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Foreword
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Mark Zona and his two sons.

My entire life has been spent chasing almost every freshwater species of fish. I have fished the oceans and caught sharks and fish that weigh thousands of pounds. I’ve chased nearly all of them and the point is, ultimately, smallmouth bass are my number one species. When it comes to my thoughts on smallmouth bass fishing, I tell people this: “My career is fishing, my passion is smallmouth bass.” On a beautiful fall day when you’d think, gosh, today is just a perfect day to hunt, my mind will be on one of my smallmouth spots and wondering what they’re biting on today.

I’ve been all over the world and I’ve learned one really important thing about smallmouth bass and the men and women who chase them: We are our own subculture. Other fish come and go, but to us smallmouth fishing is always where we wanna be. We speak a language entirely our own, and we know instantly when we meet another person who’s been bitten by smallmouth fever. I knew that about Jim the first time I spoke to him. In fact, one of the first times we spoke to each other I think I told him, “I know you’re a smallmouth psycho like me!” Smallmouth addicts understand that it’s a commitment of lifelong learning, that you think you know smallmouth but then something happens and you’re reminded that you don’t!

The people you’re going to read about in this book—KVD, Mangus, Noffsigner, Palaniuk, Zaldain, Tony DeFilippo, Steve Clapper, George Acordi Jr.—have spent years learning about smallmouth. They have cut their teeth trying to solve the riddle. Some of them are the same people that taught me. The places in this book, the lakes and rivers from Mille Lacs, to Traverse City, to The Great Lakes and The Susquehanna River, these are the places where I go to film my shows because they’re the Lambeau Fields, the Fenway Parks, The Coliseums; they’re the greatest stadiums for the ultimate fish. If you’re intrigued by smallmouth and the obsession, this book is for you.

—MARK ZONA


Introduction

My name is Jim Root, and two years ago I took a break from Tournament Fishing on the Bassmaster circuit to focus on one thing: finding the biggest smallmouth bass in the world. That mission has pushed me from the most prestigious waters to the most remote, in search of the biggest, meanest, and heaviest smallmouth in existence. From Tennessee to Texas to the Northernmost reaches of Ontario, Canada, to find the smallmouth of a lifetime and the brothers and sisters they are swimming with. Smallmouth are pack animals. They’re incredibly aggressive feeders and are regarded as some of the fiercest fighting fish pound for pound. Locating them is the hardest part. Find them, and they’ll eat.

Where to find big smallmouth depends on where you’re fishing and what the conditions are during different periods of the year. They are incredibly nomadic creatures, with studies that have shown their ability to travel over thirty-five miles in just one day. This much movement can make finding fish day after day difficult, particularly in rivers. But the migratory habits are essentially broken down into two areas—deep and shallow—that make finding them a bit easier. You have to keep in mind the relativity of each body of water. In a place like the Mississippi, shallow can mean something very different than it does in a place like the Susquehanna. So for our purposes we’re going to say that shallow is under ten feet, and deep is over ten feet. In the spring, when the water warms above 50°F, the smallmouth will move to shallow water. They’ll be looking for any creeks that enter the river, as these are some of their favorite places to spawn.
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Sunrise. Shane Durrance

After spawning and as summer approaches, the fish will retreat to deeper water where they’ll tend to spend most of their time during the summer months as long as the water is clean and has good current. In the fall they’ll move shallow again and begin feeding ferociously. This can be one of the most exciting times to fish for any species. How long this feeding frenzy will last depends entirely on Mother Nature. If winter holds off, and the temperatures hover in that 40°F–55°F range, the season can last well into December. If winter comes earlier and the water cools off, then the bite will be exciting but the fish will move back to deep water to their wintering holes. These holes may or may not be the same places where they summer, depending on many other characteristics on that body of water. For instance, on the Susquehanna there are warm water discharges that might be of very little appeal to smallmouth in the summer, but can be heavily loaded with fish in cold weather for many reasons that I’ll discuss later on. But you see the cyclical pattern here: deep, to shallow, to deep, to shallow.

