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Introduction

Lamar Underwood

As every experienced angler can tell you, fishing is often a serious waiting game. Your lure, or baited hook, is in the water, lost from sight in a shadowed pool or amid tumbling whitewater currents. This is the place your mind screams. But the moment drifts on—no action or sound enhance the scene. Your expectations begin to crumble as the lure or bait goes unmolested. Either they’re not biting, or, God forbid, they’re not here!

The Fish Tales book you’re reading now has no “waiting game” moments. Each chapter will plunge you into fishing in print that has a felt life. You will be reliving experiences that invoke William Faulkner’s famous quote, “The past is not dead. It’s not even past.”

As a bonus, you can count on the fact that fishing with other anglers will bring you a treasure trove of skills, intuition, and hard-core how-to you’ll put to use somewhere in your upcoming days on the water.

You’ll find it all here—from angling scholars like Ernest (“Matching the Hatch”) Schwiebert, to simple fishing-for-action with Ernest Hemingway baiting his hook with live grasshoppers or worms.

Fishing is a diverse experience. From the tiny creek at the end of a country lane, where your “rod” is often a tree limb cut with your pocketknife, to mysterious ocean depths so far away that they might as well be on the moon as far as you’re concerned, the panorama of fishing includes tiny sunfish and marlin over 1,000 pounds. This book has it all, with every story driven by a common thread: a passion for fishing.

The other day, while wandering through some of the lesser-known regions of angling literature, I stumbled across the following little gem by John M. Dickie in the Preface of his anthology Great Angling Stories, published in England and Scotland (the edition I have in hand is 1953, but the book obviously was first published much earlier):

“Against books on sport,” writes John Dickie, “the charge may often be laid that they depend too little on merit, too much on a bond of sympathy between author and reader.”

Hello! Mr. Dickie hasn’t merely thrown down the gauntlet: He has smacked me across the face with it.

Now, my experiences in both books and magazines have taught me that the editor’s chair is often an uneasy one, but Dickie’s observation is so much on the mark that he positively has me squirming. How many times, I must ask myself, have I rushed some work into print, in fact heralded its coming with gushes of praise, simply because it was authored by “one of the boys”? Or because the subject matter struck a warm and familiar chord? What’s the harm of a little lame and undistinguished prose between friends?

Further words by John Dickie provide a positive answer to this dilemma. Of the anthology he has edited, he notes: “But angling is a fair literature and no stories have here been included which do not possess, quite apart from their subject, intrinsic literary worth.”

Let’s hear that again: “intrinsic literary worth.” Now there’s a benchmark to live up to, and I am going to attempt to do exactly that in this volume of stories, just as John Dickie did in his superb book.

While poking through the works of a lifetime of reading about fishing in preparation for this book, I was struck more than once by a trend that emerged in the eighties and nineties of angling stories, mostly fly fishing, that linked the sport to self-discovery. Words like “saving the soul,” “inner peace,” “inner compass”—expressions of gooey sentimentality of that sort—begin to appear in dust jacket and magazine cover blurb copy.

Perhaps I am weird, or just plain lucky, but I am quite sure I began to love fishing, and reading about fishing, when I was so young that I had not yet blundered, fumbled, and, in general, screwed up enough to need spiritual cleansing. The reason I sometimes had trouble sleeping the night before a big fishing trip was the sheer excitement of anticipating catching fish and seeing the places where fish lived. Both prospects aroused (and still do!) in me a yearning so deep and part of my psyche that quite honestly I have little desire to trace its origins to its sources. Perhaps, as the scientific-minded might point out, the trigger that says “Let’s go fishing” might be traced to some distant hunter-gatherer ancestor who stood at the mouth of the cave every day and wondered where he was going to find something to eat. Perhaps thousands of years have left that spark alive in only a few of us, people like you and me, and not the guy down the street. But for me there is no mystery in the fact that the fish I buy at the market can never replace the fish that I pulled from the edge of the sea and now lies on the cutting board, ready for broiling. Were the reverse true, that because I can buy fish I will cease all fishing myself, I would become an emotional basket case, asking myself, “What happened to you, boy?”

Of course, fishing for food is only part of the story. The freezer will only hold so much; there are only so many fish dinners one can eat. Still, we press on, eager as ever, armed with new tactics and equipment to meet any angling challenge. Because it’s fun, damn it!

This is the point in the story where “catch-and-release” comes on stage. Either because the freezer is stuffed, or because of dwindling numbers that need protection in certain places, “catch-and-release” fishing becomes as natural to many sensible anglers as yelling, “Got one!” And it works. We are seeing many cases—in trout fishing especially—where resources would be dwindling or wiped out completely were it not for catch-and-release.

One type of angler I do not want in the boat with me or at the fishing camp where I’m staying is the emotional idiot who fishes to prove something. He’s got to catch the most and the biggest. Always! The successes or disappointments of others mean nothing to him. Scratch this guy deep enough and you’ll find a miserable bastard who isn’t fishing for food or pleasure, but for some weird and dark obsession to excel.

Now don’t think I’m saying there’s something wrong with catching big fish, or a lot of fish. No sir! I’m right in there pitching to do both, but there are boundaries and limits I respect. And I will always hope I’m the kind of good buddy whose eyes and ears are open to seeing your big one, hearing about your twenty-fish day and the story about the lunker that wrapped you around a limb and broke off.

The time I have spent reading about fishing has always been as important a part of my fishing enjoyment as the time spent with a rod in my hand. But I do not pretend to have unearthed and read every single gem of angling literature. As much as I yearn to live up to the promise of making this book a great reading experience, I am quite certain my selections will not always be the ones the reader would have chosen, given the opportunity. My decisions were guided by several considerations beyond sheer literary merit. One of the most important was to not stumble blindly into focusing on one type of fishing at the expense of others. Obviously, fishing is so diverse that its literature can never be captured in a single book, no matter how ambitious. Entire libraries are needed, and indeed have been built and stocked for just such a project. The astute reader will no doubt have titles in mind that he or she feels should have been included here. And if you are keenly disappointed by the absence of one of your personal favorites, then I regret not serving you better.

