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THIS BOOK is dedicated to my family. Thanks Mom, Uncle Don, Gram, and Pop for helping me become the man I am today. Because of you, I've been able to turn my childhood hobby and passion into a fulltime dream job. You always believed in me and gave me the confidence that I could do anything in life I wanted to. And to my two girls, Drew and Rylie. I love you more than anything in this world. Follow your heart and strive to achieve your dreams. And remember, never give up!

THE BREAKING
 POINT
Everyone has his passion. His calling. His purpose in life. For as long as I can remember, mine has always been fishing. Nothing except the love of my family has ever given me more joy. The art of finding and landing fish. Beating them in their environment. From the moment I dropped a line into the water as a toddler, everything in my life had been steered down a single path: making a living as a professional bass fisherman. In 1999, after years of grinding it out on the amateur level, my dream became a reality. I filed the paperwork with BASS (Bass Anglers Sportsman Society), the granddaddy of bass fishing tournament organizations, and jumped into the fire. Almost immediately, I won the Vermont BASS Top 150 Pro Tour on Lake Champlain, beating fishing legend (and my hero) Rick Clunn by almost two pounds. Even better than pocketing $100,000, more money than I had ever seen at once in my life, I knew I had arrived, that I was really and truly living my dream. I was on top of the world, and thought I'd stay there forever. 
Fast-forward to March 2003. The high was long gone and I had become a mental train wreck. I was toast! Fried! Why? My marriage was over, and that was all I could think about. I was sleeping no more than two hours a night, I couldn't eat, and I couldn't sleep. Even worse, it felt like fishing was the reason my marriage had crumbled. Being a professional angler is a huge time commitment. All of that attention put towards fishing had always been a sore spot between me and my soon-to-be-ex-wife, Kristi. My travel demands meant I was away from her and my daughters, Drew and Rylie, for days, weeks, sometimes months on end. Even when I was home, I had to spend time on research, and maintaining and preparing my gear. I've always said that dedication and hard work, not natural talent, allowed me to succeed, so I never allowed myself to let up for one second. That created even more distance between me and Kristi. Everything had come to a head and our relationship had, sadly, reached the breaking point. 
A time line of mistakes, consequences, and guilt kept racing through my mind. I told myself, “If you were a normal Joe, none of this would have happened. . . . You wanted it all. . . . You just had to be a professional angler!” It felt like every bad thing that had happened to me was because of fishing. Of course, I was ignoring the zillions of positives, which had always outweighed the bad, but by now my mind was Swiss cheese. I decided I had to make some radical changes in my life. Salvaging my marriage wasn't even the issue. I knew Kristi and I were getting divorced. But I couldn't go through this kind of pain again. I had to give myself a normal life so I wouldn't ruin my next relationship. After months of thinking it over, I finally came to a decision I never thought I'd make. 
I'd quit fishing for good. 
I was dead serious. I was gone. Out. I had made up my mind, and anyone who knows me will tell you that when my mind's made up, there's no changing it. My family knew that, so when I told them, they asked me only one simple question—“Are you sure?” Fishing had been my number one passion my whole life, so they wanted to be certain I had thought through what it meant to quit, but I was too depressed for sensible meditation. Fishing had wrecked my personal life, and I wanted out. It happens to tons of anglers. Pete Gluszek, my best friend and roommate on tour, had watched relationships with his ex-wife and a recent girlfriend land in the toilet. For many guys, that's the unfortunate reality of the sport. But I always thought Kristi and I were different, that we'd be the exception to the rule.
Try to picture this, though: I'd never experienced life without fishing being front and center. In my first memories, I have a rod in my hands. As a kid, my summers revolved around trips to the Poconos, where I caught trout, sunfish, and, eventually, my first bass. I collected Bassmaster magazines the way most kids collected baseball cards. After I graduated from Triton High School in Runnemede, New Jersey, I was more concerned about starting my fishing club, Top Rod Bassmasters, than enrolling in college. When I eventually earned my degree, I had done it by cramming for tests in between fishing pro-am tournaments. It didn't matter what I was doing, or where life had taken me. Fishing always found its place in the mix. I couldn't imagine it any other way. 
