first. “Tell me again why we’re going smallmouth fishing?” he asked as they backed the boat into the river. But he went along with the plan, tying on a large frog-imitating popper. They’d only gotten a few yards downstream of the launch when an eighteen-inch fish came up, inhaled the bug, and proceeded to go airborne five times before coming to hand.




  The day turned out to be one of the most epic days of topwater fishing ever. Tim watched his friend catch fish after fish. By the end of the day, Tim’s trout-angler friend turned to him and said, “This is the best day of fishing I’ve ever had in my entire life.”
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  Epic days are not only for the middle of summer. Here Tim Landwehr hoists two large pre-spawn bass caught within seconds of each other. Find one cold-water bass and you have likely found many more. Savvy anglers will drop anchor and explore the lie with a variety of presentation techniques and angles before moving on. NATE SIPPLE




  Tim, for his part, was surprised. In his best-case scenario, he was simply hoping his trout-centric friend wouldn’t hate him for being forced to fish smallmouth. He certainly didn’t expect the kind of enthusiasm he was now seeing. And so Tim looked at him point-blank and asked, “Do you think people would pay to fish smallmouth?”




  Fifteen years, thousands of floats, and many more thousands of happy clients later, the answer is a resounding, wall-shaking yes.




  The Evolution of Our Principles, Tactics, and Techniques




  Early in his smallmouth guiding career, Tim gave a talk to a group of Chicago anglers on tactics and techniques for catching river bass. The title of his talk? “The Green Trout.” As you might imagine, in his talk Tim advocated for a trout-centric approach to the bass. Now, fifteen years later, he shakes his head in embarrassment at how little he knew and how wrong he was.




  Of course, Tim was not alone in treating the smallmouth bass like a warm-water trout. It was really the only approach anyone had going at the time. In the early days of smallmouth bass fishing, there wasn’t much of a template to go off of, and much of the theory and practice of smallmouth fishing came from the trout world. Even progressive smallmouth anglers like Tim and his cousin Bart fished with trout tactics, and not even terribly modern trout tactics either—after all, Kelly Galloup’s Modern Streamers for Trophy Trout would not come out until well into their guiding program’s maturity. So instead of throwing Sex Dungeons, they dead-drifted hellgrammites. Instead of working Murdich Minnows, they fished Woolly Buggers. In between, there was a lot of dry fly fishing—with Adamses. There was also some largemouth bass influence, too, that came in the form of massive hair bugs and whatever else came in those packages of eight flies from the big-box stores.




  In addition to the primitive flies and presentations, knowledge of where smallmouth were to be found in a river was also hopelessly simplistic. In those days, smallmouth anglers basically drifted down the middle of the river and threw poppers to the banks. Not a few feet from the bank but right on the bank. Now we know that the bank, or the “first shelf,” as we often refer to it in this book, is only one of many smallmouth microhabitats.




  And microhabits are not the only thing. We now know so much more about so many aspect of smallmouth life and behavior.




  Through the proliferation of new smallmouth fly designs and lines, new worlds of understanding have emerged. From early innovators like Dave Whitlock, Lefty Kreh, and Bob Clouser to modern guys like Blane Chocklett, Mike Schultz, and the authors of this book, fly anglers have come a tremendously long way in understanding the bass. Over the years we’ve looked far outside the box to develop new approaches. We’ve looked to and learned from gear anglers. We’ve adopted relevant saltwater practices. In doing so, we have advanced light-years in our understanding of how, when, where, and why a bass moves to a fly. We now know that the smallmouth bass is a very particular type of opportunist, with a psychology all its own. And so this book attempts to take all of the discoveries of the past fifteen years in the sprawling tannined laboratories of northern Wisconsin and put them into a system that will help anglers at any stage of their fly-fishing practice catch more and bigger bass.
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  Smallmouth are street brawlers deserving of a respectful release. After doing battle, face a fish upstream into slow-flowing current while supporting its body weight with your hand. Resuscitation may take longer on hotter days, when levels of dissolved oxygen are lower. KYLE ZEMPEL




  It’s true that you can take a simple approach to smallmouth bass fishing and have some success with it. But the true beauty of the sport, and the reason for this book, is that you can be much, much more successful by understanding the finer details of the smallmouth game. No matter where you are in your smallmouth fishing career, there are things you can learn from this book. Just ask Lefty Kreh.




  One day Tim had Lefty and Lefty’s friend Jim in the boat. Jim was fishing wigglies all day and doing very well. But Lefty refused to give the wiggly a try and spent the day rotating through big poppers, Deceivers, and Half-and-Halfs. The results of his efforts were just a scant few fish. Lefty could not believe that Jim’s fly, which looked essentially like a bluegill spider, could possibly work better than a big foam popper. And yet Jim outfished him all through the afternoon.