In lakes, however, this can be a little different. While the fish still tend to winter in deeper holes and move shallow in the spring for feeding and prespawn activities, they’ll often lay their eggs much deeper (I’ve seen smallmouth beds in 25 feet), and won’t always return to those deeper holes in the summer. Oneida Lake is a prime example of this. Some of my favorite places to fish at Oneida in the summer are in areas that hold both smallmouth and largemouth bass together. These areas are between 7–12 feet deep, but I’ve caught big smallmouth at Oneida in July in water as shallow as just a few inches on a rocky shoreline. For this reason, in my opinion, smallmouth bass that live in lakes can be much more difficult to pinpoint from day to day, especially when you’re trying to follow a big school of fish. This nomadic characteristic is what makes smallmouth bass hard to catch.

My knowledge of smallmouth bass has come from an equal mix of time on the water, and studying and learning as much as I could from people who knew them better than me. I remember during my first year on the tournament trail I was fishing as a co-angler and I was doing pretty well. I think at the halfway point of the year I was in the top five for angler of the year points standings and we were going into one of the last events at Cayuga Lake, which I considered to be my home lake at the time, after having just lived on the east shore of that lake in Aurora for two years. I was paired with Larry Mazur, and I didn’t realize at the time, but he’s one of the best deepwater anglers in the world. We talked a little bit before and I told him that I knew that lake very well and that we could catch a lot of fish really shallow (less than five feet). He looked at me and said “The only time you’ll ever see my boat in less than five feet of water is if I’m sinking!” Come tournament time I melted down, could not wrap my head around fishing deep, and I zeroed. Which sent me from third in points, to like fifteenth, and although I was able to rebound and finish the season in the top ten, the points championship was not at all possible. This taught me a very valuable lesson. Watching Larry work deep water was incredible. I even drew him again in the same year, at Oneida, and I saw how he targeted the smallmouth there and I watched him all day. He also showed me what it was like to be a professional, to help teach, share baits and knowledge to grow the sport. We still fish together, I still learn from him, and I’ve been able to share some things with him too. You'll see some incredible pictures of him and me later on in this book.

[image: image]

Chenango River smallmouth.

I’ve been fortunate enough to meet other deepwater experts like Brandon Palaniuk, who I fish with at least once a year on various smallmouth waters in New York. Like Larry, Brandon is really great about sharing what he’s learned. If you get an opportunity to spend time with these people on the water, don’t waste it. Ask questions about their use of electronics, what they’re looking for, why they’re searching in particular areas, and why they’re using certain baits. People say I share too much information. This book will probably be the exclamation point at the end of that statement. It should be noted, though, that going after the biggest smallmouth in North America means having to fish some of the biggest bodies of water, and with that comes a fair amount of risk and I can’t stress the severity of that enough. Being properly prepared and taking necessary precautions is significant enough that I dedicated an entire chapter to it in this book. Of all the pages herein those are the ones that every reader should pay very close attention to. Every year in Upstate New York we read about people who made one small mistake that cost them their life, and there are a million different ways that this can happen.
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Lake Ontario.

This book is a testament to what you can do if you believe in yourself. I grew up dirt poor. Some nights in the winter my brother and I walked two miles in the snow with bottles and cans and empty gas cans so that we could get a couple dollars of kerosene to run our furnace. I could fill these pages with the number of rejection letters I’ve gotten along the way, but I never gave up. Wealth is not the only path to opportunity. Believe in yourself, and work hard, and you can have anything you want. Lastly, I want you, the reader, to know that I poured everything I have into this book, that I held nothing back. There’s not one ounce of smallmouth secrecy left within me after completing this, and I know that if you read it, it will help you catch the biggest smallmouth of your life.


PART I

____________

The Smallmouth Bass: Its Life Cycle, Seasons, Habits, and Recommended Equipment for Catching It


1

What Are Smallmouth?

____________

What are smallmouth bass? Smallmouth bass (Micropterus dolomieu) are my greatest passion. The largest ever recorded was 27 inches long and weighed over 12 pounds. An average male weighs 2 pounds, and females weigh an average of 3–6 pounds and can carry as much as twenty-one thousand eggs that are guarded by males during the spawn in the spring. When people ask me “What are smallmouth?” I tend to give them the technical answer:

A smallmouth bass is a freshwater fish that is predominantly found north of the Mason-Dixon line. Smallmouth prefer cold, moving water, and are the primary game fish in the Great Lakes because they’re known for their acrobatic ability to jump out of the water, and for their tremendous fighting ability.