Plus, I was living the life most fishermen would kill for. My career earnings were well into six figures. I was being sponsored by some of the biggest names in the business. Ranger Boats. Yamaha (outboard motors). Team Daiwa (rods and reels). Stren (fishing line). Owner (hooks). Fitovers Eyewear. Mann's Bait Company. Dick's Sporting Goods. You could count the number of years I'd been a pro on one hand and still have a finger left over, yet I'd already won three times on the BASS tour. Some guys fish as a pro for twenty years without winning even one. After years of scratching and clawing, I had made it. Yet there I was, ready to go back to my old job running the fishing department at Dick's Sporting Goods in Mount Laurel, New Jersey, while I completed a post-baccalaureate teaching program at Rowan University. I'd already ordered the paperwork for school. I'd moved on. That seemed like the only answer to my problems. 
But I still had a grand vision. I didn't want to just crawl away from the sport that I'd loved so much and had shaped my life. I wanted to go out in style, and there was no better way than winning the last tournament I'd ever fish: the 2003 Citgo Bassmaster Classic, down in the Louisiana Delta near New Orleans. The Bassmaster Classic has always been the Super Bowl of bass fishing. No event even comes close, so it was the perfect send-off. This wasn't about nostalgia, though. I was no Ray Bourque, who played twenty-one seasons in the NHL before finally winning a Stanley Cup in 2001 and going out a champ. Give me a break! Fishing had turned its back on me and robbed me blind, so I wanted to squeeze every last drop I could from it. I was going to grab this title and then tell the entire sport to kiss off! 
When June rolled around, which was a month before the Classic, I drove to the Big Easy with my uncle Don for the official six-day practice period. To me, this research and preparation time, during which I would break down the five hundred thousand fishable acres of the Delta and settle on a strategy, would make or break my entire tournament. Once those six days were over, anglers wouldn't be allowed near the tournament waters until the event started. So I needed to make each one count. Unfortunately, by the fifth day, I felt absolutely defeated because I wasn't anywhere near the fish. 
It was frustrating, because even though I was quitting afterward, I had done the same homework for this tournament that I would for any other. I pored over maps and did hours upon hours of Internet research. I scoured my old Bassmaster magazines for useful tips. I scooped up information anywhere I could find it, so I felt too well prepared for such bad results. (Obviously, since I was working so hard, I should have realized that deep down I still loved the sport. This wasn't the most rational period in my life.) And on top of everything, I knew the Delta well. My first Classic, in 1999, was on the same fishery, and I'd finished sixth. And that was before I'd even officially turned pro! 
But after spending two days working spots around an area called Bayou Black, where I'd hauled fifteen pounds in '99, I'd barely landed any weight at all. Each day we're allowed to catch a limit of five fish. At no point can we have more than five fish in our live well. If we pull in a sixth, we have to toss one back. Well, I had managed to catch a limit, but it was a pathetic six pounds. You think six pounds a day will win the Classic? Think again. On my third day of practice, I moved to a completely different area of the Delta called Venice and had a little more success, but the next day I mismanaged my time on the water and lost any momentum I had going. Four days had passed, two were left, and I still hadn't found that winning spot. 
So on Day Five, I decided to fish an area called Delta Duck (you gotta love the names of these places!). This was a last-ditch effort. I was pulling the cord on the emergency parachute. If it didn't work, I'd have to go back to Old Dennis for my last practice day, learn it like the back of my hand, and pray for the best. I reached the Duck, and just like every other day that week, the morning just sucked. By one o'clock I had caught only one good fish and one little keeper. Terrible. I thought about bailing, even though I knew the time I'd spend traveling to my next spot would basically waste the day. I had made that same stupid mistake just the day before. The only thing grayer than my mood was the sky, and before I could even ask my uncle his opinion, the clouds puked up an ugly storm. Rain and lightning poured relentlessly from a thick, menacing sky. It was literally terrifying to watch. I looked around, but there was nowhere to hide. The Duck, like the rest of the Delta, is just marsh, reeds, and water. No protection anywhere.