  Toward the end of the day, Tim saw three fish on a sand flat, right on the edge of a weed line. The water was calm and shallow, and even Lefty could see that it was no time for a big fly. “Throw the wiggly,” Tim told Jim. The first fish came up, looked at the fly, tipped up on it but then slid back and didn’t eat. Tim tied on another wiggly, and this time a second fish came up and performed the same type of lazy refusal. Finally, Tim put on an articulated damselfly patterns and punched that out. The fly slid down over the flat, and without hesitation a nineteen-inch fish came up and sipped it in like a cutthroat. After the fish was landed, Lefty looked at his guide and said, “Timmy, you are one smallmouth bass catching son-of-a-bitch.” It was the best compliment Tim had ever gotten in his entire fishing life.




  We’ll add one last anecdote that demonstrates just how much fun a good day of smallmouth bass fishing can be. One day back in the late 1990s, the Tight Lines crew was hosting a client whose name will go unmentioned here. Suffice it to say he had founded a very successful company and was exceedingly well-to-do, but at the age of eighty-eight he was in such poor health that he required an oxygen tank and a nurse with him at all times—including on the drift boat. Despite these obstacles, his guide was surprised to note that his casting stroke was actually quite decent. Shortly after launching, this elderly client was thick into fish, smiling, laughing, and looking less and less frail by the minute. It was shaping up to be not just a good day but a spectacular one when around noon his nurse leaned over to the rower and whispered, “Are we almost done?”




  The rower was confused by the question and shook his head. “Only half done,” he said. “We’ve got four more hours to the takeout.”
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  Controlling your loop at distance is key to being a successful flats angler. In the image below, Tim Landwehr prepares to lay a small baitfish pattern at the back of a shallow flat. By landing the fly softly and twitching it immediately, Tim has a good chance of goading any nearby fish into eating—not fleeing. MICHAEL LESCHISIN




  The nurse’s face went white. “We don’t have four hours of oxygen.”




  What transpired next was a feat of rowing the likes of which the rivers of the Midwest had never seen. Huffing it to high heaven, the boat made the launch in two hours, where an ambulance was waiting. No sooner had the boat breached the bank than the EMTs were lifting the gasping client out of the boat. Apparently his oxygen requirements had been estimated according to a normal day of living, not one in which smallmouth in the eighteen- to twenty-inch class were slamming bugs on the surface all day long.




  In roughly thirty seconds both the client and his nurse were gone, the ambulance raising a plume of dust in the forest.




  “Well,” Tim said. “I guess that’s the last we’ll see of him.”




  Only it wasn’t: The next morning he and his nurse were waiting dutifully outside the hotel. By the time the boat launched, it was loaded with so many oxygen tanks it looked like a Jacques Cousteau expedition.




  The takeaway? Smallmouth are worth giving it your all.




  Meet the Authors




  Though Dave and Tim are listed as the primary authors, this book has been very much a team effort. Whenever you hear the word “we,” you might think of it as a Greek chorus of smallmouth junkies with tens of thousands of river hours to their credit, on rivers large and small, clear and stained, tricklingly low and frighteningly blown out, their banks sometimes crusted with snow, other times burnt crisp by the August sun.




  Writer and photographer DAVE KARCZYNSKI is a regular contributor to Outdoor Life, Fly Rod & Reel, The Drake, MidCurrent.com, and many other publications. A Robert Traver Award winner and writing instructor at the University of Michigan, Dave’s love of words and water is his driving passion. His pursuit of the small-mouth bass goes back to his teenage years, when the discovery of the awesome nature of Micropterus dolomieu transformed him from a casual angler into a committed one. He lives in Ann Arbor, Michigan.
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  Writer and coauthor Dave Karczynski. DAVE KARCZYNSKI




  TIM LANDWEHR owns and operates Tight Lines Fly Shop in De Pere, Wisconsin. Tim has been guiding for smallmouth bass for the majority of his adult life in the cradle of smallmouth civilization: the brawling freestoners of northern Wisconsin. He has been featured on ESPN Outdoors, Fly Fisherman magazine, Gray's Sporting Journal, Catch Magazine, the Fly Fishing Film Tour, Badger Sportsman, Eastern Fly Fishing, Sporting Classics, and has hosted the Midwest Sportsman television program. Tim has had the privilege to fish with some of the greats of the sport and has guided fly-fishing legends Dave Whitlock and Lefty Kreh on a number of occasions. Tim’s vast knowledge of smallmouth has been earned from thousands of guided trips down his favorite smallmouth rivers. He lives in De Pere, Wisconsin.
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  Guide, Tight Lines Fly Shop founder, and coauthor Tim Landwehr. NATE SIPPLE