While I’m giving that answer, what I’m really thinking is:

Smallies are the most badass freshwater fish you’ll ever catch. People who’ve caught them will call them smallies, bronzebacks, small jaws, small dawgs, brownies, and brown fish. I actually think the most beautiful ones are that crystal green color, not the black or brown. I can’t wait to get back to Ontario again and …

Then I refocus, talk about how hard they fight, and why I’m so addicted to catching them. Catching smallmouth is really not hard. It’s hard to find a more aggressive freshwater fish. If you can find smallmouth, most of the time you can get them to eat fairly easily. But finding them is the key. Brandon Palaniuk described them best when he said “They’re so nomadic by nature that it’s like they can’t stay in one place for too long.” He’s absolutely right. You can find a huge school of big smallmouth, know exactly what they want to eat, and how they want to eat it. You can hammer that school for an entire day. You can come back the next day and see that they’re still there and hammer them again, and again, and again. Or you can return the next day to see that they’ve vanished without a trace to track them down.
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Lake Erie. Jon Fuchs

As a species there are things that set them apart more than others, for example, their affinity for cold water. Being cold-blooded, it would stand to reason that they’d want the warmest water they could find, but that is not the case. Because smallmouth dwell in deeper water, it can really be difficult for beginners to locate them. What’s also interesting about smallmouth is that they have been known to carry their eggs for the entire winter. This explains why smallmouth will feast in January, when their cousins the largemouth will go into a winter feeding mode and eat only once a day, and typically small meals at that. Smallmouth are highly predatory. These fish do not eat plants, or pieces of bread. Smallmouth are carnivores. Make no mistake about that simply because they don’t have teeth like you’re used to seeing in tigers or lions, or even in fish like pike or musky. Smallmouth eat other living things, period.

As nomadic and elusive as smallmouth appear to be, there’s a pattern to their madness. You can learn and exploit their habitual routine of migration and feeding. This knowledge won’t ensure that you’ll never have another bad day, but it will make them happen much less. I’ve spent close to twenty years chasing these brown fish. When I enter the town of Brownville near the eastern end of Lake Ontario my hair stands up on my arms and I feel lighter, just knowing how close I am to where something incredible could happen. I know their movements, what they prefer to eat, how to make them eat when they won’t do it willingly, and most of all I’m confident beyond explanation and that is my greatest asset. I’ve caught so many trophy smallmouth in my life that I can usually predict when it’ll happen. I can feel that the bait is moving right, that I’m on big fish, and that I’m going to hook one any minute. And now I’m giving all that knowledge to you. What I didn’t learn from my own trial and error I learned from some of the greatest smallmouth fishermen in the world. Larry Mazur, Brandon Palaniuk, Chris Zaldain, Mark Zona, Bill Lortz, John McGoey, Jimmy Kennedy, and guys you’ve never heard of who have caught more 7-plus-pound smallmouth than most people have even seen, let alone touched.

Small mouth, but big attitude. The first big smallie you hook into that leaps three feet out of the water and shakes your hook will have you addicted forever.