It is my hope that the pages ahead will take you fishing in two kinds of places: Those like the ones you have never fished but would like to try, and those like the ones you have fished and enjoy remembering. Places like cold rivers where you will start out by looking for trout but will also truly lift up your eyes unto the hills and remember how fortunate you are to be there; dark pockets under old oaks where bigmouth bass lurk; estuaries where iron-muscled steelhead and salmon are fresh from the throbbing ocean currents; on some sandy beach where the green waves are slashed by slashes of striped bass and bluefish; out on the blue water of the Gulf Stream where your trolled baits barely scratch the surface of the domain roamed by marlin and tuna; and on the tidal flats where the thin clear pushes of water give the fishing for tarpon, bonefish, and permit the visual drama of hunting.

You’ll find all kinds of fishing here. And all kinds of fishermen. They have wonderful stories to tell you. You’ll especially enjoy them on those long winter evenings when real fishing seems a distant promise. Throw another log on the fire, get your favorite chair and lamp just right, and hope everybody in the house will leave you alone. The fact that the stories have “intrinsic literary worth” won’t bother you at all. I guarantee it!










‌‌Chapter One 

The Bass Doctor

Generations of Experience in Two Parts

by James A. Henshall, MD


Part One: The Fighting Qualities of Largemouth  Black Bass

In a lifetime of editing, writing, and fishing, I’ve never come across a more controversial statement than this gem by Dr. Henshall, writing on the largemouth black bass: “Inch for inch, and pound for pound, he is the gamest fish that swims.”

The quote from Dr. Henshall’s Book of the Black Bass (1881), has not only survived over these many years, it has often been referenced and pointed out by modern-era writers, such as my friend the late Grits Gresham in his The Complete Book of Bass Fishing. Dr. Henshall has even been called “The father of bass fishing in America” by many scribes.

If your personal opinion, like mine, leads you to thinking that Dr. Henshall was wrong and lacked experience that should have made him think twice about his statement, get ready for a jolt. Twenty-five years later, in his book Bass, Pike, Perch and Others, Henshall doubles down on his opinion. As you shall see in this excerpt from that book, he goes in-your-face to repeat his previous statement. He also compares largemouth bass to smallmouth, calling the contest on fighting qualities a draw.

Be aware that Dr. Henshall was no novice. His angling experiences ranged from salmon to tarpon. His books reflect that experience and form a foundation for his observations.

In another chapter in this book we have Dr. Henshall on more bass lore in an excerpt from Favorite Fish and Fishing. In his many observations and bass and bass fishing, he never backs down from his original statement on how bass put up a fight.

As a game-fish the black-bass has come into his inheritance. As the French say, he has arrived. With the special tools and tackle now furnished for his capture, he has proved my aphorism. "Inch for inch, and pound for pound, he is the gamest fish that swims." When I ventured this opinion twenty-five years ago, there were no special articles made for his capture except the Kentucky reel and the McGinnis rod, twelve feet long and fifteen ounces in weight. In awarding the palm as a game-fish to the black-bass, I do so advisedly, in the light of ample experience with all other game-fishes, and without prejudice, for I have an innate love and admiration for all, from the lovely trout of the mountain brook to the giant tarpon of the sea. 

In the application of so broad and sweeping an assertion each and every attribute of a game-fish must be well considered: his habitat; his aptitude to rise to the fly; his struggle for freedom; his manner of resistance; his weight as compared with other game-fishes; and his excellence as a food-fish, must be separately and collectively considered and duly and impartially weighed. His haunts are amid most charming and varied scenes. Not in the silent and solemn solitudes of the primeval forests, where animated Nature is evidenced mainly in swarms of gnats, black-flies, and mosquitoes; nor under the shadows of grand and lofty mountains, guarded by serried ranks of pines and firs, but whose somber depths are void of feathered songsters. However grand, sublime, and impressive such scenes truly are, they do not appeal profoundly to the angler. He must have life, motion, sound. He courts Nature in her more communicative moods, and in the haunts of the black-bass his desires are realized. Wading down the rippling stream, casting his flies hither and yon, alert for the responsive tug, the sunlight is filtered through overhanging trees, while the thrush, blackbird, and cardinal render the air vocal with sweet sounds, and his rival, the kingfisher, greets him with vibrant voice. The summer breeze, laden with the scent of woodland blossoms, whispers among the leaves, the wild bee flits by on droning wing, the squirrel barks defiantly, and the tinkle of the cow-bell is mellowed in the distance. I know of such streams in the mountain valleys of West Virginia, amid the green rolling hills of Kentucky and Tennessee, and in the hill country where Missouri and Arkansas meet.

The aptitude of the black-bass to rise to the artificial fly is not questioned by the twentieth-century angler, though it was considered a matter of doubt by many anglers during the last quarter of the nineteenth. The doubt was mainly owing to a lack of experience, for fly-fishing for black-bass was successfully practiced in Kentucky as early, certainly, as 1845. I have before me a click reel made in 1848 by the late Mr. J. L. Sage, of Lexington, Kentucky, especially for fly-fishing. I have also seen his fly-rod made by him about the same time, and used by him for many years on the famous bass streams of that state. And I might say, in passing, that black-bass bait-fishing, as an art, originated in Kentucky a century ago. George Snyder, of Paris, Kentucky, when president of the Bourbon County Angling Club, made the first multiplying reel for casting the minnow, in 1810, and as early as 1830 many such reels were used in that state. The rods employed by those pioneers of black-bass fishing were about ten feet long, weighing but several ounces, cut from the small end of a Mississippi cane, with the reel lashed to the butt. They used the smallest Chinese "sea-grass" lines, or home-made lines of three strands of black sewing-silk twisted together. Those old disciples of Walton would have been shocked, could they have seen the heavy rods and coarse lines that are still used in some sections, for their own tackle was as light, if not so elegant, as any made at the present day.

