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  For Ann,

  who kept me on course

  even when the fish were biting


  Foreword

  By Slaton L. White

  America’s fish? No question, it’s the largemouth bass. Found from multi-armed impoundments to farm ponds small enough to spit across, the bass is as American as, well, apple pie. The ready availability of this democratic fish is one reason it has become the country’s number-one gamefish, but that in itself doesn’t fully explain the cult of bass fishing.

  There’s something else. It’s the nature of the largemouth bass. A friend of mine once wrote, “The fish is a brawler, a potbellied thug with no respect for decency or refinement. Ain’t that great?” You bet.

  When Field & Stream was coming to terms with professional bass fishing—slowly, belatedly, reluctantly—I hitched a ride with Steve Price on a bass boat following competitors at the 1999 B.A.S.S. Masters Classic in the Louisiana Delta. On the morning of the second day, we crept behind eventual winner Davey Hite as he worked a series of long weed-beds. For hours, he cast tight against the beds, and I watched in wonder as cast after cast landed exactly where Hite wanted. The show reminded me of legendary pitcher Bob Gibson, who was famous for a ferocious competitive fire as well as murderous control.

  That’s when I realized those at the top of this game were athletes of the first order. And when you talked to these select few, you realized they were playing a far different game than you were, but if you paid attention, you would come away a better angler.

  As an editor at Field & Stream I commissioned many bass fishing articles from Steve. He rose above the rest because of his erudition, clarity of expression, and an obvious command of the subject at hand. But most of all, he became a go-to guy because of his great fishing sense. I always felt that if a reader took his tips and techniques to the lake over the weekend he would end up catching more fish. And unlike many self-professed experts of that time, who relied on themselves for their expertise, Steve was willing to talk to a wide range of participants, including tournament pros, lure and line manufacturers, and guides to supplement that knowledge.

  As a writer, Steve was at the top of his game, but he wanted more, as I found out over a long meal at, of all places, the Las Vegas Hilton, after a trade show. We were talking about bass fishing articles when he said, “I’ve done plenty of how-to, and I know it’s the bread-and-butter of this business, but I want to do something more.”

  “What?” I asked.

  “The why,” he said.

  Steve wanted to explore the last frontier of bass fishing—why the fish did what it did, why it hit certain lures at certain times, and why it sometimes swam imperiously away when offered what seemed to be an irresistible morsel.

  I wish I could remember more of the conversation; it was one of the most fascinating evenings of my professional life. During our talk he revealed himself to be a true student of the fish and the people who pursued it for a living.

  Steve is that rarity in our business; he’s an observer. He wants to know what that fish is thinking. When he looks at a watershed he wants to break through that divine divide between water and air to make a connection with the creature that swims beneath the surface.

  He looks at the people who populate the special world of bass fishing in the same way. What makes them tick? Why do they cast the way they do, why do they select the lures that they do?

  Again, the why. For why we do something is, in the end, infinitely more interesting than the how or where. This inveterate curiosity has led him to this book, an appraisal of the fish that truly changed America. Steve looks at the tackle, the lakes, the boats, and the business of bass fishing. But most of all, he looks at the people, and the fish, that are the heart of this world. And what a world it is.

  Slaton L. White

  Deputy Editor, Field & Stream


  Preface

  Readers of this book will quickly notice one characteristic common to the majority of personalities described here: catching their first largemouth bass, at whatever age it happened, became a defining moment in their lives. It’s something we can all be thankful for today, for, collectively, they turned their defining moments into creating the sport and business of bass fishing we enjoy today.

  I understand the passion that drove them, because I caught my first bass at around the age of three, and now, more than forty years later, the fish continues to be the focus of my career. Bass, both largemouth and smallmouth, do that to people. Maybe it’s the way they hit a lure, or the way they jump and fight after being hooked. To be sure, there are larger fish in many of our nation’s lakes, and they will strike the same artificial lures bass do; often, they live in the very same waters. But none of them act quite the way a bass does.

  I can also understand the influences the sport’s pioneers have had on following generations, because one of the biggest influences in my fishing career was Virgil Ward, among those profiled here. My very first spinnerbait was Virgil’s Bass Buster Lures Beetle Spin, and his television show, Championship Fishing, taught me how to use them; today, thanks to those early experiences, spinnerbaits are a major part of my professional bass tournament fishing arsenal.

  When I was seven years old, my father took me along on his annual Memorial Day weekend fishing trip to Lake Leelanau in northern Michigan. I caught my first smallmouth on that trip, a 10 ½-inch fish that hit my live nightcrawler. We were just drifting our baits along the bottom because we didn’t have a trolling motor to control our boat, nor did we have any type of electronic depth finder, items commonly found on all bass boats today. For us, a trolling motor didn’t come until several years later. Then we added a flasher-type depth finder, and still later we finally bought our first real bass boat, a 16 ½-foot Pro Craft.