2

Boat Prep

____________

Taking proper care of your boat is really important, but when you’re talking about going after giant smallmouth you want to be sure to take every added precaution available to you. Throughout the course of the next several chapters you’re going to be reading about some incredibly beautiful places: The St. Lawrence River, The Great Lakes, The Susquehanna River, Sturgeon Bay, The New River, Oneida Lake, Lake Simcoe, Lake Champlain, and many others. While widely known for their beauty, they also have a reputation for rapidly changing weather conditions that can cause nautical conditions that require preparation. I really can’t stress this enough to people who haven’t seen it. The weather you could (and most likely will) encounter is more like the ocean than it is a lake or pond, and to try to shed light on just how severe it can get I want to tell you a story about perspective. My first time fishing in South Carolina, we were at the National Championship at Santee Cooper. It got a little windy that day, and my buddy Brian was paired up with a local guy who lived not far from Santee and fished it often. He was probably in his early twenties, and had been fishing quite a while, but at noon, nearly in tears, he begged Brian to bring him back to shore because the two-foot waves were too much. Those exact same conditions are what you will find on a normal day at many of the Great Lakes. In fact, you want to have that kind of wind because it turns the fish on like a light switch. To Brian, and many of us, that kind of wind and waves was completely normal, and not dangerous at all. But all things are viewed subjectively, and to Brian’s co-angler, admittedly, he had never been in water that rough before. By comparison, I tell a lot of people a story of the first time I ever fished Lake Ontario and threw up four times because we had some waves that were close to 6 feet and at one point I was reeling in a fish while we were down in the trough of the wave that was eye level with me, and I could see it swimming in front of me.

I’m not trying to scare people out of going to these lakes. I choose to fish Ontario over any other lake because it’s full of giants. But I don’t want people to be unprepared, or to get there and be caught off guard and end up hurt. I also advise people who have never driven a bass boat in rough water to use caution and do a little research. In really rough water you can’t drive easily by nosing head first into the wave. Sometimes you have to take a longer route by driving in the trough, kind of like needing to go from point A, to point C, to get to point B.

Fishing these lakes is some of the most heart-racing action you will ever find in freshwater. But there are certain precautions that you need to take in order to be sure that your safety isn’t jeopardized. To help you with this I’ve put together a fifteen-point checklist of items that every boater should inspect or install prior to navigating the rivers and/or lakes that are mentioned in this book. They cover everything from general maintenance, to fish care, to marine forecasts and more. So make note of these and be sure to check them before you go every time.
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A couple quick safety checks can save you lots of time later.

  1.   Bilge Pump

This is the most important motorized part of your boat. If this goes, you’re going to be in big trouble. And sometimes one isn’t enough. Many people I know have multiple pumps installed on their boat. Not only will this save you if one quits, but if you do get caught in some really nasty weather you’ll be glad you have a second.

  2.   Flare Gun, Fire Extinguisher

These are really common sense things, but that flare gun will come in very handy on a lake that feels like the ocean when you’re in the middle of it, or in a river valley that appears to be incredibly rural for as far as you can see.

  3.   Livewell Check

It’s really good to make sure your livewell works, but sometimes that’s not enough. Smallmouth are incredibly delicate in the summer, and if you don’t take proper care of them they’ll die. Ice is not the best solution for livewells because it’s made with water that’s been treated by chlorine and other things that are not exactly “natural” to fish. Rejuvenade is a powder that people add to the livewell, and it’s not a horrible solution, but it is pricey and doesn’t last forever. Another option is a livewell system for your boat called the V-T2 made by New Pro Products. It circulates air through your livewell and increases oxygen levels. Another good idea is a bottle of citrus soda. If you do get a fish that is hooked poorly and starts bleeding you can pour a little in the area and it will cauterize the wound and stop it from bleeding. Who would’ve thought Sierra Mist could save a smallmouth’s life.

  4.   Fizzing Tool

This is absolutely key for smallmouth bass fishing, and you need to learn how to do it properly to keep your fish alive. Fizzing is taking a needle with an open end, and sticking it into the air bladder of the fish to relieve the air. First of all, let me say that if you’re not keeping the fish in the livewell, you do not have to fizz them. You can take the hook off and put them right back in and they will dive back to the bottom. But if you plan to put them in the livewell for a tournament you have two choices: fizz them, or apply fin weights to keep them from floating upside down and dying (and the weights don’t work). There are two ways to fizz fish: down their throat and through their side. Down the mouth is the way most people do it, but is also rumored to be the more dangerous for the fish. The needle is sharp, and you don’t want to be poking it around in their throat over and over again while you search for the right place. My good friend and fellow New York angler Barb Elliot has developed a map to help people learn how to do this. It’s a really great tool and can be found online.
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Chris Zaldain fizzing an Ontario smallmouth.

  5.   Lights

This is probably the one thing that people seem most resistant to check. Having working lights can save your life. They draw a minimal amount of juice off the battery, and can be seen from miles away on clear nights.