  BART LANDWEHR was born and raised in proximity to the best smallmouth water in the world. He grew up with a love of all things outdoors—fishing in particular. After trading in conventional tackle for a fly rod in his teens, Bart immersed himself in the world of fly fishing, and since then he has fished for just about every freshwater species that will eat a fly. His guiding career started in the Rocky Mountains, but his love of rivers and the smallmouth bass ultimately brought him back home to northern Wisconsin. Now heading into his sixteenth season as a smallmouth river guide, Bart has earned a deep understanding of the species from between the oars. He is recognized in the industry as an innovative fly tier, excellent teacher, and all-around fun guy to spend time with on the river. He currently resides in Green Bay, Wisconsin.
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  Guide Bart Landwehr. MICHAEL LESCHISIN




  NATE SIPPLE has just entered his eleventh year of guiding the rivers of northern Wisconsin. He averages 140 days per year on the water in exclusive pursuit of smallmouth bass. All this time and experience has given him a wealth of knowledge that benefits himself and his clients on a daily basis. His deep understanding of the smallmouth as a species gives him absolute confidence in being able to find them in any river environment, any time of year. He lives in Shawano, Wisconsin.
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  Guide Nate Sipple. NATE SIPPLE




  CHARLIE PIETTE is the longtime manager of Tight Lines Fly Fishing Co. in De Pere, Wisconsin. He began his life in the fly industry as a nineteen-year-old college sophomore and never left. More than a dozen years later, he now has a completely unused Masters of Environmental Science and Policy (with associated debt), a drift boat, and a collection of tying materials that would rival many fly shops! Despite widely varied fishing addictions, Charlie is proud to call Wisconsin home. As a guide, he pursues the premier seasonal bounties in the land of beer and cheese: river smallmouth bass and Driftless-area trout. Outside of the guide season, Charlie hosts destination travel in the United States and abroad. When not on the water, he is most likely found at Tight Lines, where he continues to share his enthusiasm for the sport with others by coordinating destination travel and teaching fly-fishing and fly-tying schools. Charlie’s fly-tying videos for Tight Line’s Fly Shop’s YouTube channel have been viewed by more than three hundred thousand anglers.
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  Guide Charlie Piette. NATE SIPPLE




  Also, because smallmouth fishing takes place in a wide variety of different habitats, each with different microclimates and geological eccentricities, we have included a substantial sampling of other voices from yesterday’s and today’s best Micropterus hunters. You’ll find their wisdom at the end of the book in the chapter entitled “Other Voices.”




  Last, we feel it’s essential to acknowledge the authors that preceded us. The first true work on fly fishing for bass was the Book of the Black Bass, written by James A. Henshall, first published in Cincinnati in 1881 by Robert Clarke & Co. Since that time Harry Murray, Tim Holchslag, Dave Whitlock, Bob Clouser, Lefty Kreh, and others have written fantastic and ground breaking books on smallmouth. We are indebted to all of these authors and their amazing work.




  How to Use This Book




  Our philosophy in writing this book has been to encourage anglers to start thinking about their flies not as general foodstuffs, but as presentation technologies. Simply put, different fly designs allow you to cover water at different depths and speeds, and with different actions and profiles. For this reason, we’ve broken the water column into three meat-and-potato chapters, each dedicated to attacking one portion of the water column, from the top to the middle to the bottom. One happy by-product of this systematic, fly-centric approach is that it will help you become not only a better and more thoughtful smallmouth angler, but a more deliberate and effective angler in general.




  There is one other way in which this book differs from other technical fly-fishing books. One regards recommended tackle—rods, reels, lines, and the like. You’ll see that instead of lumping it all together in one chapter, we’ve elected to situate tackle discussions alongside conversations about different column-specific flies and presentations. We like to get as detailed as possible when talking about lines, rods, and riggings, so locating these discussions alongside actual presentation instruction just makes more sense to us.
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  This angler demonstrates the right angle for a topwater hook set: straight up. Strip setting or even setting to the side can result in the fly being pulled out of a fish’s partly open mouth. KYLE ZEMPEL




  CHAPTER 2




  Rivers and Seasons




  The best smallmouth bass water exists in something of a Goldilocks state. Current speed is typically moderate—not as fast as a trout stream but not as slow as a largemouth bass and catfish river. Smallmouth rivers are likewise not too shallow and not too deep, which make them amenable to boat anglers and wading anglers alike. Perhaps best of all, smallmouth rivers are also in the sweet spot in terms of temperature—warm enough to wet-wade through for the bulk of the season but cool enough to provide a blast of refreshment when the thermometer heads north of ninety degrees. The temperate nature of smallmouth rivers means that, for the majority of the season, very little is required in terms of specialty attire: A pair of shorts and some wet-wading shoes will do for gear, with sunblock generally a more useful tool than chest waders—just one more reason smallmouth bass truly are “the angler’s fish.”