  I fished my first bass tournament with my older brother Randy when I was fourteen. Now, as I write this, I’m preparing for my twenty-fourth season as a full-time bass tournament pro, and even on my days off between events I still want to go bass fishing. Bass do that to people.

  Kevin VanDam

  Four-Time Bassmaster Classic Champion

  Seven-Time Bassmaster Angler of the Year


  Introduction

  For the past four decades I have enjoyed a front row seat in the evolution of bass fishing as it changed from a quiet pastime into a worldwide, multi-billion dollar sport and industry. As a writer, photographer, and angler I have shared countless hours and days on the water with the best bass fishermen in the world, and been lucky enough to have witnessed and participated in this dramatic change.

  Like many of my generation, I had been introduced to bass fishing at an early age, walking the shorelines of small, rural ponds with my grandfather and casting plugs I had swiped from his tackle box. My father had made me a four-foot steel rod and attached a Pflueger reel spooled with black Dacron line, and the first two lures I had swiped were a green Arbogast Jitterbug and a green/yellow Hawaiian Wiggler.

  I never caught a lot of bass, but I did catch enough to keep casting for more of them. I was lucky enough, too, to have decided by age 15 to become an outdoor writer and photographer specializing in fishing, hunting, camping, and wildlife stories. As it happened, my subsequent career in this field began just as bass fishing started its rocket ship rise in popularity, and living in southeast Texas not far from lakes like Toledo Bend, Sam Rayburn, and Livingston, and later in Birmingham within easy driving distance of the famous Tennessee River impoundments, I was perfectly located to watch it happen.

  Bass fishing changed from pastime to business in part because of competitive tournaments, and the publicity they generated. That publicity, in turn, sparked a demand for more and more information from the tournament fishermen themselves—how they caught bass—so in essence, the sport fed upon itself during those years. Bass fishing also grew because it is a participatory sport, too, unlike practically every other professional sport. Very few baseball fans will ever get to stand on the pitcher’s mound in Yankee Stadium and throw a baseball, nor will racing fans drive their family car around Indianapolis or Daytona. Virtually every bass fisherman, however, can purchase the very same rods, reels, and lures today’s best-known professionals use, and cast those lures to the very same places in a lake. That’s why bass fishing became what it is today.

  This book, however, is not simply about tournament bass fishing, although some of the stories I have included do involve competitive anglers. Rather, I have tried to embrace a wider view of the entire sport, and show how different facets of bass fishing meshed so perfectly at the same time. I have let the participants themselves—those who laid the foundation for what all bass anglers today enjoy—tell their own stories of what happened during those not-so-long-ago years. Thus, many of the stories I have included, such as the standing room–only funeral for a bass, which I attended, do not specifically pertain to actually catching a fish.

  I began collecting these specific interviews years ago, long before the idea for this project was born, but many interruptions along the way delayed and pushed completion of this book further back than I ever imagined. A number of people I would have liked to have interviewed are no longer alive, and others have died since I interviewed them. One individual, longtime friend Jim Bagley of the Bagley Bait Company, died between our first and planned second interview for this book. I am certain, also, that I obtained the very last interviews Virgil Ward, Don Butler, and Tom Mann ever gave, as all three died within days after graciously giving time to me.

  My interviews with Billy Westmorland and Charlie Brewer are among the oldest, and with Billy took place at his home and on Dale Hollow Reservoir not long after he lost the world record smallmouth that was still haunting him at every step; he and I fished for it again at the very same spot and with the same lures. Charlie Brewer and I, after first fishing together in August 1979, spent literally hundreds of hours together fishing all over Alabama during the next decade. The same is also true with Bill Huntley of T-H Marine, with whom I first fished in 1976.

  Some may question why certain individuals have been included here, while others have not. A primary reason is the lack of editorial space in the book. There are dozens of others I would have liked to have included, all of whom left some mark on the sport. In some cases, however, that mark was also a repetition of a previous mark made by another; what I have tried to do is present a variety of stories, which, when taken together, show a more complete picture of the sport and how it has evolved.

  Historically, the decades between 1970 and 1990, when so much of the growth of bass fishing occurred, have often been described as the Golden Age of Bass Fishing. It was a very special time during which the encyclopedia of bass fishing was being written, as my former editor Bob Cobb describes those years, and it will never happen again. Perhaps that’s what evolution is all about, and I am thankful for the opportunity I’ve had to watch it happen.

  Steve Price

  Dubois, Wyoming


  THE FISH

  _________


  Chapter One

  The Gamest Fish That Swims

  _________

  “He is plucky, game, brave and unyielding to the last when hooked.

  He has the arrowy rush and vigor of the trout, the untiring strength and bold leap of the salmon, while he has a system of fighting tactics peculiarly his own. I consider him, inch for inch and pound for pound, the gamest fish that swims.”