Another quality in a game-fish is measured by his resistance when hooked and by his efforts to escape. I think no fish of equal weight exhibits so much finesse and stubborn resistance, under such conditions, as the black-bass. Most fishes when hooked attempt to escape by tugging and pulling in one direction, or by boring toward the bottom, and if not successful in breaking away soon give up the unequal contest. But the black-bass exhibits, if not intelligence, something akin to it, in his strategical maneuvers. Sometimes his first effort is to bound into the air at once and attempt to shake out the hook, as if he knew his misfortune came from above. At other times he dashes furiously, first in one direction, then in another, pulling strongly meanwhile, then leaps into the air several times in quick succession, madly shaking himself with open jaws. I have seen him fall on a slack line, and again by using his tail as a lever and the water as a fulcrum, throw himself over a taut line, evidently with the intent to break it or tear out the hook. Another clever ruse is to wind the line around a root or rock, and still another is to embed himself in a clump of water-weeds if permitted to do so. Or, finding it useless to pull straight away, he reverses his tactics and swims rapidly toward the angler, shaking himself and working his jaws, meanwhile, as if he knew that with a slack line he would be more apt to disengage the hook.

I have never known a black-bass to sulk like the salmon by lying motionless on the bottom. He is never still unless he succeeds in reaching a bed of weeds. He is wily and adroit, but at the same time he is brave and valiant. He seems to employ all the known tactics of other fishes, and to add a few of his own in his gallant fight for freedom.

As a food-fish there is, in my estimation, but one fresh-water fish that is better, the whitefish of the Great Lakes. Its flesh is white, firm, and flaky, with a fine savor, and a juicy, succulent quality that is lacking with most other fresh-water fishes. About the spawning period, especially in fish from weedy ponds, it is somewhat musky or muddy in flavor, like other fishes in similar situations; but by skinning the fish instead of scaling it much of that unpleasant feature is removed.

***

In fly-fishing it is imperative to strike as soon as the bass seizes the fly, otherwise he ejects it at once, if not hooked by a taut line, for he is conscious of the deception as soon as the fly is taken into his mouth. With natural bait it is different. The bass first seizes the minnow crosswise or tail first, turns it in his mouth, and swallows it head first. This takes a little time. Usually he holds it in his mouth and bolts away from other fish, or rushes toward a secure hiding-place—hence the vigorous initial dash and taking of line. If stopped before being hooked, he gives several tugs in quick succession, when he should be given line slowly. The angler, with thumb on the spool of the reel, can feel every motion of the fish. When he pulls steadily and strongly and increases his speed, the hook should be driven in by striking in the opposite direction to his course, or upward. A vigorous "yank" is not needed. With the strained line a movement of the tip of the rod a foot or two is sufficient with a sharp hook.

If fishing from a boat, where the angler is more apt to be seen, it should be kept in deep water and the casts made toward the haunts of the bass in shallow water. Should the hooked bass break water on a long line, the slight straightening of the bent rod that ensues will tend to keep it taut, and there is nothing more to do. On a short line, however (the bend of the rod being maintained), he should be followed back to the water by a slight lowering of the tip, but it should again be raised as soon as he touches the water. The critical moment is when he is apparently standing on his tail, shaking himself, with wide-opened jaws. If he is given any slack line at this time, the hook is likely to be thrown out.

Lowering the tip to a leaping fish is a good old rule when done understandingly. It has been ridiculed by some anglers who do not seem to have a clear conception of it. They claim that by lowering the tip it gives sufficient slack line to enable the fish to free himself. But if the rod is bent, as it should be, the simple lowering of the tip with a short line merely relieves it somewhat from the weight of the fish; there is no slack line, nor could there be unless the rod is lowered until it is perfectly straight, which no wide-awake angler would permit. As the fish is in the air but a second or two, the careless angler simply does nothing, which is, perhaps, the best thing that could happen for him.

***

As to the much-mooted subject of the gameness of the large-mouth bass I have no hesitation in saying, from an experience of nearly forty years, covering all sections of the country, that where the two species coexist there is no difference in their game qualities. The large-mouth is fully the equal of the small-mouth where they are exposed to the same conditions. Many anglers profess to think otherwise, but their deductions are drawn from a comparison of the two species when subject to totally different environment; for it is altogether a matter of environment and not of physical structure or idiosyncrasy that influences their game qualities. A small-mouth bass in a clear, rocky stream, highly aerated as it must be, is, as a matter of course, more active than a large-mouth bass in a quiet, weedy pond.

With others the opinion is merely a matter of prejudice or hearsay, a prejudice that is, indeed, difficult to account for. It does not make the small-mouth bass a gamer fish by disparaging the large-mouth. As I have said elsewhere, if the large-mouth bass is just as game as the small-mouth, the angler is just that much better off. As prejudice and ignorance go hand in hand, we are not surprised when we hear persons—I do not style them anglers—call the small-mouth the “true” black-bass, implying that the large-mouth is not a black-bass, but is, as they often say, the Oswego bass, which is, of course, absurd. I am glad to add, however, that the prejudice against the large-mouth bass is dying out among observant anglers, who know that a trout in a clear stream is more vigorous than one in a weedy, mucky pond.

From my own experience I am prepared to say that the large-mouth bass is more to be relied on in rising to the fly than the small-mouth, which fact should be taken into consideration when the gameness of the two species is compared. The remarks concerning fly-fishing for the small-mouth bass are also applicable to the large-mouth, as both are fished for in the same way, and with the same tackle, except that the rod may be a little heavier. For the large bass of the Gulf states the rod should be fully eight ounces in weight, and the flies a trifle larger, on hooks Nos. 2 to 6; otherwise the tackle should be the same.



Part Two: The Black Bass: The Gamefish of The People

Down in southeast Georgia, where I spent much of my boyhood, “dinner” was the meal you ate in the middle of the day. And the fish everybody called a “trout” was actually a largemouth bass.

To back me up, I have no less an authority than Dr. James A. Henshall in his book Favorite Fish and Fishing. In that book, published many years after his famous Book of the Black Bass, Dr. Henshall shares wisdom and observations that are timeless and vivid.

Black-bass fishing! These are words to conjure with. What pleasurable emotions they call up! To the superannuated angler the words are fraught with retrospective reflections of the keenest enjoyment, while they cause the soul of the new hand to become obsessed with pleasures yet to come—pleasures rendered brighter by the rosy tint of anticipation. 

With the first blossoms of spring the thoughts of many men, both old and young, turn lightly to love—the love of angling. And as the leaves unfold, and the birds begin their wooing, and the streams become clear, the premonitory symptoms of the affection are manifested in a rummaging of drawers and lockers for fly-books and tackle boxes, and the critical examination of rods and reels, and in the testing of lines and leaders. These preliminaries are the inevitable harbingers of the advent of the angling season, when black bass are leaping gayly from the waters after their enforced hibernation in the gloom and seclusion of the deep pools.