We couldn't outrun the storm. All we could do was jam the boat into the reeds to create a primitive canopy. Gee, great! Now we weren't getting as soaked. I curled up pathetically on the front of the deck, which had the most “protection.” I lay there, miserable, cold, and depressed, with all of my life's disasters running through my head, pushing me toward a nervous breakdown. I was at rock bottom. Which makes what happened next even more bizarre. 
I fell asleep. 
It was the weirdest thing that's happened to me in my entire career. I'd never slept on my boat while I was on the water. Ever. But there I was, drifting off despite all the noise in my head and the weather beating down on me. But there was one thing I knew for sure, which was a great source of comfort. This horrible chapter in my life as a fisherman was nearly over.
I just didn't know a new one was about to start. 
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 IN THE
  BEGINNING
Anglers everywhere treat the opening day of trout season like a religious event. It's no different in Philadelphia, except the fishing gets so dicey afterward you'd better catch them while you can. So it would be no surprise to see my family kicking off trout season at the Wissahickon Creek, a branch of the Delaware River outside the city. I stood on the bank and dropped a line with a piece of corn on the end into the water. When this little trout chomped down on the kernel, I pulled the fish out. A huge grin crossed my face, and I was so excited I probably wet myself. But at least I had an excuse. 
I was still in diapers.
That was the first fish I caught, and the last time any fish could rest easy. I was almost two years old. 
Mike and the Family Ike
I was born on June 17, 1972. My first memories of home begin at our three-story row house in South Philadelphia, where I lived with my mom, Roberta, my uncle Don, my grandfather Joseph (who I called Pop), and my grandmom Edith. Even though I was little, I vividly remember that house, especially the tiny backyard. It was only twenty by eighteen feet, and nearly concreted over, but Pop and Grandmom still managed to grow a garden back there in the cement, housing an awesome assortment of vegetables, as well as the box turtles we used to keep as pets. Inside, I can remember huge rooms with tons of space. Maybe they just seemed big to me at the time. I'm not sure.
Technically, my first home was an apartment on Broad Street with my mom, and, I'm assuming, my dad. Unfortunately, he passed away around the same time I caught that first fish. I don't have any memories of my father—I've never even seen a picture of him. My mom has never shown me any, and I've never asked to see one. Maybe it's because we've maintained no relationship with his side of the family. He's not a subject I've ever really pressed my mom about. I've always felt that if there was anything really important I should know, she would tell me. Apparently, we look alike and share the same outgoing personality. One other thing I do know: he didn't fish.
Despite growing up without a father, I never felt a void, because Pop and Uncle Don quickly became father figures to me. My mom's side of the family was always super close, and from day one they've supported anything and everything I've done. It's because of them that I've become the angler, and the person, I am today. 
Fishing and the outdoors run through my family's blood. My great- grandfather, Grandmom's dad, never lost his love of fishing despite being stuck in the city. Every day, he threw a line in the Schuylkill River, another tributary of the Delaware that nearly runs through downtown Philly. Pop was also hooked on fishing, and after he grew up and had my mom, Don, Aunt Joanne, and Uncle Joe, he took them every year to the Jersey Shore and the Poconos. This tradition continued after I was born and would be key to my development as an angler. 

On to Jersey
My mom's family has deep roots in South Philly. Pop was born in the house his mother lived in, next door to the house where his kids grew up. Aunts and cousins lived down the street. When my mom was a kid, you didn't have to lock your doors, neighbors looked out for each other, and kids could play kickball or stickball in the street. But by the time I was born, the area had started turning. Now you had to worry about getting beat up on the way to school or going to the store for groceries. My uncle has told me stories, and they're no fun. I can't imagine growing up in that kind of environment. Fortunately, I didn't have to. 
By the time I entered kindergarten, my family, especially my mom, had had enough. It was time to go. My starting school gave them a good excuse to leave, but in reality they were always outdoors people who hated being tied to the city. So the whole family unit—Mom, Don, Pop, Grandmom, and me—moved to Runnemede, New Jersey, the heart of suburbia. Even though we were only about twenty-five minutes outside Philly, it felt like we had moved to another planet. We had a double lot on the corner, almost an entire acre. I had gone from a tiny concrete backyard to a huge expanse of grass and trees, which was amazing. Soon, Pop started a new garden, with tomatoes, corn, and cabbage quickly swallowing up one quarter of the property. I remember the sense of pride they felt after moving out to the suburbs. They'd been working their whole lives to get there. It was like, “We did it. We're living in the good neighborhood now.” 