  The smallmouth bass’s liberal habitat requirements mean you can find excellent smallmouth fishing in a wide variety of areas, from roaring northern freestoners coursing through canyons of white pine, to pastoral rivers meandering through farm country, to suburban rivers flowing past backyards, patios, and municipal parks.
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  Understanding the way smallmouth bass relate to shelves is essential to successful fishing. Here the drift boat sits on the first shelf as the angler in the rear of the boat swings a baitfish pattern across the second shelf. Focus on the second, deeper shelf when shallow water and bright light conditions make the first shelf too dangerous a hunting ground for smallmouth. NATE SIPPLE




  But geology and human development along the riparian corridor affect not only the scenery of a river but also the river’s size, flow, color, and fundamental structure. Some rivers, such as Flambeau, Chippewa, and Menominee of northern Wisconsin, are large, swift, and wide, with plenty of rock ledges and boulder fields. At their clearest, these rivers have the color of weak tea, the product of tannins in the surrounding soil. Other rivers, such as Michigan’s Muskegon, Au Sable, and Huron Rivers, feature sand bottoms and clearer water. These differences play key roles in determining how small-mouth in a given river system eat and behave. That said, for the purposes of understanding how to approach smallmouth bass—where to find them, what flies to select and how to present them—the most valuable feature of a given piece of water is the structural orientation of the river corridor.




  Throughout this book we’ll be thinking about smallmouth rivers (and beats of rivers) as x-axis or y-axis systems. We’ll call y-axis water those straighter channels with long primary and secondary shelves running in a line more or less parallel to shore or the path of a boat. As a rule larger rivers tend to have more y-axis water, as do rivers flowing through corridors of hard rock and shale. X-axis water, on the other hand, are those windier rivers or beats of rivers with curving channels, irregular holes, and wood debris stacked up at river bends. On x-axis water, structure is more likely to fall along a line perpendicular to shore and a boat’s path. Smaller rivers and those coursing through softer sediment tend to have more x-axis water than the above-mentioned rivers.




  Our focus on structural orientation is particularly important given the fly-focused nature of this book. Simply put, an y-axis or x-axis river will affect presentation recommendations. To provide a basic, if slightly exaggerated, illustration, the below diagram demonstrates two different rivers. With fish in the second image relating to y-axis structure, the most effective means of presentation might involve a fly that can be drifted with the current along the primary or secondary shelf; a surface fly dead-drifted from a moving drift boat would be the quintessential y-axis presentation. The first image, however, shows us a different situation. Here, a dead-drift along a shelf becomes inefficient, impractical, and, because of the exposed timber, impossible. Here, a baitfish pattern fished aggressively back to the boat would represent the quintessential x-axis presentation. Recognizing the major structural features of your river will help you plan a day’s float or wade and approach water most systematically and efficiently.
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  The beat of water on the left is classic x-axis water. With irregular holes and irregular obstructions, presentations like baitfish patterns that move steadily back to the boat are the best bet. The beat of water on the right is classic y-axis water. The most efficient presentations will both with those flies that can be dead-drifted, wafted with the current, or bumped downstream along the bottom. DAVE KARCZYNSKI




  Bass Movement Throughout the Seasons




  With minor variations between different types of watersheds, the general movement of smallmouth bass throughout the year is one of cold-water compression and warm-water expansion. Depending on your river system, small-mouth might move anywhere from a few hundred yards to a few dozen miles between winter and summer habitat. Let’s look a little more specifically at how smallmouth respond to changes in water temperatures and water flows throughout the year.




  PRE-SPAWN




  It’s true that the odd smallmouth bass is caught by walleye anglers very early and very late in the season when water temperatures are in the thirties. However, it’s typically not until water temperatures move into the upper forties that bass can be effectively presented to with a fly and fly rod. And while bass can be targeted at that time, it’s usually not until water temperatures get closer to the fifty-degree mark that bass metabolism revs up enough to make for consistent quality fishing with a fly rod.