And when the encroachment of age or rheumatism forbids wading the stream, one can still sit in a boat on a quiet lake and enjoy to the full the delight and fascination of “bass fishing.” What farmer’s boy in the Middle West does not look forward to a Saturday when the ground is too wet to plow or plant, when he can repair to the creek or pond with his rude tackle and realize his fond dreams of fishing for black bass! And when such a day arrives, as it is sure to do, how he hurries through the chores, and with what sanguine hope he digs for angle-worms in the garden, or nets crawfish or minnows in the brook, each one good for at least one “sockdolager” of a bass. For it sometimes happens that a bass will take a wriggling earth-worm or a “soft craw” when it will not deign to notice the choicest minnow or the most cunningly devised artificial fly. And the country lad always knows just where an old “whopper” of a bronze-back black bass has his lair beneath the roots of a big tree, or under the ledge of a moss-grown rock. To do future battle with such a one has engrossed his thoughts by day and his dreams by night, ever since the Christmas tree for him bore such fruit as a linen line, a red and green float and a dozen fishhooks.

The triumphal march of a Roman warrior, with captives chained to his chariot wheels, entering the gates of the Eternal City with a blare of trumpets and the applause of the multitude, was an event to fill his soul with just pride—but it descends to the level of vainglory and mediocrity when compared with the swelling heart of the lad as he enters the farmhouse kitchen with two or three old “lunkers” of black bass strung on a willow withe. Many times during his homeward march had he halted to admire the scale armor and spiny crests of his captive knights!

And then to an appreciative audience he relates, in a graphic manner, how this one seized a minnow, and that one a crawfish, and the other one a hellgramite—and how often each one leaped from the water, and how high it jumped—and how the “ellum” rod bent and twisted as the large one tried to regain the hole under the big rock—and how the good line cut the water in curving reaches and straight lines as another one forged toward the sunken roots of the old sycamore. And then came the climax, as, with pride and regret struggling for mastery, and “suiting the action to the word and the word to the action,” he tells again the old, old story of how the biggest of all, a regular “snolligoster,” shook out the hook and got away!

In the years to come, will that lad exult over the capture of a mighty tuna or giant tarpon with as much genuine joy and enthusiasm as over that string of bass? Well, hardly. And as the boy is father to the man, and as we are all but children of larger growth, the black-bass angler never outlives that love and enthusiasm of his younger days—younger only as reckoned by the lapse of years.

Although the black bass, as a game fish, has come into his own only during the last two or three decades, black-bass fishing is older than the Federal Union. The quaint old naturalist, William Bartram, the “grandfather of American ornithology,” in 1764, described, minutely, “bobbing” for black bass in Florida, there, as in all the Southern States, called “trout”—a name bestowed by the English colonists owing to its gameness. While black-bass fishing is comparatively a recent sport in the Eastern States, it was practiced in Kentucky, Tennessee, and southern Ohio before the end of the eighteenth century. In 1805 George Snyder, the inventor of the Kentucky reel, was president of the Bourbon County Angling Club at Paris, Kentucky. Fly-fishing was practiced as early as 1840 on the Elkhorn and Kentucky rivers by Mr. J. L. Sage and others. His click reel, made by himself, is now in my possession; and George Snyder’s own reel, made in 1810, a small brass multiplying reel running on garnet jewels, is still in the possession of his grandson at Louisville.

The black bass is now an acknowledged peer among game fishes, and taking him by and large excels them all, weight for weight. The generic term black bass, as here used, includes both the large-mouth bass and the small-mouth bass. The two species are as much alike as two peas in a pod, the most striking difference between them being that one has a larger mouth and larger scales than the other. When subject to the same conditions and environment, they are equal in game qualities. The habits of the two species are similar, though the large-mouth bass is more at home in ponds and weedy waters than the small-mouth bass, which prefers running streams and clear lakes. Their natural food is crawfish, for which their wide mouths and brush-like teeth are well adapted, though they do not object to an occasional minnow or small frog.

Owing to the wide distribution of black bass, fishing for it is universal. It is no less enjoyed by the rustic youth with peeled sapling rod and crawfish bait than by the artistic angler with slender wand and fairy-like flies. While black-bass fishing was known and practiced in the Ohio Valley from the earliest years of the nineteenth century, as just stated, our angling books for three-fourths of the century contained but little, if anything, about the black bass, as they were mostly compilations from English authors. The only exception were the books of Robert B. Roosevelt, an uncle of the President, who fished for black bass in Canada about 1860. At the present day there are more articles of fishing tackle made especially for black bass than for all other game fishes combined. This is proof that it is the most popular and, all things considered, the best game fish of America.

Salmon fishing, the grandest sport in the curriculum of angling, is now an expensive luxury. There is but little free water readily accessible, for all the best pools are in the possession of wealthy clubs. The bold leap of the salmon, when hooked, the exciting play of the fish on the rod, and the successful gaffing, are as so many stanzas of an epic poem. Trout fishing is a summer idyl. The angler wades the merry stream while the leaves whisper and rustle overhead, the birds chirp and sing, the insects drone and hum, the cool breeze fans his cheek, as he casts his feathery lures, hither and yon, in eager expectation of a rise.

Black-bass fishing combines, in a measure, the heroic potentialities of salmon fishing with the charms of trout fishing. The leap of the bass is no less exciting than that of the salmon, and is oftener repeated, while in stream fishing the pastoral features of trout fishing are experienced and enjoyed.

The leap of a hooked fish is always an exciting episode to the angler with red blood in his veins—exciting because as an offset to its probable capture there is the very possible contingency of its escape by throwing out the hook, or by breaking away. So with each leap of the bass the hopes and fears of the angler are constantly exercised, while his pulses quicken and his enthusiasm is aroused. Game fishes often leap a few inches above the surface in play, or to catch a low-flying insect; but when hooked they vault to a height commensurate with their agility and muscular ability. They do not leap so high, however, as is commonly supposed.