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UP IN 
  THE POCONOS
Most of my early memories of South Philly are like still pictures, just images and flashes. My first real recollections are from the Poconos, where we'd take family trips at the beginning and the end of every summer. I don't quite remember my first, when I was still an infant, but I remember most of the ones afterward. I can still close my eyes and remember the three cabins—cabin 1, cabin 2, and cabin 3—right on the shore of Fairview Lake. Each had two to four bedrooms, a kitchen, and a porch. They were built perpendicular to the lakefront with a T-dock extending into the water. Cabin 1, right on the lake, was Pop's favorite, not because it was the biggest, but because it was the closest to the water. He always slept in the front room with the big window. “Pop's room” was off limits to everyone else . . . except Grandmom, of course. 
Fishing was a big part of the trip, but there were a lot of other highlights, too. It was about the whole outdoor experience. There were water sports and swimming. We'd walk to this tiny rock-quarry pond and I'd catch these cool-looking water salamanders that I'd take home and keep as pets (they'd always die). At night, we would get ice cream at an old-fashioned country store or go into Hawley, the nearest town, to watch drive-in movies and eat at the hot dog stand. It was a different deal from even suburban New Jersey, right out of a Norman Rockwell painting. It was something everyone looked forward to. Looking back, I didn't realize what an escape the trips were for my family. They worked hard all year for those two weeks in the summer. 
Learning to Fish
When I first started, everything was really basic. I used the same simple spin-cast equipment my grandfather and uncle used. A five-foot rod with a closed face and push-button release reel. My earliest memories aren't of being on the water, but of fishing off the dock. Pop or Don would sometimes just get a stick, tie a line with a hook and bait on the end, and drop it in. We'd catch 'em almost every time. Bluegill, trout, and other panfish, with a stick! But in those early days, no matter what I used for a rod, the bait was always live, mostly worms, night crawlers, mealworms, and corn. (I know the last one sounds stupid, but stocked trout love kernel corn. I don't write the menu, you know?) I don't think my uncle even owned any lures. Pop had a few, but the only time we used them was while trolling from spot to spot, just dragging the lure behind the boat before finding an area to still-fish. 

Captain Pop
Sometimes the whole family would cast off the dock, but the boat trips with me, Don, and Pop dominate my fishing memories in the Poconos. We'd be out on our little johnboat, always with my uncle in back, me in the middle, and Pop in front. In the beginning, Don had to sit back there and row because we didn't have a trolling motor. Fairview Lake wasn't huge, maybe ninety acres, but still, that's a lot of rowing! Plus, Pop would always tease Don, bugging him to row faster. “Put a little oomph in it, Don!” When we finally got our first electric trolling motor, this sad little green box with maybe ten pounds of thrust, it hardly moved the boat, but we—and by we I mean my uncle—thought it rocked, because at least it meant the end of manual labor. Plus, I occasionally got to steer using the trolling motor, which was huge for me. 
I remember my grandfather and uncle being really into fishing strategically. Picking the right cast for the right situation. Deciding to pull the bait off the bottom by six inches instead of a foot. How to properly set the hook. They were trying to figure out the fish, which was a huge influence on me as my skills developed. Between solving mysteries, we'd just shoot the breeze. Don's relationship with Pop was a lot like Sanford and Son, only with white guys. They'd get into little scuffles when stuff would go wrong, or Don wasn't paddling fast enough. Nothing serious, just a dad giving his son a hard time, always with a playful wink. It was hilarious, because my grandfather was always the man, especially out on the water. It was his way or no way, you know? Even when Pop was wrong, he was right. Those times were absolutely the best. 

