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PREFACE


Most books written on catching bass deal with selecting proper tackle, finding structure, and then, trying to catch bass regardless of whether or not they are feeding. Submerged structure is important, as is good quality equipment to handle the fish an angler catches. But, the most important key to catching several good bass is finding them in a feeding mood.


This book is written on the basic assumption that bass do feed to survive and grow, and that it is easier to catch a feeding fish than one that is not. I feel that knowing where the bass forage exists will give me a chance at finding more bass.


I have tried to explain where the predominant forage of the black bass can be found, why it is there, and how the angler can be successful in catching a few bass from that area. In this book, I have considered most of the major foods of the freshwater bass. The diet of a bass depends largely on his environment. He is adaptable to that particular habitat where he lives.


Bass will eat about anything, and knowing the whereabouts of the major bass forage in specific waters is the beginning of successful angling. This book should be a learning experience for the amateur and the professional. Hopefully, it will create in the angler, an awareness of forage and of the response of their predator, the bass.


A stomach content analysis may reveal the forage and the angler knows where he caught the bass. This book attempts to pattern the feeding activity and improve the catch.





THE AUTHOR AND HIS BOOK


 


 


 


In 30 years of fishing, Larry Larsen has literally covered the global range of bass in their pursuit. He has caught limits of bass, ranging from Lake Lida in Minnesota near the Canadian border, southward 3,500 miles to Lake Yojoa, Honduras in Central America. His relentless pursuit has extended across the hemisphere as far east as Cuba’s Treasure Lake, and westward 6,000 miles to the plantation lakes in the Hawaiian Islands.


Larry Larsen’s angling adventures and research on the black bass have been extensive throughout the southern and midwestern states. He has served as a guide on several waters in Florida and in Texas and currently lives on Lake John in Lakeland. He fishes almost daily and has caught and released well over 100 bass exceeding 5 pounds, primarily on artificial lures. His personal best largemouth weighed over 12 pounds and the top lunker hauled over his boat’s gunnel hit the scales at 15 pounds, 3 ounces. In 1982, Larry Larsen established an official line-class world record, certified by the National Freshwater Fishing Hall of Fame, for the Suwannee bass.


Writing about bass fishing for some 17 years, Larry Larsen has studied all aspects of the fish and the ways to catch them. The author is the Florida editor for “Outdoor Life” and bass fishing editor for “Petersen’s Fishing” and “North American Fisherman.” He is a frequent contributor to “Sports Afield,” “Field & Stream,” “Bassin’,” “Florida Sportsman” and numerous other national and regional outdoor publications, and has more than 900 published articles to his credit.
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Larry Larsen’s photography has appeared on the cover of many national publications. He has been honored with several awards over the years for his outdoor writing and photography and is a member of the Outdoor Writers Association of America and the Florida Outdoor Writers Association. He is a graduate of Wichita State University and has attained a Master’s Degree from Colorado State University.


Very few other professionals in this country have written more on the bass. His writings detail highly productive fish catching methods and special techniques. He believes in explaining to readers the latest and very best tactics to find and catch bass anywhere. The basis of bass foraging and fishing success is presented in this book, as an extention of that philosophy.


The principles explained in this book will help the novice or weekend ‘expert’ catch more and larger bass from reservoirs, lakes, rivers, or small ponds. The book details a complete system to go about catching America’s most popular game fish.
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I.
THE PREDATOR/FORAGE
RELATIONSHIP






INTRODUCTION


Foraging Factors and Influences


CATCHING HUGE BASS is not luck and neither is catching big stringers of fish. Of the four largest bass ever caught in this world, three were captured on live bait. The current 21 pound, 3-½ ounce California state record succumbed to the presentation of a crayfish while the previous mark of 20 pounds, 15 ounces was caught on a live nightcrawler. Florida’s state record largemouth of 19 pounds was taken on a live eel.


If you cannot see a trend in that, look further at evidence provided by the greatest successful foragers in the aquatic world, big bass. Largemouth bass over 15 pounds are rarely caught, but when they are, the successful angler has probably used either live bait or lures which very closely resemble food that is commonly found in the forage base. Seven or eight states can hold claim to fish of such proportions, but only California and Florida produce such lunkers on a regular basis, totaling maybe a dozen or so each year.


Checking the records of catches in these states will reveal that all behemoth bass were caught on live bait (e.g., crayfish, native shiners, etc.) or on forage facsimiles (e.g., 13-inch plastic eels, “rainbow trout” painted diving plugs, injured minnow lures, etc.) To catch bass, particularly big bass, the best bait should be something the predator can easily identify with, its prey.
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It is feeding habits of bass and our knowledge of what appeals to them that puts bass in the boat.


This book is written not to attempt to change an artificial lure tosser into a shiner angler, or vice versa. The intent is to make anglers aware of the extremely important aspects of how the forage base in a lake or river affects angling success. The predator/forage relationship is the most significant influence on bass behavior and your abilities to catch the quarry.


Trout anglers have been successfully “matching the hatch” for years, but until recently, seldom did bass anglers really consider the predator/prey relationship as they picked up a lure. The fly rodding ‘purists’ will determine what the trout are currently feeding on and select a fly that closely imitates the look and action of that insect. Even astute bass anglers, on the other hand, will choose a lure patterned generally after a bass forage without regard to the many parameters which would effect the water’s particular predator-forage relationship.
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The successful angler has probably used either live bait or lures which very closely resemble food that is commonly found in the forage base.