A tarpon will leap six feet high, but the cero, or Florida kingfish, will leap higher, for it is the greatest vaulter of them all. The ladyfish executes a series of short, whirling leaps that puzzle the eye to follow—it is the gamest fish for its size in salt water. The leap of the flying-fish is sustained for a long distance by its wing-like pectoral fins, on the principle of the aëroplane, though its sole motive power is probably derived from its tail before leaving the water. The salt-water mullet is an expert jumper, leaping often in play, but when pursued by an enemy its leaps are higher and longer than would be expected from its size. The brook trout, pike, and mascalonge seldom leap when hooked, though the steelhead trout and grayling both leap nearly as often as the black bass in their efforts to dislodge the hook. The leap of the salmon is a long, graceful curve, as it heads up stream. Once, while playing my first salmon, on the Restigouche, many years ago, my taut line was leading straight down the stream, when I caught sight of a salmon over my shoulder and above me, leaping from the surface, which, to my surprise, proved to be my hooked fish—the line making a long detour in the swift water.

I have heard many anglers declare that a black bass could leap five feet high, when as a matter of fact they leap but a few inches, usually, and occasionally one, or at most three feet, though I think two feet nearer the limit. By an examination of Mr. A. Radcliffe Dugmore’s photograph, [Editor’s note: This comment refers to Henshall’s original book and text.] reproduced herewith, it will readily be seen that the leaps are not very high ones. A black bass is in the air but a second or two, and to catch him in the act as Mr. Dugmore has done must be considered a wonderful achievement. The picture shows the bass returning to the water, with either the head or the shoulders at, or beneath, the surface, while the displaced water at his point of emergence still shows plainly—standing up, as it were. This proves that the bass regains the surface as soon as the displaced water, or rather before the upheaved water finds its level, which could not be the case were the leaps three or four feet high.

Why does a hooked bass leap from the water? This question is sometimes raised, though the answer is plain. He leaps into the air to endeavor to dislodge the hook; this he tries to do by violently shaking his body, with widely extended jaws. He does not “shake his head,” as is often said, for having no flexible neck, his head can only be thrown from side to side by the violent contortions of his body, often using the water as a fulcrum, when he appears to be standing on his tail. A dog or a cat will shake its head vigorously to eject some offending substance from the mouth, and a bass does the same thing; but as he cannot shake his body to the extent required beneath the surface, owing to the resistance of the water, he leaps above it. And if he succeeds in throwing out the hook he disappears beneath the surface and is seen no more; his object in leaping has been accomplished.

Usually, it is only surface-feeding fishes that leap when hooked. Bottom-feeding fishes bore toward the bottom or struggle in mid-water. Every fish has its characteristic way of resisting capture, but any fish is more easily subdued if kept on the surface by the skill of the angler and the use of good and trustworthy tackle.

The manner of taking a bait also varies considerably with different fishes; and the character of their teeth is a good guide to what they feed on. For instance, the cunner and sheepshead are expert bait stealers. With their incisor teeth their habit is to pinch off barnacles and other mollusks from their attachment to rocks and old timbers, and so they nip off the clam or crab bait from the hook with but little disturbance. A trout takes a fly or bait with a vigorous snap, without investigation as to its nature, and a black bass does much the same, giving immediate and unmistakable notice to the angler that there is “something doing.”











‌‌Chapter Two 

Bright Rivers

by Nick Lyons

I had the great pleasure of publishing Nick Lyons’s stories in Sports Afield before I had ever clapped eyes on the man. Getting to know Nick personally was a bonus I never expected back in the early seventies when I purchased “The Legacy” and made it a cornerstone piece in one of the issues launching my six-year editorship of the magazine.

A lot of water has flowed down the trout rivers since then, and a lot of prose has flowed by Nick’s old Royal standard typewriter, which he clings to like a man holding a lifebuoy, flaunting the electronic whiz-bang writing aids of today. I can say quite honestly that every Nick Lyons article and book has always pleased me immensely with its sheer readability. The talent I saw in the work of Nick Lyons in the first manuscript of his I ever read has been manifested time and time again in the enormous body of work he has produced, which includes everything from criticism in the New York Times to essays in Fly Fisherman magazine. Everything from describing the sheer utter heartbreak of being a rejected writer to describing the temporary heartbreak of fishing a rejected dry fly.

The Nick Lyons story is excerpted from the first section of the book Bright Rivers, published by Lippincott in 1977. Here, my friends, is what fishing is all about—especially a long-awaited fishing trip to someplace very special. The journey begins in downtown New York, “where the game for the big green is played,” as Nick describes the setting. But ahead lie Bright Rivers, and all that they promise.

Downtown, where the game for the big green is played, I go to a meeting that lasts eight hours. After the first ten minutes, I feel the tightening in my chest. I begin to doodle; I scribble out a meaningless note and pass it to someone I know across the table, because I’ve seen executives in the movies do that. I look for the windows, but they’re hidden behind heavy, brocaded draperies so that the air conditioning will take—anyway, we’re in the back of the hotel so even if the windows were open, I’d only see the backs of other buildings. Everyone is talking with pomp and edge; I jot down Evelyn Waugh’s observation, “that neurosis people mistake for energy.” I drink two glasses of ice water. I speak like a good boy, when spoken to. 

Suddenly I begin to sweat. I’ve been in this windowless room for fifteen years. I have been a juggler, flinging my several lives high and carelessly into the air, never catching them, barely feeling one as it touches my hand. Nine to five I am here; then a salt stick on the subway and five hours in the classroom; then I am the fastest ghostwriter in the East, becoming a lawyer one week, an expert on Greece the next, then an adopted girl searching for the blood link. When there is time, after midnight, I write high-toned scholarship—on Chrétien de Troyes and Thomas Nashe and William Ellery Channing and Saint Augustine—and shaggy-fish stories; or I prepare a lecture on “The Generosity of Whitman.” A smorgasbord, my life. Five hours of sleep and back at ’em again, the ghost who is not what he seems, back at meetings like this one, dreaming.

I say my piece in front of all these important men as enthusiastically as I can. These are the rules of the game. Part of what I say—a few words—has to do with rivers. From my words I catch their briefest warbling sound, like the faint rush of wind among the leaves, or a rushing faucet, and when I sit down, there in the back of the hotel, with the windows covered by heavy drapes and the smoke from cigars (mine among them) thick around our heads, as strategies unfold and campaigns thicken, I see a glimpse of them, inside. Deep within me they uncoil.