Testing the Boundaries
Even on those early trips when I was still a couple of years away from getting hooked into fishing just for bass, I used to suck up information and technique. Pop and Don were great teachers, helping me cast, instructing me about angles. But the biggest lesson they taught me was patience. When I saw that bite, I'd automatically want to start reeling in. But there's an art to landing a fish. Waiting until it has the bait, and then setting the hook. Set too early, and the fish won't be securely hooked. Of all the skills Pop and Don coached me on, patience was the most important. 
But even as a little kid, I'd push the limits of my skill. We fished for trout back then, which is angling at its most basic. But whenever we met other fishermen in the Poconos or back in New Jersey, I always watched what they did and asked questions. Then I would take that information back out on the water. Before I knew it, I started stepping above my uncle and my grandfather, observing conditions and making adjustments. Replacing a gold swivel with a black one because the brightness made the fish skittish, swapping out my line types, and eventually going to better hooks. Refining the whole art of trout fishing.
Every time Pop watched me change my line or my swivel, he was totally skeptical, always growling, “Aw, that ain't gonna make a difference.” It was hilarious how he used to bust my chops. Then I started catching some big numbers. As my results got better, my uncle eventually caught on and followed suit, getting into the spinning equipment and artificial bait I used. But Pop never changed equipment or technique. He defined the old-school fisherman. I don't care if you had a magic lure guaranteed to pull fifteen-inch trout out every time—he wouldn't put it on his line. He always scoffed, “Aw, I don't need that!” And it was true. He didn't. My grandfather was a natural. Even with the junk he used, never taking advantage of any new technology, he could still match our catches. It was pretty impressive. 
Pop and Don never got upset when I started outcatching them. In fact, it was the opposite. They were really proud at how good I was getting. But while my family slowly became accustomed to me bringing in big stringers, it always kind of freaked other people out. Whether it was out on Wissahickon Creek in my diapers, or on the T-dock before I was in kindergarten, people were always shocked and impressed. During one of our Poconos trips when I was about ten, my mom and I rented a boat on a little lake called Peck's Pond. It was a full house on the water, but nobody was catching anything . . . except this goofy elementary-school kid who landed a limit. When I got back to the dock, I remember one dude looking at my stringer and blurting out a curse word or two. So much for keeping it clean around the kid, you know? 

GO WITH YOUR GUT
Fishing is pure form and function. All that matters is getting fish into the boat. How is up to you. Too often, though, anglers are reluctant to try anything weird or unconventional. Obviously, I don't have that problem, and it usually pays off. Here are three ways to take your fishing out of the box. 
CASTING. I use seven basic casts on any bank or stretch of open water: a flip, a pitch, an overhead (your basic long cast), a sidearm roll, an overhand roll, a straight skip, and a pitch skip. (I don't take total credit, but I like to think of “pitch skip” as a cast I helped introduce and perfect.) Pretend your living room is a fishery. A flip may sneak a worm between the fireplace and window, but an overhand roll's better for slipping a spinnerbait under the coffee table. To slide your Stone Jig under the ottoman, maybe the pitch skip is best. Same idea on the water. Every tiny crack between a sailboat, a dock post, or an overhanging tree is different, and requires a different strategy. Don't fear a “tripping on acid” cast that combines everything you know and a little luck. I'd cast with my feet if I thought it would work. 
THE IMPOSSIBLE CAST. During my first major win on Lake Champlain, in '99, I was catching fish by pitching my jig inside rows of tires set up as wave breaks (obstacles that cut wave action near a marina), sometimes bouncing them off other rows as I reeled them in. Obviously, this wasn't a high-percentage cast, but at the same time, I always want the opportunity to catch every fish. Just the opportunity! Ninety percent of anglers wouldn't cast into tires because it's an “impossible” cast. It's not! The only “impossible” cast is the one you don't make. Get it?
LURES. During my club days, I found myself trying to skip little four-inch plastic worms on light line under docks using spinning equipment, but kept breaking off my line on the obstacles, or because the fish were too big. So my friend John McGraw and I created a jig head that reached deep-cover spots using heavy line and conventional equipment. We found a walleye head with a flat surface and tweaked the design until we got it right. We called it a Stone Jig, and this lure that was once poured in my grandmom's basement now sells by the thousands yearly for Mann's Bait Company. Do you have to invent lures to make an impact? No. But don't be afraid to tweak. Dip 'em in dyes, trim baits, or file them down. If you think a plastic crab imitation will work better than the jig everyone's throwing, do it and learn from the results. Regardless of what you catch, you'll end up a better angler. 