  Quite possibly no more famous words have ever been penned than these by Dr. James A. Henshall, of Cincinnati, Ohio, which first appeared in his The Book of the Black Bass, in 1881. Today, more than a century later, they continue to serve as the rallying cry of anglers everywhere whenever called upon to defend the honor of Micropterus salmoides, the largemouth bass.

  In recent decades, however, as the largemouth has transitioned into the most popular gamefish in America, little defense has been required. No species has ever received as much public attention, created such a nationwide economic impact, or changed the American lifestyle as dramatically as has this individual species.

  Indeed, the economic impact the largemouth generates is staggering. The fish is the centerpiece of its own industry variously estimated to be worth $40 billion or possibly more. Cities, counties, and entire states depend on the revenue the largemouth brings in license sales and fishing-based recreation. In Texas, for example, where bass fishing is extremely popular, sport fishermen spend more than $3 billion annually on fishing trips and equipment, much of it for chasing largemouth bass. Some 80,000 jobs in the state relate directly to fishing, which alone generates well over $150 million in state revenues annually. Just one bass lake, Lake Fork, has in some years brought in more than $20 million to the surrounding counties.
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  Dr. James A. Henshall, a Cincinnati physician, was also an avid bass fisherman, and his book, The Book of the Black Bass, published in 1881, was the first publication detailing the life history of the species that would become America’s favorite game fish a century later.

  In California, where the overall fishing industry is also worth more than $3 billion annually, revenue from bass fishing in the small lakes in and around San Diego alone totals more than $30 million each year. Guides on some of the more popular lakes there have had visiting clients from South America, Mexico, Japan, Malaysia, and France. Of the approximately 30 million licensed freshwater anglers over the age of 16 in the United States, a minimum of 12 million concentrate on largemouth bass, according to the US Fish and Wildlife Service.

  Surprisingly, the fish is not a true bass, but it’s not an import, either. Largemouth are completely native to North America, and they’re members of the sunfish family Centarchidae that began evolving about 400 million years ago when the first fishlike vertebrate creatures appeared on earth. Today’s largemouth bass, however, almost certainly did not appear like anything modern fishermen would recognize until around 60 million years ago when the Perciformes, the largest order of fishes, began to evolve. This order is further divided into several families, one of which is Micropterus.

  Although these fish were totally unknown to the first Europeans who reached American shores, the name Micropterus was actually assigned by a French naturalist named Bernard Germain de Lacepede (1756–1825), who received two slightly different fish samples in 1802. De Lacepede, appointed to study reptiles and fishes at the Museum National d’Histoire Naturelle in Paris, named one the largemouth, and the other a smallmouth bass.

  Interestingly, only the smallmouth bass de Lacepede received was named Micropterus, meaning “little fin,” while he named the largemouth Labrus salmoides, meaning “trout-like wrasse.” Possibly this was because the smallmouth he received apparently had a broken dorsal fin, and he did not realize the accompanying largemouth belonged to the same genus. More than 90 years passed before taxonomists Barton Evermann and David S. Jordan straightened out the issue when they assigned the largemouth the name Micropterus salmoides in 1896 (de Lacepede’s smallmouth name and classification remained, with only the spelling changed).

  Fortunately, the naming problems were settled before fisheries experts realized there are really seven species of the black bass (largemouth, smallmouth, spotted, redeye, shoal, Suwannee, and Guadalupe) and to complicate the issue even more, scientists in 1949 determined there are two subspecies of the largemouth. Distinct differences in scale counts exist between these two subspecies, but anglers are far more interested in their size differences. Fishermen and biologists alike simply refer to them as the larger growing Florida largemouth (Micropterus salmoides floridanus) and the smaller northern largemouth (Micropterus salmoides salmoides).

  Without question, one of the factors that elevated the largemouth to its lofty “gamest fish that swims” status is its nationwide accessibility. The fish thrives in common water. Whereas trout and salmon, long considered the royal gamefish of Europe, require cold, clear, and generally moving water, bass do best in shallow, warm, and often weedy conditions, including lakes, rivers, streams, creeks, and ponds. Never mind that bass are still sometimes referred to by some Southern anglers as “green trout,” the fish steadily gained its own legions of devoted followers.

  Indeed, bass were “stocked” in more than one waterway by engineers tossing them out from trains during their cross-country runs. In 1871, for example, officials in California requested bass from Hudson River authorities in the Northeast because they were concerned immigrant Chinese railroad workers—known to love to eat fish of any species—would deplete the Sacramento River of anything they could catch or seine.

  Originally found only from the Great Lakes to Texas and across the South to Virginia and the Carolinas, by the 1890s the largemouth had spread one way or another throughout most of the nation. Today, the fish is located in every state except Alaska, in many South and Central American countries, several sub-Saharan African nations, Japan, and in parts of Europe.