Rivers.

Bright green live rivers.

The coil and swoop of them, their bright dancing riffles and their flat dimpled pools at dusk. Their changes and undulations, each different flowing inch of them. Their physics and morphology and entomology and soul. The willows and alders along their banks. A particular rock the size of an igloo. Layers of serrated slate from which rhododendron plumes like an Inca headdress, against which the current rushes, eddies. The quick turn of a yellow-bellied trout in the lip of the current. Five trout, in loose formation, in a pellucid backwater where I cannot get at them. A world. Many worlds.

. . . oft, in lonely rooms, and ’mid the din

Of towns and cities . . .

as Wordsworth said in “Tintern Abbey,” about a nature he felt but never really saw,

. . . I have owed to them

In hours of weariness, sensations sweet,

Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart. . . .

Yes, I owe rivers that. And more. They are something wild, untamed—like that Montana eagle riding a thermal on extended wings, high above the Absaroka mountain pasture flecked with purple lupine. And like the creatures in them: quick trout with laws we can learn, sometimes, somewhat.

I do not want the qualities of my soul unlocked only by this tense, cold, gray, noisy, gaudy, grabby place—full of energy and neurosis and art and antiart and getting and spending—in which that business part of my life, at this time in my life, must of necessity be lived. I have other needs as well. I have other parts of my soul.

Nothing in this world so enlivens my spirit and emotions as the rivers I know. They are necessities. In their clear, swift or slow, generous or coy waters, I regain my powers; I find again those parts of myself that have been lost in cities. Stillness. Patience. Green thoughts. Open eyes. Attachment. High drama. Earthiness. Wit. The Huck Finn I once was. Gentleness. “The life of things.” They are my perne within the whirling gyre.

Just knowing they are there, and that their hatches will come again and again according to the great natural laws, is some consolation to carry with me on the subways and into the gray offices and out onto upper Broadway at night.

Rivers have been brought to me by my somewhat unintelligible love of fishing. From the little Catskill creek in which I gigged my first trout to the majestic rivers of the West—the Madison, the Yellowstone, the Big Hole, the Snake—fishing has been the hook. And in the pursuit of trout I have found much larger fish.

“Must you actually fish to enjoy rivers?” my friend the Scholar asks.

It is difficult to explain but, yes, the fish make every bit of difference. They anchor and focus my eye, rivet my ear.

And could this not be done by a trained patient lover of nature who did not carry a rod?

Perhaps it could. But fishing is my hinge, the “oiléd ward” that opens a few of the mysteries for me. It is so for all kinds of fishermen, I suspect, but especially so for fly-fishermen, who live closest to the seamless web of life in rivers. That shadow I am pursuing beneath the amber water is a hieroglyphic: I read its position, watch its relationship to a thousand other shadows, observe its steadiness and purpose. That shadow is a great glyph, connected to the darting swallow overhead; to that dancing cream caddis fly near the patch of alders; to the little cased caddis larva on the streambed; to the shell of the hatched stone fly on the rock; to the contours of the river, the velocity of the flow, the chemical composition and temperature of the water; to certain vegetable life called plankton that I cannot see; to the mill nine miles upstream and the reservoir into which the river flows—and, oh, a thousand other factors, fleeting and solid and telling as that shadow. Fishing makes me a student of all this—and a hunter.

Which couldn’t be appreciated unless you fish?

Which mean more to me because I do. Fishing makes rivers my corrective lens; I see differently. Not only does the bird taking the mayfly signify a hatch, not only does the flash of color at the break of the riffle signify a fish feeding, but my powers uncoil inside me and I must determine which insect is hatching and what feeding pattern the trout has established. Then I must properly equip myself and properly approach the fish and properly present my imitation. I am engaged in a hunt that is more than a hunt, for the objects of the hunt are mostly to be found within myself, in the nature of my response and action. I am on a Parsifalian quest. I must be scientist, technician, athlete, perhaps even a queer sort of poet.

The Scholar smiles wanly and says, “It all sounds like rank hedonism. And some cultism. With some mumbo jumbo thrown in.”

Yes, I am out to pleasure myself, though sometimes after I’ve been chewed by no-see-ums until I’m pocked like a leper you wouldn’t think that. There is a physical testing: the long hours at early morning, in bright sun, or at dusk; casting until your arm is like lead and your legs, from wading against the stiff current, are numb. That is part of the quest: to cleanse through exertion.

And the cultism and mumbo jumbo?

Some of trout fishing has become that, perhaps always was that. It is a separate little world, cunningly contrived, with certain codes and rules and icons. It is not a religion, though some believers make it such, and it is less than an art. But it has qualities of each. It touches heart and head; it demands and builds flexibility and imagination; it is not easy. I come to rivers like an initiate to holy springs. If I cannot draw from them an enduring catechism or from their impulses even very much about “moral evil and of good,” they still confer upon me the beneficence of the only deity I have been able to find. And when the little world becomes too cunningly contrived? Wit helps.

My friend the Scholar says he is not a puritan or a moralist but that it seems to him it would be more satisfying to make something that would last—a book, a poem, a cabinet, a wooden bowl—than merely to fish well. He quotes Cézanne, from a letter, after a day of fishing: “All this is easier than painting but it does not lead far.”

Not hardly. Not very far at all. Except that this may be precisely where I want it to lead. Let the world lead far—as one should frame it to do; let art last long and lead far and to form. Let a few other human activities lead far, though most of them lead us up a tree or up the asshole of the world. Let fly-fishing be temporary and fleeting and inconsequential. I do not mind.

Enough. Enough.

Too much theory and this pleasant respite from the north Broadway renaissance and gray offices will become an extravagant end that leads too far. Fishing is nothing if not a pastime; it would be hell if I did it all the time.

Beyond the dreams and the theories, there are the days when a close friend will pick me up at dawn on my deserted city block and we will make the long drive together, talking, connected, uncoiling, until we reach our river for the day. It is a simple adventure we are undertaking; it is a break from the beetle-dull routine, a new start, an awakening of the senses, a pilgrimage.