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CATCHING 
  “THE ONE”
By the time I was twelve, I had been fishing trout in the Poconos with my family for over ten years. I'd caught a few bass up to that point, but they were little. A fingerling (a couple of inches long) to maybe half a foot, tops. And I had never caught one on purpose. The only time I even used artificial baits was trolling around, usually with basic inline spinners. So heading up to the lake that June, I was just looking forward to another week of catching trout and having fun. I had no idea my life was about to change.
Pop's Box
Pop had a great tackle box, a hip, roof-style green Coleman with a brass latch that opened in three tiers, with a built-in ruler inside. At the time, it was state of the art, and held hooks, weights, line, swivels, mineral oil, everything. And the smell was incredible, you know? All musty, old, and watery. I had been in awe of it since I was little. This was Pop's box, the Holy Grail of tackle boxes. He'd open it and light would pour out, the angels would sing, and I'd bow down. All hail the Coleman! 
More than anything, I was mesmerized by his small collection of lures (even today, building up my collection of cool lures is part of the sport's appeal). I can still remember every lure in there, some of the most old-school stuff ever sold, bait you'd see now and say, “What is this stuff?” He had these spinners called CP Swings, a basic in-line spinner. There were old Cream baits, tiny rubber imitations of a cricket or a frog. He even had red-and-white Daredevil spoons, silver-backed, spoon-shaped metal slabs with a picture of a devil in the center. The only other artificial lure he had was a Rapala, basically a floating minnow bait with a small lip on the end. 
Pop was incredibly protective of his tackle box. He'd see me looking around in it and snap, “What are you doing in there? Stay out of my box!” Again, always with his little smile. Pop was Fred Sanford, all bark and no bite. But at ten or eleven years old, even Fred Sanford was enough to keep me out of the Coleman. 

Crossing the Line
The first morning of that summer's trip to the Poconos, I hit the dock to cast a few before Pop and Uncle Don came out. It was just gonna be another day of trout fishing, but today, Pop's box kept calling my name. Maybe it was the excitement of being back at the lake, but I couldn't resist going in and grabbing something to throw off the dock. I pulled out a 9S Floating Rapala—black on the back, silver sides, two treble hooks: one on the belly, one on the tail. At the time, I didn't even know what it was. I just reached into the Coleman and pulled it out. 
The scene is still vivid in my mind. I'm out on the end of the T-dock, there's a little fog on the lake, and the water is slick and calm. My rod was still rigged to catch panfish and trout, which meant line out of the reel attached to a swivel, a snelled hook, and a Water Gremlin split shot. So I pinched the ears of the Gremlin, popped it off, removed the snelled hook, and attached the Rapala, with absolutely no idea how to fish it or what it was going to do in the water. All I knew how to do was cast, which by now I did pretty well. I threw out the Rapala in a big, beautiful arc, ripples moving away as it hit the water. It just floated there. That's what it was supposed to do, but I didn't know. 
For the first few seconds, I just stared at this strange, floating bait. Then I gave the reel four or five cranks, watching the Rapala's swimming action. I was astonished. I'd never seen a lure behave like that. And as I thought, “Okay, it's a bait you cast, swim, and reel in,” the bait floated back to the surface, where I let it sit for another couple of seconds. Whoosh! This bass—not a giant, but at almost three pounds it was the biggest fish I'd ever seen— blew out of the water, mouth wide open, swallowing the Rapala. The visual was the most intense thing I'd ever seen. In trout fishing, you drag live bait along the bottom of the water, watching your rod tip or bobber. I had never seen a fish explode out of the water after a lure. I don't even think I set the hook! If the bass hadn't totally engulfed that lure, I probably wouldn't have brought it in. 