  Once the largemouth bass thus became widely established, fishermen themselves directed its future. Among the first things that happened was the development of the lure industry, initiated primarily by the largemouth’s willingness to strike artificial lures. As early as the 1760s, naturalist William Bartram had observed the Seminole Indians in Florida catching fish with lures fashioned from deer hair, and in 1848 Whitehall, New York, inventor/fisherman J. T. Buel was awarded what is generally considered the first actual patent for a fishing lure.

  In 1902 James Heddon built the first factory to mass-produce wooden fishing lures, and in doing so began to turn the sport into a true industry. As the story goes, one warm day in 1888, while waiting beside a pond for a friend, Heddon whittled a small piece of wood into the shape of a minnow, then casually tossed it into the water. To his surprise, a largemouth bass hit the wood figure almost instantly. A beekeeper by trade, Heddon borrowed $1,000 in start-up capital, and although his first lures were made and painted in an upstairs room of his Dowagiac, Michigan home, his company went on to become one of the most famous in the history of fishing.

  Two other factors in the twentieth century helped move the largemouth bass into national prominence. The first, basically starting in the 1930s and continuing for more than fifty years, was the federally approved construction of large reservoirs to control river flooding and provide water resources to different regions of the nation. When this era of dam building began, there were probably less than a million acres of impounded water in the entire United States; half a century later, more than ten million acres had been backed up behind dams. More than 1,000 new lakes were created during this time, and the vast majority of them formed excellent bass habitat.
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  Ray Scott, founder of the Bass Anglers Sportsman Society, has done more than any single individual to unite America’s bass fisherman and promote the sport of bass fishing worldwide. He established the ethic of catch-and-release fishing, and is given much credit for creating the entire $40 billion bass fishing industry.

  As fishing interest continued to grow, especially in the immediate post–World War II years, demand for fishing knowledge followed, and that’s when the second factor occurred. In 1967, a Montgomery, Alabama insurance salesman who loved bass fishing started an organization that has been providing that fishing knowledge ever since. His name was Ray Scott, and his organization was named the Bass Anglers Sportsman Society, or B.A.S.S. Through newspaper and magazine coverage and eventually television, this organization became the unifying foundation for both the growing sport and the fledgling tackle industry.

  Scott organized a series of bass fishing tournaments, then created his own magazine, Bassmaster, to publicize not only the results but also to describe the “how-to” techniques his tournament anglers used in catching their fish. There were actually national bass tournaments being conducted before Scott started his, most notably the World Series of Sport Fishing (in which contestants could catch several species), but only Scott’s survived, not only because his rules were strictly enforced but also because he paid cash to the winning anglers. Over time, membership in his organization soared to well over 500,000, and remains nearly as high today. Those anglers needed boats to fish out of, and so the “bass boat” industry was created, to say nothing of the skyrocketing rise in fishing tackle manufacturers.

  And the tournaments? They’re alive and well, too, with winning payouts in today’s biggest events reaching as much as $500,000, and in one case, a full million dollars. Professional bass fishing has become a full-time profession for some, who may drive as much as 50,000 miles a year to compete in different events staged from New York to Florida to California. Today there are numerous television programs devoted exclusively to largemouth bass fishing, and videos showing prospective anglers (and experienced ones, as well) the secrets of catching this singular species. Bass fishing is taught in some colleges, too, and even high schools are organizing bass clubs and competitions.

  In many parts of America, particularly the South and Southwest, bass fishing is a year-round sport. Indeed, only a few states have closed seasons for this fish, and they are short. Surveys show the average bass fisherman in America today owns 14 rods and reels, four tackleboxes, a boat, motor, and trailer, and he enjoys fishing more than 50 days per year. The beauty of the sport is that the average bass angler can purchase the very same equipment used by his favorite tournament pros and fish the same lakes, and even in the very same locations. One individual store, the original Bass Pro Shops in Springfield, Missouri, that opened in 1971, still attracts some four million visitors annually, and today there are more than 60 Bass Pro Shops–affiliated stores around the nation.

  What has basically been learned about the largemouth itself from both these professional fishermen, as well as the scientific community, is that the fish is a very intelligent creature, far smarter, in fact, than ever believed.

  For instance, it is known that bass can see and discriminate between colors. The fish can smell fairly well (although not as well as some species) and constantly monitors its environment by pumping water in and out of its nostrils. It can hear sounds below and above water, and has a lateral line of nerve endings that allow it to sense water movement. And it has both learning and memory capabilities, to the extent the fish can probably detect even the most subtle differences in vibration patterns.

  For fishermen, this means bass may recognize not only the type of vibration a certain species of prey makes, but also the vibrations produced by specific lures, and they learn to shy away from them. Scientists also believe bass may be capable of forming a mental image of its prey through this vibration recognition, a term known as hydrodynamic imaging.

  Vision-wise, bass certainly do see, and appear to react to, the color red better than any other hue. Experiments conducted as early as 1935 established that bass could most readily distinguish red, yellow, white, green, and blue in that order, and more recent evaluations have essentially confirmed this same pattern.