Knowing the effects of various parameters and relating to them will help put more bass on the stringer. Without the proper tackle and the knowledge to use it successfully, the lake bottom could be covered with bass which would never see the inside of your live well. Figuring out what to throw and how to present it correctly is the key.


Bass are voracious, opportunistic feeders which utilize a wide range of forage. Like most predators, they have a large mouth and an elastic stomach. Bass will actively hunt and capture their prey. At times, they will lie in wait and hit at anything that gets near, whether it be a fish, bird, insect, or reptile. I was watching a butterfly flit along a bank about two feet above the surface of a small canal recently when a small two pound largemouth burst into mid-air after the prey. He missed.



Predator Entanglement


It was actually several years back when I realized just how extensive the diet of the bass can be. We have all seen pictures and heard of some fantastic dining accomplishments of bass, but unless we actually see him vary from a more common table fare first hand, the impression may not be that vivid.


An angling friend and myself had been listening to some surface commotion for some 20 minutes while trying to concentrate on some Lake Tohopekaliga bass fishing. Finally, we decided to investigate the activity taking place nearby in one of the boat lanes cutting through the heavy grass point that we were fishing.


I used the electric motor to get within netting distance of the commotion and found a largemouth of about five pounds with a ‘jaw lock’ on a chain pickerel, which was some three or four inches longer. The three pound ‘jack’, as many call him, was half-way into the mouth of the bass, but its whole head protruded through the gill plate of the largemouth.


Neither fish had an appetite any longer nor could they leave the table. They appeared to be at a complete standoff until I netted the fish, whereupon the jack slid on into the mouth of the bass and out through the gill cover. They swam off in different directions, a little worn because of their strenuous activity.


Just why a bass will attack a fish longer than himself is not clear and may never be. The aggressiveness of the largemouth is seldom rivaled in the freshwater world and they definitely can put away the groceries as their metabolism warrants it.


Yes, the largemouth bass will forage on about any kind of fish, bird, or animal. Anything he can get his jaws around, he’ll put into his mouth.


The most dramatic picture that I have seen concerning the feeding habits of the largemouth bass is an oil painting by Edward J. Bierly, which was commissioned a few years ago by Fred Arbogast Lures for their 50th anniversary. Release of the print depicting a huge Florida bass exploding in the bullrushes after a red-winged blackbird coincided with release of a new line of lures: the bird and mouse series.
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Bass that locate schools of forage to feed on, grow fat and happy. A primary prey of the largemouth in many southern waters is the shiner. Some very realistic lures resembling that forage are now on the market. An angler with the right bait can score high.


As more lure manufacturers move into a wider range of natural bass forage, the angler’s job of matching the currently preferred prey will be easier. If a lunker explodes under a bird perched on a limb and misses, then a lure that resembles that morsel tossed nearby, should tempt that bass to the stringer.


Predominant Forage


Knowing the predominant forage in the body of water will aid the angler in selecting the appropriate bait, whether it be live bait or artificial. Naturalized lures are the latest thing in fishing tackle and many companies are producing the attractive finishes on their lures.
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Knowing the predominant forage in the body of water will aid in selecting the appropriate bait, whether it be live bait or artificial.


And why wouldn’t a plug that has good action catch more fish with the realistic paint job than an older model? My feeling is that the natural look can’t help but improve the success of the bait. Tackle sales of the naturalized lures are proving that adherence to the predator/forage relationship works . . . for the fishermen and the manufacturers.


Lures now come painted to resemble almost any widespread forage. Plugs are not only patterned after shad these days, but also imitate bluegill, crappie, baby bass, shiners, sunfish, rainbow trout, perch, frogs, catfish, crayfish, and other forage.


Some baits are extremely limited by the range of the forage they resemble, such as the rainbow trout. The range of this colorful forage in bass waters is limited to the larger, deep reservoirs in the midwest and east (Bull Shoals is one example) and some cooler lakes in higher elevations in the west. The rainbow is considered by many Californians to be the prime forage of the gigantic Floridastrain bass in San Diego lakes!


Forage Activity


The most important key to catching several good bass in any water is finding them in a feeding mood. Knowing the whereabouts of the major bass forage in specific waters is the beginning to successful angling. The activity of the forage can be correleated with the behavior of the bass and a relationship can be formulated. With an awareness of the forage and its environment and the response of their predator, the bass, the angler has a better chance to turn this knowledge into actual stringer weight.


As you take a look at the forage of the bass, try to develop an understanding or realization that to catch the most bass, the bait or lures should be, or closely resemble, the most prominent forage in the particular body of water that is being fished.
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Knowing the whereabouts of the major bass forage in specific waters is the beginning to successful angling. The activity of the forage can be correlated with the behavior of the bass and a relationship can be formulated. With an awareness of the forage and its environment and the response of their predator, the bass, the angler should have a better chance to turn this knowledge into actual stringer weight.


We should form a basis for lure selection methodology from that premise. Match the artificial lure (or bait, for that matter) to the forage in all aspects. Not only consider action as most anglers have in the past, but also key the size and finish to the species of forage that inhabits the areas that are being fished.


As one specie of forage moves in to inhabit a particular area, such as crappie moving shallow to spawn, then concentrate angling in that location with a small crappie-painted plug. It makes better sense to rely on a more realistic lure than one that does not resemble any of the area’s major inhabitants. Although waterfowlers have fooled their wary targets at times with crude decoys, most now realize that it takes an authentic replica to entice most ducks. Good bass anglers aren’t far behind.


FIGURE-Seasonal Lure Size Variation
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