Flooded with memories and expectations, we take out our rods, suit up in waders and vest, special fish hats and nets, arrange flies and leaders, and take to the woods. Each article of equipment, each bit of gear in our ritualistic uniform, is part of the act. The skunk cabbage is thrusting up, lush and green-purple out of the moist brown mulch of last year’s leaves; we flush a white-tailed deer that bounds off boldly; we see the pale-green buds pressing out of the birch branches. “Spring has come again,” says Rilke. “The earth is like a little child who knows poems by heart—many, so many.” We wonder whether the Hendricksons will or will not hatch at midday. We have our hopes.

With rivers as with good friends, you always feel better for a few hours in their presence; you always want to review your dialogue, years later, with a particular pool or riffle or bend, and to live back through layers of experience. We have been to this river before and together. We have much to relive.

Then we are on the river. It is still there. So much is perishable, impermanent, dispensable today, so much is gobbled up by industry and housing and the wanton surge of people, we half thought it might be gone, like that river we used to fish in Dutchess County, now bludgeoned by tract homes and industrial plants and trailers, now littered and warm and dead. Trout are yardsticks; they are an early warning system like the canary in the mine—when they go, what will happen to the rest of the planet, to the quality of life?

Yes, this river is still there, still alive, still pregnant with possibility.

“There’s a swirl,” I say, pointing.

“I saw one upstream, too.”

“A few flies are coming off, see?”

“Yes, we’re going to make a day of it.”

My pulse quickens, the long gray city winter vanishes. In a moment we separate and belong to the river and to its mysteries, to its smooth glides and pinched bends, to the myriad sweet problems that call forth total concentration, that obviate philosophy.

Yes, these are Hendricksons, Ephemerella subvaria, and the hatch, on schedule, is just beginning. I am by profession neither an angler nor a scientist but there’s always more pleasure in knowing than in not knowing. I take the lower pool and spot four good trout, poised high in the clear, flat water, waiting for the duns to hatch in the riffles and float down. By tilting my head close to the surface, I can see them, like little sailboats, drifting down. Two, three, there’s another. Not many yet. A couple of birds are working, dipping and darting; against the light sky above the treeline I pick out one mayfly, watch it flutter, watch a swallow swoop, hesitate, and take it. What looks so pastoral is violent; it is, only on a smaller, more civilized scale, a horde of bluefish slashing a bunker school to bits, leaving blood and fin and head everywhere, to be picked up by the ravenous sea birds. The bites are cleaner here: the birds and trout take a whole creature in one mouthful.

Then back to the river. There are circles below me; the fish are feeding steadily. Shall I fish above or below them? They are so still, so firmly established in an irregular row across the channel in that clear flat water, that I elect the road less traveled and decide to fish down to them on a slack line—this way I won’t have to cast over their backs.

It is delicate work, but I know that this year I have an excellent imitation of the natural fly, that my 5X leader is light enough, and that I’ve done just enough slack-line downstream casting to manage. Fishing is cumulative, though you don’t learn all of it, ever.

I position myself carefully on the bank—it would be fatal to wade above such fish—strip about forty feet of line from my reel, and false cast twice.

My rod jerks backward. I’ve hung my fly in that low brush.

The interruption of the music, like the needle hitting a scratch on a recording of the Brandenburg Concerto, irritates madly but is not final.

When I return, the fish are still feeding, more steadily now, even rhythmically.

My cast lands well above the fish, and my fly floats without drag a few feet short of their feeding station before the line tightens; a little V forms behind the fly and it goes under.

I retrieve the fly slowly, unwilling to ruffle the surface until there are no more than ten feet of line still in the water, then cast again. The fly floats freely and I hold my breath. This time it will go far enough. It’s two feet upstream of the first fish; I’m still holding my breath; the snake in the line unwinds and begins to straighten, slowly, then faster; I lean forward to give it another foot, another few inches; I watch the fish move slightly, turn toward the fly, inspect it, nose up to it, and then the fly drags and the fish turns away.

A deep breath.

Two more casts: one that quarters the river too amply and causes the fly to drag within two feet; another that floats properly but gets there a second after the trout has taken a natural. Then a good cast, a good float, and the fish pivots and takes, feels the hook, jumps twice, and burrows across and upstream. It’s thirteen inches and not strong enough to cause much mischief; anyway, after the strike, after I have successfully gulled this creature from another element, linked my brain to its brain, I am less interested. After a few minutes I have the fish near my bank, lean down and twitch the hook free, and it is gone, vigorously—sleek and spotted and still quick.

When I’ve taken the slime off the fly and air-dried it, I notice that most of the fish have left their stations; only one fish is working in the pool now, across the main current, in a little backwater. It will require a different approach, a different strategy. I take fully five minutes to work my way downstream along the bank, into the water, and across to the other side, moving slowly so as not to disturb the life of the river. I am only its guest. The fish is still working when I get there.

I am directly below the trout now and can see only the periodic circles about forty feet above me. I don’t want to put the fly line over it, and I know its actual feeding position in the water will be at least several feet above the mark of the rise form, which is floating downstream and is the final mark of his deliberate inspection ritual. I elect to cast into the edge of the main current above the fish and hope the fly will catch an eddying current and come down into the trout’s position. The cast is good. Squinting, I watch the fly float down, then free of, the fast center current and my fly line hug the nearly dead water. There is an electric moment when the circle forms. My arm shoots up. The fish has taken the fly solidly and feels like a good one. It does not jump but bores into its little pool, then into the current; then it gets below me. I slip, recover, and begin to edge downstream, the fish stripping line from the reel now, boiling at the surface twice, then coming upstream quickly while I raise the rod high and haul in line to keep the fish from slipping the hook.

A little later I release the fish from the net, turning it out—a beautiful seventeen-inch brown.

I take two more fish, smaller ones, in the riffle below the pool, then head upstream again to where the first fish were feeding, approaching the spot from below. The hatch has peaked and is tapering now; the late-afternoon chill of late April has set in and I feel it for the first time. One fish is still feeding but I cannot, in six or seven casts, raise it, and finally it stops.