  One of the more interesting observations of the largemouth, and which certainly adds to the aura of mystery surrounding it, is what many experienced bass fishermen describe as a change of personality. This seems to occur at around four pounds for the northern subspecies, and at perhaps eight pounds for the Florida subspecies. In essence, the bass change from juveniles to adults, and their behavior becomes markedly different, quite possibly because as they increase in size they outgrow their predators. Instead of being dominated, they become the dominant ones.

  These bass move to deeper water; they start feeding on larger prey (and lures) so they don’t need to eat as often; and they seem to become much more cautious. If for no other reasons, this is why really large bass are not caught that often.

  The thought of catching large bass, be it over 10 pounds, over 20 pounds, or even a new world record, has also added immeasurably to the largemouth’s popularity. Until July 2, 2009, when Japanese angler Manabu Kurita caught a largemouth in Lake Biwa, Japan, weighing 22.311 pounds, the world record weight of 22 pounds, 4 ounces, had stood since 1932 and become the most hallowed of all freshwater fishing records. Because Kurita’s fish, verified by the International Game Fish Association (IGFA), did not break the 77-year-old record set by American angler George Perry by the required two full ounces, Kurita’s fish is considered a tie for the world record.

  Over the years, various firms have established huge financial incentives for anglers to go after a new world record largemouth. At one time the Daiichi/Tru-Turn/Xpoint Company, maker of fishing hooks, offered a $1 million bonus to the angler who caught the next world record largemouth on one of the company’s XPoint hooks. In October 2011, a rival hook manufacturer, Mustad, announced a year-long contest in which the company would award $100,000 to the first angler catching a new IGFA-certified all tackle state record largemouth using a Mustad hook.

  Other companies and organizations have offered as much as $8 million to anyone who caught a new world record, providing certain specific criteria were met. Numbers like these simply highlight the huge interest in the largemouth bass. Bass fishing is not just a sport, it has become a lifestyle.

  Henshall himself was a dedicated student of the largemouth bass, and because he also had extensive experience fishing for them, a number of his own conclusions formed in the 1870s and 1880s accurately mirror the scientific data that followed decades later. What more than 12 million dedicated bass anglers most agree with is his assessment that the largemouth is, inch for inch and pound for pound, the gamest fish that swims.


  Chapter Two

  Ray Scott: “The One Thing I Am Most Proud Of”

  _________

  To anyone who has ever asked Ray Scott how he formed his idea of conducting professional bass fishing tournaments and unifying America’s bass fishermen, his emphatic answer has always been that he had never, ever previously thought about it, but on March 11, 1967, when his epiphany took place, the sport changed forever. Scott did not know it then, but in just four decades his idea, his actions, and his charismatic leadership would transform bass fishing from a relaxing pastime into a global sportfishing industry valued today between $40 and $100 billion.
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  Ray Scott, founder of the Bass Anglers Sportsman Society.

  He is best known as the founder of B.A.S.S.—the Bass Anglers Sportsman Society—and the annual series of professional bass fishing competitions known as the Bassmaster Tournament Trail. Together, they unified hundreds of thousands of bass fishermen under a common cause that spurred new fishing tackle developments, the emergence of the bass boat industry, the growth of the outboard engine industry, a conservation awareness of America’s fish and water resources, and even the spread of bass fishing to other countries. Most agree he was the perfect man in the perfect place at the perfect time.

  Born August 24, 1933, in Montgomery, Alabama, Scott remembers fishing as early as age six, using cane poles, worms, and crickets in the ponds and waterways with his family and friends. He wasn’t a particularly good student in school, but he was definitely an early entrepreneur. In the third grade he started selling his homemade lunch sandwiches to his classmates for five cents each, and by the sixth grade he had graduated to mowing lawns and selling peanuts at the local Double A baseball games. It never stopped.

  He played high school football at Starke University School, a military academy in Montgomery, and in his senior year he was good enough not only to be awarded All City honors, but also earned a football scholarship at Howard College (now Samford University) in Birmingham. He played for a year, but then dropped out after suffering a construction accident during a summer job. In May 1954, he was drafted into the United States Army, served with the 2nd Armored Division in Germany, then after his discharge in 1956, entered Auburn University on the G.I. Bill. He started selling insurance even before he graduated.

  Scott was taking the day off from the insurance business to go fishing that fateful March day in 1967. By then, he was working four states—Alabama, Arkansas, Louisiana, and Mississippi—and he and his fishing partner Lloyd Lewis had been blown off Ross Barnett Reservoir by a hard rain. The epiphany came late that afternoon in the Ramada Inn in Jackson, as Scott was lying in bed watching a basketball game.

  Only half-interested in seeing players running back and forth up and down the court, he suddenly had a vision. Why couldn’t the court be a lake and the basketballers be bass fishermen having a tournament?