I could barely breathe as I used every ounce of energy to land that fish. It gave me a fight like I'd never experienced, bulldogging me and splashing all the way back to the dock. I was flipping out, thinking, “If that line breaks, I'm gonna have to fess up to taking the lure, and replace it . . . And nobody's gonna believe I caught it to begin with!” It was a situation where I had to beat that fish, the first of many over the course of my career. 

Why Don't You Just Keep That Thing?
Once I had it on the dock, I started screaming bloody murder, running back to cabin 3, where we were staying that year. I didn't even know how to hold a bass back then, so I just ran with the fish hanging off the end of my line. “Aaaaaaagggghhh!” My family must have thought I was being stabbed to death by some lakeside killer. I busted through the door, the bass dangling off my rod tip like a hanging grenade, and everybody freaked. Pop thought it was the biggest fish in the world. And not being a catch-and-release guy, the first thing out of his mouth was “Get my stringer! Put him on the stringer!” My new buddy was getting some Crisco and breading that night. By now, Pop knew I had raided his box, but he was too proud to care. In fact, he gave me the bait, saying, “Why don't you just go ahead and keep using that thing.” I had gone from “never go in there and touch that” to throwing this awesome Rapala lure whenever I pleased. 

PANIC BOX
Fishing gets tough for a lot of reasons. A cold front hits. Increased boat pressure from weekend anglers. Maybe the fish have seen too much of what you're throwing. Whatever the reason, even pros have days when primary and secondary patterns fail, and nothing's working. I've actually stocked a Plano 3600 box, literally labeled PANIC BOX, specifically for this situation. Inside are all my finesse baits, the smaller lures, weights, and lines I used as a kid to catch trout, panfish, and anything else that swims. The panic box has bailed me out so many times, it's scary. That's why it never leaves my boat. 
When it hits the fan, I immediately grab my favorite “hard times” bait, a Berkley 4-inch Power Finesse Worm. Basic in shape and naturally colored, it might be the most versatile worm ever. I'll often tie on a small split shot in lean situations, allowing me to fish heavier cover, throw a Texas rig-style presentation or even a drop shot. These work best if I'd previously caught them on bottom running a Carolina rig or Stone Jig. 
If I'd been slow-rolling spinnerbaits or crankbaiting, I might bust a grub, specifically a 3-inch model, either curly tailed (Berkley Power Grub) or straight (Sting Ray), depending on the environmental conditions. Back in my Federation days, I was fishing a spot on the Potomac River called Arkendale Flats and was crushing 'em with two of the standard power-fishing lures, Carolina rigs and rattletraps. But the flat got beat up bad by boat traffic (mine included), a cold front rolled in overnight, and the fish stopped biting. After switching to a small, white, curly-tailed grub and using smaller-scale crankbait tactics, I caught a limit on a day when a lot of guys struck out. 
Be prepared to take guff from your buddies if you break out my next panic lure—an old fashioned in-line spinner. When the spinnerbaits are burned out, or the bass are simply ignoring topwater lures, use a gold or silver spinner, maybe even a chartreuse in-line spinner with a willow or Indiana blade. I'll even use hair jigs, with some kind of pork trailer (an additional lure attached to the bait, made from real pigskin), in colder water when Stone Jigs or jigging spoons fail. I throw three basic colors, brown, black, and gray/white, 1/16 to 1/4 ounce, and favor deer hair. 
Desperate times call for desperate measures. Don't be afraid to go old school when conditions dictate. And remember to adjust your rod and line to use panic lures effectively. Lighter lures mean lighter line. Then slow down. You can't cover the same amount of water, and the heavier cover will cause some trouble. Finally, lower your expectations. Smaller baits mean smaller fish. Will you win a tournament on panic lures? Probably not. But while my limit on Arkendale Flats wasn't huge, it landed me in the top six, which qualified me for regionals, which got me into the Federation nationals, where my win took me to the '99 Classic. Moral of the story? Every fish counts. 


Hooked on Bass
After that day, I couldn't think about anything but catching more bass. That was a breakthrough point, not just because it hooked me on bass fishing, but also because it changed me as an angler. Later that morning, I felt antsy sitting and still-fishing, waiting for the trout to bite. Just sitting . . . and waiting. I wanted to be throwing and moving, seeing that bass torpedo out of the water. I had already started developing what would become my power-fishing style, where I'm constantly moving not only my body but also the lure in the water, working it fast and hard. 