  If you live in a state with a closed bass season, the activity of bass on the opener will vary by year: Sometimes fish will be very active prior to the start of the season and you can hit the ground running. Other times the season will begin with snow on the banks, cold temperatures, and very lethargic fish. Whatever the case, it’s important to remember that our human concept of a fishing “season” doesn’t always correlate with a bass’s. A preternaturally warm week of weather in March may make for good days of fishing far ahead of schedule. Likewise, a patch of belated winter weather in May could put a serious damper on your first serious smallmouth outing of the year.




  In the early season, water temperature is far and away the most important factor for smallmouth success, and it can be worth thinking about how to put yourself on the warmest water possible. Begin by asking yourself this: What part of a given river system should I fish?




  Any trout angler knows that rivers typically gain temperature the farther they get from their headwaters. Downstream stretches tend to be naturally warmer. The current is slower and the substrate is siltier, creating more particulate matter in the water to absorb the sun’s energy. But there are other factors to take into consideration as well. One is the presence and location of major ice buildup on your watershed. In the smallmouth bass’s northernmost range, ice can remain on backwaters, feeder lakes, and dam impoundments well into the fishing season. Early season smallmouth anglers should stay away from heavy concentrations of ice, which will leech cold water into the system even (and especially) on warmer days.




  [image: image]




  High spring water and cool temps reward anglers who understand the thermal patterns of their river system. This fish came from the mouth of a shallow tributary that gained solar heat as it coursed through sun-drenched farmland. In the early season, even a difference of a few degrees can have a huge impact on fish behavior and aggression. HEIDI OBERSTADT




  Tributaries are another important factor in our hunt for the warmest possible early season water. The temperatures of tributaries can vary a good deal, so make a point to learn how each inflow into your system compares to the temperature of the main branch. We recommend doing this twice a year, once in the early season and once again midsummer, since feeder creeks may not always provide a temperature advantage. A thermally regulated spring-fed feeder creek might be a fish magnet in the spring when the main river is just waking up, but if it stays temperate year-round, in July it might just become a too-cool smallmouth desert. The moral of the story is to get to know the temperatures on the tributaries of the river system you fish. Some will hold fish year-round, while others will primarily be important during early and late in the season.




  Another thing to pay attention to is sunlight. At any given moment one side of the river is receiving more sunlight than the other, and there will be a resulting bump in temperature there. For that reason, we advocate focusing your attention on the sunny side of the bank, especially on larger rivers where working both sides of the boat might be difficult. The sunny side of the river will always be a degree or two warmer than the other side, and in the early season that single degree can make a huge difference on fish activity.
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  Preferred early season fly colors will vary according to your watershed and its fishing pressure and available prey items. Devote some time in the early season to experimenting with unnatural vs. natural colors, as well as different flash quantities. No two river systems are alike, and you may be surprised by how fish preferences vary. LUKE KAVAJECZ




  The last temperature-related factor to take into consideration early and late in the year is time of day. Spring and fall are not the time to fish extra early or extra late. On any given day a river’s temperature rises, but it’s during the early part of the season that a rise in temperatures can make or break an outing. For that reason you should definitely prioritize the warmest part of the day—those hours between noon and four o’clock in the afternoon. Spring fishing is often characterized by a flurry of fish activity during peak temps, so you definitely want to be in position to fish quality water when that bite window opens up.




  It’s often said that in the early part of the year, 95 percent of the fish are in 5 percent of the water. Whether the ratio is 90:10 or 85:15, the fact of the matter is that fish are not spread out throughout the system in the same way they’ll be in just a few more weeks’ time. This means that it’s all too easy for an uninformed angler to make a day’s worth of quality presentations to water that simply does not hold bass. If you’re fishing for early season bass the same way you fish for summer bass, you’re doing it wrong. You need a totally different mind-set for early season fish. As Tim likes to say, “In the summer I fish all the spots I’d never touch in the spring. And in the spring I fish all the spots I never touch in the summer.”




  But what exactly is “quality early season water” anyways? There are two basic qualities that need to be present in early season smallmouth water: depth and softness. Let’s start by talking about that softness. Soft, slow current is where smallmouth bass can stage in preparation for spring without expending too much energy. We are basically looking for the softest water we can find that still has some proximity to the main flow of the river. And while slow is good, “not moving” can be even better. Think coves, the slowest parts of larger eddy systems, pools behind larger deadfalls or wingdams, railroad trestles, bridge crossings, and, of course, dams.




  But soft water alone does not make for good early season holding water. It also needs to be deep. How deep? That depends on your river. Early season water should be a good deal deeper than what is average for your river, and the best early season holding water will be a deeper hole on a beat of river with plenty of other deeper holes. On some watersheds, four to five feet may suffice. On others, fish will hold at ten to twelve feet (once we get much deeper than fifteen feet, these fish become difficult if not impossible to apprehend with a fly rod).
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