  Ray Scott was not the first to dream of staging a competitive bass tournament. The credit for organizing the first tournament generally goes to Earl Golding of Waco, Texas, who in 1955 held an event he named the Texas State Tournament. Four years later, Hy Peskin, a Sports Illustrated photographer who happened to be listening to a group of professional baseball players discussing fishing, organized his own event, the World Series of Sport Fishing.

  Peskin, who had never caught a fish himself, nevertheless tried walking on a big stage in that he dreamed in terms of state championships followed by regional eliminations that would eventually result in 12 champions who would then compete in a multi-day, multi-species event, the winner of which would be crowned world champion. His first event in 1959, won by Claude Rogers of Virginia, featured competition in both fresh- and saltwater. In 1960, the saltwater portion was dropped, and it became a freshwater-only event, although several species were still allowed to be weighed in each day.

  Peskin held the World Series of Sport Fishing each year through 1968, with winners including such notable fishermen as Harold Ensley, Joe Krieger, Virgil Ward, and Glen Andrews, the only angler to win the event twice, in 1965 and 1966. Jimmy Houston won the final World Series in 1968. While the event drew a lot of attention in its time, it never succeeded financially for Peskin, and the winners themselves received only bragging rights, as no cash prizes were ever awarded.

  Scott wanted to change that, and he remembers standing up on the bed, nearly bumping his head on the ceiling but nevertheless snapping his fingers and yelling, “I can do that! I can do that!” That night at dinner, he unloaded his idea on Lewis, who admitted later he thought Ray had totally lost it. Scott had just read a story in Outdoor Life Magazine about bass fishing on Beaver Lake in Arkansas, so that’s where he decided he was going to have his first tournament, even though he didn’t know exactly where Beaver Lake was located.

  That was on a Saturday. The next day Scott took off for Little Rock, stopped at the tourism office to get directions to Beaver Lake, and after he did, brazenly telephoned the Chamber of Commerce in Rogers and asked if they’d be interested in sponsoring his tournament.

  Not remotely, was the answer.

  Undeterred, Scott then called the Springdale Chamber of Commerce on the opposite side of Beaver Lake. They were more receptive, saying they’d even heard of his organization, and invited him to make a presentation to their board of directors. Of course, he didn’t have any organization at the time, but nonetheless, Scott made a beeline to Springdale and gave his presentation, but again was turned down. He’d asked for $10,000 in sponsorship fees, but they were afraid he would abscond with the funds.

  It did not end there, however. Later that evening, Scott met the first of many benefactors who would prove to be instrumental in keeping his tournament fishing dreams alive over the next several months. His name was Dr. Stanley Applegate, owner of the Hickory Creek Boat Dock there on Beaver. When he learned Scott had been turned down by the Springdale Chamber, Applegate wrote him a personal check for $2,500 to get him started. Scott then went to the Holiday Inn in Springdale, made a deal for the motel to be the tournament headquarters in exchange for two months of free rent plus a meal discount, and went to work trying to find 100 bass fishermen.

  Scott also met with Glen Andrews in Rogers, the reigning champion who had won Peskin’s World Series the previous two years and been runner-up two other years. He was rightfully considered one of the finest bass fishermen in the world at that time. Andrews not only provided Scott with a list of potential anglers for his first tournament (one of whom was a Memphis fisherman named Bill Dance who stayed at Andrews’s home during the event), but was also instrumental in helping Scott establish the rules for the tournament, many of which are still in place today.

  A highly successful and sought-after guide on both Bull Shoals and Table Rock Lakes, Andrews was a true student of the largemouth bass and was among the first to understand the relationship between bass, baitfish, and the structure, or depth changes, they preferred. He could literally catch bass when no one else could, and he passed this knowledge on to a number of others who eventually became outstanding professional anglers themselves, including Dance and Jimmy Houston. Because of his fishing knowledge, he had himself been victimized by Peskin’s rule changes and he wanted to make certain Scott’s rules applied evenly to all fishermen.

  The desk clerk at the Holiday Inn introduced Ray to Darlene Phillips, who, for a salary of $250, became Scott’s secretary for the event. He rented her an IBM Selectric typewriter, and with another part of Applegate’s check he had a long distance WATS telephone line installed in his room. It was good for 13 states, but all Scott had when he sat down to start dialing were the names of four bass fishermen, three in Alabama and one in Georgia, so that’s who he called first.

  Each of those four, in turn, provided names of other anglers who then gave him even more names. Scott eventually ended up with the names and telephone numbers of more than 500 anglers. For whatever reason, and Scott has no idea why, he decided the tournament would last for three days. In that first event, like Peskin’s World Series, he also allowed white bass to be weighed in, a rule he eliminated after the tournament.