  6.   Weather Radio

My grampa gave me a windup light and weather radio for Christmas that actually works. Not only will it give me local weather, it will also charge my phone if I need it to. That could be huge.

  7.   Water

If you do break down and have to overnight you need water. You can put a gallon of spring water in the boat, but it’s bulky and adds weight. I picked up a small water filtration device from EMS that will filter out 99 percent of the world’s bacteria, which really means 100 percent but they say 99 to cover their butts in a lawsuit. I bought it when I was getting ready to go to Africa for the Peace Corps and the guy told me it would filter that water. It was $40 and comes in a pack smaller than a poncho.

  8.   First Aid Kit

There are sharp things on the boat. We have all seen hooks in the hand, or knife cuts. All you really need is some iodine, bandages, tape, and sterile gauze pads. Oh, and um, FYI, the iodine is gonna hurt a little bit.

  9.   Rain Gear

This might sound silly, but if you’re dry, you won’t burn as many calories or make as many mistakes. Rain gear isn’t just for rainy days, it’s also for big waves. As an added bonus, most of the stuff that’s made today is windproof too. I wear my Aero and Nano all the time. And the Strykr will actually float you if you fall in (kids, don’t try that at home).

10.   Life Jacket

Not just any life jacket. You need one that fits. The one in your boat that belongs to your kid might not be the best thing to rely on should you need it. Not only that, places like the Susquehanna have huge fines for periods of the year if you’re not wearing one (during the winter to early spring). This is not out of a big need to want you to be safe, but more out of a desire to not waste taxpayer’s money on hiring a dive team to find you when you fall in a 35°F river.
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Without the author’s Stormr suit in Minnesota he would have had a much harder time catching these giants at Mille Lacs.

11.   Ziploc Bags

This is the best way to keep your phone, wallet, license, extra keys, and other personal items safe and dry. And it costs about $0.10.

12.   Maps

Graphs will go out. Electrical devices are bound to fail in the water. Having a paper map can be the difference between finding your way to safety and floating into darkness. Pairing them with a cheap compass will at least show you which way is north if you get turned around in the dark and lose your way. It’s also a great idea to update your nautical cards for your graphs so that you have the most recent information on where you’re going. The last thing you want to do is hit something at top speed because you thought you were driving in a safe area. This is also very important at places like Douglas Lake, in Dandridge, Tennessee, where they can lower the water so much that you’ll see giant islands in the fall, in places you were running 70 mph in the spring.

13.   Sun Protection

I don’t wear sunscreen. I don’t like the scent it leaves on the bait, it’s messy, and it doesn’t work. The day I met John McGoey we were fishing the Potomac River. I applied at least three bottles during that day on the water and I still burned. UV clothing is much better. Get a buff for your face, gloves for your hands, and a long-sleeved shirt. All of this is breathable and won’t make you feel like you’re dressed for winter in July.

14.   Jumper Cables, Fuses, and WD-40

You might not realize it, but you can do a lot with jumper cables. If your cranking battery dies, you can use the jumper cables to start the motor off your trolling motor batteries. Once the motor is running it will charge that cranking battery, and you’ll be good to go. Just to make sure, you should drive a bit and limit your use of the other batteries until you’re sure the battery is charged up. The WD-40 will help clean the terminals if needed, and is rumored to be a good attractant for smallmouth. I’ll neither confirm nor deny. And as for fuses, they blow all the time, and you will not find a NAPA in the middle of Lake Ontario. Ever.

15.   Some Good Reading

Bring this book with you. You never know when you might need it!


3

Unlocking the Mystery

____________

The first thing you need to know about smallmouth bass is that they love current. This is the major difference between them and their green cousins the largemouth. They’ll search for it, and when they find it, that’s where you’ll find them. Now I know that many people think that in large bodies of water there is no current; that’s a huge misconception. In fact, the bigger the lake, the more current you will find. For instance, Lake Ontario is massive, and on calm days (which are incredibly rare) you could certainly drive your boat to places where you could sit and not move for hours. Even that giant body of water has a main channel, with a current that’s so subtle you might not notice it at the top, but I promise you that if you try to drop shot with a lightweight in that area, you’ll see that it still moves before it reaches the bottom. Simply put: all things are relative, so even current that’s only moving at 0.5 mph is still enough to attract smallmouth if there’s nothing else nearby. Smith Mountain Lake is another prime example of this, and the reaction that the smallmouth there have in response to the dam pulling water is significant, in that they’ll move from their roaming areas to the main channel and stage there until the turbines cease and the current dissipates.