I didn't catch any more bass that trip, but I returned to Runnemede obsessed with getting that next one. I wanted to learn more. I told my friends the story, and they were psyched. They started taking a bigger interest in bass fishing. That summer, my buddy Tom Hrynyshyn gave me one of his dad's old Bassmaster magazines. It was the February 1985 issue, and the cover was a bass being caught on a 11G floating Rapala. I saved it, and just about every Bassmaster magazine that has been produced since. (I still have them cataloged at my uncle's place in Runnemede.) Soon afterward, my buddies and I started playing with the Rapala on Stewart Lake and other local fisheries, learning its strengths and weaknesses. Each day I got more excited catching bass, each new experience feeding on the one before. 

Bass on the Brain
But it really wasn't until I returned to the Poconos the following June that I became hard-core obsessed with bass fishing. That first day back, I didn't even wait for my family to unpack before I ran to the dock. I tossed that same Rapala into a couple of patches of lily pads, and caught three in a row. Boom! Boom! Boom! The third was a five-pounder, a massive beast! It looked like Jaws coming out of the water. 
If I wasn't completely hooked before, I was now! 
When I took Jaws back to the cabin, instead of being eaten, he was wrapped in a towel and put in the freezer. When we got back to Jersey, Pop, Don, and I took it to Ribbs Taxidermy for stuffing. It cost something like ten dollars an inch. We had no idea it was that expensive! We're talking about a 20-inch fish! But Pop was so psyched he gladly paid the bill, then stuck the fish on the living room wall of his house in Runnemede. I think it's still there.

Evolution of a Bass Fisherman
Reading that Bassmaster magazine that Tom Hrynyshyn gave me, I was enthralled by every page of colorful, shiny baits. I used all my chore, Christmas, and birthday money to build my collection. I became more conscious about my equipment, line, tackle, and technique in general. In the beginning, I was using only that Rapala and a few in-line spinners, but I knew I wanted to expand my horizons. It wasn't anything premeditated, but every year I learned a new lure, spending the whole season trying to master it. I'd explore it on top, swimming it, learning where it was good and where it wasn't. After working the Rapala to death, I spent the following winter reading about plastic curly-tailed grubs. That summer, everything was about the grub. Then tubes, then plastic worms, then spinnerbaits, then jigs. I spent each year concentrating on one lure, learning everything it could do in the water, then moving to another. 
Looking back, it was amazing to have the luxury of an entire year to practice each lure. Nobody has that kind of time . . . except a kid! Adults can't pull it off. We're too busy earning a living. At the 2000 Bassmaster Classic, the West Coast anglers kicked everyone's butts drop shotting—tying on their bait, then running another ten inches of line down to a weight on the bottom. I wanted to learn the technique, but was lucky to find two or three days afterward to play around with it. Twelve months? Forget about it!

Taking Advantage of the Revolution
I was lucky to grow up during an explosion of information about fishing. With magazines, television, and videos, I was able to learn faster than guys who came up only ten or fifteen years before me. Media has had an enormous impact on the popularity and growth of the sport. Here's a breakdown of some important developments. 
THE BASSMASTERS TELEVISION SHOW
Bob Cobb created The Bassmasters television series, which debuted in 1985. He was basically the entire operation, serving as producer, editor, director, intern, and secretary. It was the first time competitive bass fishing hit the airwaves, which was huge in shaping the careers of younger anglers. Catching my first bass in the Poconos and reading Bassmaster magazine charged my interest, but the moment I tuned in to The Bassmasters, everything reached a whole new level. For me, Saturday morning wasn't about cartoons, music videos, or watching baseball. It was about tuning to The Nashville Network, waiting for The Bassmasters to start. Early on, the coverage wasn't advanced, but it still was amazing. As a teenager, I can vividly remember getting chills watching Rick Clunn and Ken Cook winning Classics. It was absolutely riveting, and made me want to do what they did.
Early episodes made stars out of a lot of guys, and helped put a
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