  Scott lost 20 pounds during the month he had to promote the tournament, but he pulled it off, paying the top ten places, including $2,000 in cash to an angler named Stan Sloan who won with a catch totaling 37 pounds, 8 ounces. Sloan’s winning prize also included an all expenses paid trip to Acapulco or $500 cash; he took the cash. He was a sheriff’s deputy at the time, but later went on to establish the Zorro Bait Company, which became one of the nation’s most popular lure companies. Another angler, Ralph Polly of Lexington, Kentucky, won a waterfront lot on Beaver for bringing in the biggest bass of the event.

  In the end, Scott lost $600 on this first tournament, but he knew his idea was right. He headed back to Montgomery where he planned to quit his insurance job. Along the way, in Cullman, Alabama, he stopped at the Chamber of Commerce to see if they’d be interested in sponsoring his second tournament, which they did just four months later.

  In January 1968, Scott officially formed his organization, the Bass Anglers Sportsman Society, the name provided by Bob Steber of the Nashville Tennessean newspaper, with the initials B.A.S.S. Scott had provided him. The first member was Don T. Butler, a Tulsa businessman who had fished the Beaver Lake tournament. A few weeks later, Butler would almost single-handedly save the fledgling organization, and possibly the entire sport of competitive fishing, by sending the then-broke Scott a wire for $10,000 to pay expenses for a mass membership mailing. Scott made the mailing, and paid Butler back in six weeks. Butler would go on to become one of the key figures in bass fishing and putting his own name in the record book by winning Scott’s 1972 Bassmaster Classic championship and the next year one of Scott’s regular Tour events. Like the organization he had just started, Scott was off and running.

  * * *

  Of all that B.A.S.S. has accomplished over the years, the thing I am most proud of is starting the concept of catch-and-release, which I began promoting hard in 1972 at the start of our tournament season. By then, we had four years of tournaments under our belt, but essentially, none of the bass were being returned to the lake where we caught them. They were turned over to orphanages and other organizations to eat. The longer it continued, the worse the image looked for B.A.S.S., particularly since we were involved in numerous lawsuits we had brought against different firms for pollution and degradation of our water resources.

  One day in my office in Montgomery, I received a phone call from Al Elis of Phoenix, a fly fisherman who had heard me speak about the lawsuits at a convention in Florida. He wanted me to come to the Federation of Fly Fishermen Convention in Aspen, Colorado, to talk to those anglers about the lawsuits.

  I flew out and the last day of the convention they took me fly fishing on a small stream I could easily have cast one of my bass lures across. One of the anglers caught a 12-inch trout, and I couldn’t believe how excited those fly fishermen got over such a small fish. In Florida, we used fish that size as bait for our big bass.

  Then, with care and reverence, the angler released that trout back into the water. I was amazed, and a lightbulb suddenly went on in my head. On my flight back to Montgomery, I realized we could do that with our bass.

  [image: images]

  Don Butler, center, holds his trophy for winning the 1973 Beaver Lake Invitational, with Ray Scott, left, and Roland Martin, right. Butler was the first member of B.A.S.S., and helped Scott financially when the young organization was struggling to survive. Photo courtesy of B.A.S.S.

  I had a big tank designed to keep our tournament bass alive, and then I decided to give a one-ounce bonus for each fish my pros brought in alive. That got everyone’s attention, and led to the development of the first boat livewells; Don Butler, my first B.A.S.S. member, designed one and even received a patent for it. Today, livewells are standard on every bass boat, and companies spend a great deal of time designing them and making them even more efficient.

  Everything continued just fine until our fifth event of the season, the Mississippi Invitational on Ross Barnett Reservoir in Jackson. The Game and Fish officials told us we could not release the bass we caught. We had to keep them. They were afraid our stressed bass would contract some disease, then spread that disease to the healthy bass in the lake, even though there was absolutely no scientific research indicating that would happen.

  [image: images]

  A successful and highly respected guide on both Bull Shoals and Table Rock Lakes, Glen Andrews is the only angler to have won the World Series of Fishing twice. He later helped Ray Scott formulate the original rules for B.A.S.S., and mentored future fishing stars Bill Dance and Jimmy Houston.

  Well, I was determined we were going to release our bass, and before our first weigh-in, the Game and Fish Department relented. The problem was, they collected our fish, then took them to a shallow bay they’d netted off from the rest of the lake. It was hot, and that water was probably close to 90 degrees. Only about 25% of our catch survived, but that only made all of us in B.A.S.S. work that much harder to keep our bass alive.

  Over time, catch-and-release became standard among bass fishermen everywhere, and today, most anglers even release their trophy bass weighing more than 10 pounds. I have always allowed any B.A.S.S. tournament angler the choice of keeping a trophy fish he caught to have mounted, but so far, no one ever has, even though some weighed more than 13 pounds.

  That’s what I’m most proud of.

  * * *

  Ray Scott and his wife Susan live on their farm in Pintlala, Alabama, south of Montgomery, where he continues to be an active spokesman for the sport he created.