In addition to current, smallmouth are also rock stars. When I’m fishing in lakes, I typically look for groups of what resemble big brown bowling balls, with tiny pieces of white shells broken up and scattered in between. It’s also very important that you not have slimy algae. For instance, in Chaumont Bay at Lake Ontario there are several smaller bays such as Three Mile Bay. Early in the season this is a great place, but by the end of July the slimy algae has usually arrived, and the fish will vacate until it dies about four weeks later. When this happens the fish will return, and the slimy algae will appear in a different section of the lake that it wasn’t in before. If you want to do a quick check you can toss a tube and see what you bring up from the bottom. This is not to be confused with algae bloom. Algae bloom is when the water is filled with tiny green dots, which is why it’s often referred to as “pea soup.” When I first experienced this I thought that the fish were going to hate it, and I scrambled to find water without it. Then I had a conversation with John McGoey and he told me that it’s a psychological glitch for anglers. John said that it’s fishermen who think that algae bloom is bad, and that smallmouth actually love it. This took me some time to wrap my head around, but I have found that it is a mind game to some extent. If you’re not getting bites, you can convince yourself that it’s the bloom, quickly reach panic mode, and start running to find other water. But that’s not necessarily what you should do.
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Susquehanna River. Anthony Lorefice

Smallmouth fishing is not easy. Largemouth are so predictable. Pound the banks with jigs, flip docks, pitch grass. They’re big and dumb. Smallmouth will break your heart. That’s why it’s so important to stay focused, to not give up, and to not get so fixated on a bait or pattern that you put yourself in a ditch that you can’t get out of. I’ll give you two examples of what I mean. In 2011 I was competing in the division championship in New York at Oneida Lake. At the end of day one I was in sixth place and my best friend was in seventh. I had a solid game plan and had a lot of fish (I specifically left them for day two, rather than beat them up on day one). Day two, first thing in the morning I run to my spot, and sure enough there are about ten other boats that magically appeared there. This is a common thing in tournament fishing, where the guys who do well one day will suddenly have a lot of company the next day. It pissed me off a little, but I wasn’t too worried because I knew I was on a unique pattern (Hula Grub) and there were a lot of fish there—at least there were at the end of day one. Day two it was a ghost town and at noon I had a big fat zero. By 1:00 PM I still had nothing and I was in full-blown freak-out mode. I decided to make a long run to the other end of the lake, which was a huge gamble because I was leaving a place I knew had produced just a day ago to cross my fingers and hope with less than two hours to go. I got there and struck out for forty-five minutes. With fifteen minutes to go I grabbed my favorite crankbait, boated nine fish, ran back to weigh in and finished in third place. My buddy had stayed behind in that honey hole from day one, and finished with a zero, falling from seventh to fortieth place. Should you always run? No. That spot could have just as easily turned on the minute I left, and he would’ve reaped the reward for staying the course all day. Because that’s how it goes. Sometimes you need to get just one bite to ignite the entire school into a massive feeding frenzy.

And sometimes you need to know when to put down that bait and go to something else. Which brings me to my second example: I’ve become really fixated on swimbait fishing. In this book you’re going to read countless tips about this bait or this presentation. As I wrote this I started thinking about how cyclical my bait selection seems to be in terms of baits. Four years ago, I was a tube maniac. Before that it was a wakebait, before that a drop shot. And what I mean by that is that there are just years where, for whatever reason, a certain type of bait or presentation will dominate and catch fish of all sizes, most of the time. I was really good at figuring out the pattern, which is what always made Danny and me such a good team (Danny Drake was my tournament partner for almost ten years). Danny had an uncanny ability to find fish, and I would sit down, breathe for five or ten minutes, and then it would just come to me that I should be cranking or dragging a tube or whatever. I could always figure it out, and I wasn’t too wrapped up in any one bait. But then I started throwing a swimbait and it ruined me because they’ll eat it all the time. If it’s hot, cold, sunny, cloudy, windy, calm, raining, humid, it doesn’t matter. And because of that, it’s really hard for me to put it down. Even as I write this, I know that I’ve had a lot of success lately on a fluke or double fluke, but I’ll still start with a swimbait for the first two hours. Granted, I’ve caught a ton of fish on this bait, but I’ll also be the first to admit that it hasn’t produced nearly as well in 2016 as it did in 2015.

I have to force myself to put that bait down right now. I don’t know if that will always be the case, but I do know that sometimes it helps to reflect on what has worked in the past, and revisit it. That’s been the biggest benefit that I’ve gotten from this book—being able to return to some of my old roots. Like a Mepps #4 and a Blue Fox with Super Sonic vibration. Things like this that caught tons of fish for me in the early 1990s that I simply stopped using, but that are still great baits. Stay open to diversity, and trust your gut. That’s the key to unlocking the mystery behind each trip.
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Oneida Lake.


4

Weather

____________

Simply put, no other factor has a greater impact on smallmouth bass than weather. You might not realize it, but everything you do to target these fish is born from something as simple as the seasons (spring, summer, fall, winter), and grows to the most detailed combination of barometric pressure/wind/cloud cover/water temperature/air temperature/current/visibility that you can imagine. I have studied this to a degree that is beyond anyone else that I’ve met, and while I have accumulated a fair amount of knowledge on the subject, I’m still learning more information and gathering more data every time I’m on the water. By recording data, you build your own encyclopedia of knowledge that you can expand on to improve every outing.
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Picture taken after filming with The Weather Channel. From left to right: photographer Shane Durrance; angler Jim Root; senior coordinating producer for The Weather Channel, Stephen Neslage.

The first question most people ask me relates to how/when/why I started keeping my weather journal. A good friend of mine is a very successful hunter and he told me that using a weather journal really helped him understand migratory patterns and behaviors during hunting season. Over time it allowed him to predict where and when game would arrive, to the point that he could almost tell you down to the minute when and where he would get his yearly prize. Around then I also started noticing that other smaller animals like squirrels and birds were feeding heavily during certain weather conditions. Midway through my second year of keeping this journal with him and the guys at our camp a light went off in my head, and I knew that this would change things for me on the water forever. When I mentioned this to my grandfather he pointed out that the squirrels were always a great indicator for the trout in the stream. If the squirrels were actively feeding, the fish would be too. I decided to test his theory and returned shortly after I left with a limit of browns 18–20 inches long from a very small stream. So began my fishing journal.

The second question I get about my journal is in reference to it being easy or hard. It’s not hard at all. In fact, the only thing that’s hard is forcing yourself to do it. Many times when you get home you’re tired, you have family to attend to, or you have other pressing things that require immediate attention. As much as possible you should try to take down as many details as you can as they happen. When I catch a fish I make a note of the time and general area. If it’s just a small fish, it might be just a mental note. If it’s a big fish, I’m going to record as much data as I can right then. The fastest way to do that is with a quick voice recording on your phone. I might say “Just caught a giant, 6-pound smallie, on a Yo-Zuri 3DB Vibe S Tennessee Shad at Shacks, ten feet deep, 2:00 PM, burnin’ it.” I guarantee you that short recording took less time than I’ll spend taking pictures of that fish, and it’ll help me get bigger fish than that over time. This will also cut my record keeping time a lot, and will make it less pressing for me to do it the minute I get home.

My journal began with the most data I could find, and focused heavily on barometric pressure. Barometric pressure, the common way we refer to atmospheric pressure, is essentially defined as the pressure exerted at any given point by the earth’s atmosphere, with a value of 29.92 considered to be the standard or normal level. This number may rise above 31, and may dip below 28, and has huge implications depending on where you are, what season it is, what you’re most comfortable doing, and what stage the fish are at in their yearly migratory pattern.
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