  Chapter Three

  Virgil Ward: “The Fishing Trip That Started My Lure Company”

  _________
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  Virgil Ward, left, son Bill, right, and grandson Gregory, center, all enjoyed successful bass fishing careers. Always known as a true gentleman, Virgil is credited with creating the first bucktail jigs, and his television show, Championship Fishing, was one of the earliest and most successful programs on the air for more than 20 years.

  Somewhere out on one of the gently sloping timbered points of Bull Shoals Lake, there’s a ⅝-ounce leadhead jig Virgil Ward snagged and lost during a fishing trip just after Christmas. It’s about 15 feet underwater, and it’s been there since 1955 so the chicken feathers he tied around it are long gone, but if ever a single lure can be credited with starting a legend, as well as foretelling the future popularity of bass fishing, it is that jig.

  Ward, born May 25, 1911, in Easton, Missouri, had been moving toward that particular day on Bull Shoals since he was four years old, when he caught his first fish using a willow branch and a string. It was a chub, not a bass, but the species wasn’t important. What was important is that Ward discovered fishing that day and spent much of the next 80+ years not only catching fish but also introducing millions of others to the sport. He accomplished much of that through his lure company, Bass Buster Lures. Located in Amsterdam, Missouri, at one time it employed more than half the city’s population, and sold millions of lures during the 15 years he and his son Bill owned and operated it; many of Ward’s lures, such as the Beetle Spin, are still popular today.

  The lure company was only part of the Ward legend, however. In 1965, he began filming one of the earliest television fishing programs, Championship Fishing, which aired on one station in Springfield. For the next 22 years, when he finally turned the show over to his grandson Greg, Championship Fishing continually ranked at or near the top of the Nielsen television ratings, and at one time reached 2.5 million viewers per week. Ward fished from the Arctic to the Amazon for all species of fish, but largemouth bass were his favorite, and today thousands of middle-aged fishermen can say they became interested in fishing by watching his television program.

  Throughout its long run—the show ended in 1991—the format remained the same: inform, educate, and entertain. To that end, Ward usually spent four days filming each show, and he did it with film, not video, which forced him to spend as long as 40 additional hours editing, a chore he did himself. Every scene was filmed as it happened, without staging or replays, and there were shows in which he caught no fish at all.

  At the same time, Ward also hosted his own radio program that aired on more than 250 stations, and wrote a fishing column that appeared in 450 newspapers across the country. Thus, each week for years he talked, published, or televised fishing to tens of millions of fans, and no one ever did it more gracefully. Overall, he may have preferred largemouth bass fishing, but his favorite filming location was actually the Tree River in Canada, where, in August 1981, Ward and his two grandsons, Greg and Jeff, went to film a television show about Arctic char. On that trip, Jeff caught a world record 32-pound, 9-ounce char, but unfortunately it was too dark to film it.

  Ward’s dedication to fishing knew no bounds. One day right after World War II, after he and a friend had built an aluminum boat, they were in such a hurry to get it into the water they neglected to put in any type of floatation. They launched just below a power dam, hit a snag, capsized, and sank. Ward grabbed the motor, a brand new four-horsepower model, and went down with it. When he hit bottom, he looked up and could see the surface, so he let go of the outboard and swam to shore. He went to the powerhouse and asked the personnel there to turn off the power to lower the water, which they did. Then Ward waded back out and recovered the boat and motor.

  Not long after, Ward actually started his original Bass Buster Lure Company, producing a series of cedar wood lures, including both topwater and diving models. His son Bill would come home from high school and paint them, but they simply could not make and sell enough of them to make a living, so in 1950 Virgil gave up lure making and started a plumbing and heating business, just to survive.

  Of course, he never lost his interest in fishing, and because plumbers know how to work with lead, it wasn’t long before Ward started molding those little leadhead jigs that eventually led him to that timbered point on Bull Shoals. In 1962, Ward won the World Series of Sport Fishing, which only increased Ward’s, and his jig’s popularity. He was inducted into the National Freshwater Fishing Hall of Fame, the International Fishing Hall of Fame, and the Bass Fishing Hall of Fame in honor of his storied career.

  * * *

  Back in 1955, just a few years after Bull Shoals filled, the bass fishing was really good, especially during the winter, so in late December between Christmas and the New Year, my son Bill and I took two days off from our plumbing and electrical business to see if we could catch some bass. Little did I know how those two days would change my life.

  We rented an aluminum boat and because it was so cold, we took a little propane heater along to keep us warm. Bill was wearing an old flight suit his uncle had brought home from World War II, as well as his overalls and long underwear, and I wore the heaviest coat I owned. We warmed up pretty quick, though, because right after I pulled up on a timbered point and threw out a jig, I had a solid strike and brought in a three-pound bass.

  We were both using ⅝-ounce leadhead jigs that we’d dressed with rough hackle feathers we’d purchased from the old Herter’s Company in Waseca, Minnesota. We called them chicken feather jigs because that’s what they looked like. We’d make a cast, let the jig sink about 15 feet, and just like that, a bass would hit it.
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