I breathe deeply and take out a pipe. There may be a spinner fall in another hour but I am exhausted. The river is placid, calm now. No fish are rising. The drama is over; the actors have retired to the wings. I have been caught for two hours in an intensely sensual music, and I want to stop, perhaps for the day—to smoke the pipe now, watch that squirrel in the oak, look for deer tracks and chipmunk holes. The city has become a bad dream, a B movie I once saw that violates my imagination by returning at odd moments. Most of the world would be bored by these past two hours. Most of the world? Most of the world is polluting the rivers, making the worse appear the better cause, peacocking, grating on each other’s ears, gouging, putting their fingers on others’ souls or their hands in the wrong pockets, scheming, honking, pretending, politicking, small-talking, criticizing.

“Is that all you find?” I hear the Scholar ask me.

“Nope. But there’s a damned lot of it.”

“You’re a misanthrope, a hater of cities,” he says. “You claim to love gentleness but . . . ”

I don’t especially want to answer his questions now so I look back at the river. We invented the non sequitur for just such moments.

Yes, we have made a day of it. Two, three hours sandwiched in. Little enough. But deep. And durable. And more than a day’s worth. We’ve earned memories—full and textured—that live now in our very marrowbones, that make us more alive. Our thoughts will be greener, our judgments perhaps sharper, our eyes a bit brighter. We live day to day with little change in our perceptions, but I never go to a river that I do not see newly and freshly, that I do not learn, that I do not find a story.

On the way home I still feel the tug of the river against my thighs, and in my mind’s eye I can see that largest rising trout, the neat circle when it took a natural, the quick dramatic spurt—electric through my whole body—when it took my fly and I felt its force. And I wondered why I had not raised that last fish.

It was not the ultimate river, the ultimate afternoon; it was not so exquisite as a Keatsian moment frozen and anguished because it would not last. There will be others—never equal, always discretely, sharply different. A thousand such moments. Days when, against all expectation, the river is dead; days when it is generous beyond dreams.

A luxury? A mere vacation?

No, those rivers are more. They are my Pilgrim Creek and Walden Pond, however briefly. Those rivers and their bounty—bright and wild—touch me and through me touch every person whom I meet. They are a metaphor for life. In their movement, in their varied glides, runs, and pools, in their inevitable progress toward the sea, they contain many of the secrets we seek to understand about ourselves, our purposes. The late Roderick Haig-Brown said, “Were it not for the strong, quick life of rivers, for their sparkle in the sunshine, for the cold grayness of them under rain and the feel of them about my legs as I set my feet hard down on rocks or sand or gravel, I should fish less often.” Amen. When such rivers die, as so many have, so too dies an irretrievable part of the soul of each of the thousands of anglers who in their waters find deep, enduring life.










‌‌Chapter Three 

Fishing Tips You Can Count On

by Lamar Underwood

These tips are from the book 1001 Fishing Tips I did for Skyhorse Press in 2010. Tips like these come and go, but these have stayed with me over many years. They work! Trust me, and you’ll see for yourself.


It’s a Fact: You Might Be Fishing Dead Water!

It happened in the 1950s and ’60s. Two great events came along that changed bass fishing forever. (“Ruined it!” some disenchanted stalwarts proclaim.) The Carl Lowrance’s “fish finder” underwater tracking device was invented and Buck Perry began preaching the gospel of bass following migration routes from shoreline shallows into deeper water away from the banks at varying distances. Bass migrate! Like ducks and geese leaving for the winter. THERE ARE SELDOM ANY BASS ALONG THE BANKS WHERE YOU’VE BEEN FISHING! That was Perry’s sermon. “. . . might just as well have been fishing in your bathtub,” Buck Perry is reported as saying in Grits Gresham’s classic Complete Book of Bass Fishing (1966).



Believe It or Not, Bass Migrate Every Day!

Buck Perry, the Spoonplug inventor and pioneer bass tactic innovator, believed (and has been proven right) that bass were along the shorelines only during brief periods every day, mostly early and late. Anglers who thought the bass “weren’t hitting,” were mistaken, Perry believed. They “weren’t hitting” because, in Perry’s words, they weren’t there. The “Fish Finders” and the technology of electronic devices and sophisticated boats and motors, coupled with the new knowledge of fishing “honey holes” out in the vast waters of the lakes and reservoirs, led not only to tournaments and halcyon days for cashing in on exploding tackle demands, but to the notion that would have made our grandfathers faint: “Turn you back on the shore . . . get out in the lake . . . that’s where the fish are.”



It’s Not Just “Luck”

It happens all the time: two men in a boat, one keeps catching fish, the other doesn’t, even though they’re using the same lures or bait. The reason may not be luck, as Grits Gresham explains in his Complete Book of Bass Fishing (1966): “It may be the way he casts, how he retrieves, or even the way he has the lure attached to his line.”



Get That Hook Out!

It can happen at any time: You’re hooked! Past the barb! You’ve got to get the thing out, and you don’t want to head in for first aid or docs. What to do? Well, this system works like magic. But you’ve got to have some nerve to pull it off. First press down on the eye of the hook. Next, wrap a piece of string or cloth around the curve of the hook. Finally, while pressing down hard on the eye give the shank a quick jerk. Put some antiseptic on the wound and go back to fishing. Caveat: Don’t try this when hooked in vulnerable areas like the face. If you want to see technique done visually before you try it, Google the words “fish hook removal.” That will take you to several sites.



Forceps, Please!

If you’re fishing without forceps or a tool to remove your hook from a fish’s mouth, you’re just making things hard for yourself.



Fly Fishing Rule One!

“Regardless the rig—streamer, nymph, dry—strive to make each cast different. Lengthen the cast, move a step or two, change the angle, change the retrieve, etc. The only exceptions are when casting to visible fish—rising, feeding, resting underneath cover, whatever.”

—Chuck Robbins, noted author and fly-fishing guide



How an Expert Plays Big Trout

“Let a large trout get his head down and he will dictate the fight, but keep his head up and he cannot run effectively. You will quickly realize how much easier it is to control a fish on the surface, and to bring the battle to a rapid conclusion.”

—John Goddard, A Fly Fisher’s Reflections (2002)



Where to Fish Early, Pre-Spawn Bass

Expect largemouth bass to be moving onto flats and lake edges that catch the sun early and often. (They’re as tired of Old Man Winter as you are.) Fish the headwaters where rivers and creeks flow into impoundments. These tributaries will warm up before the main, cold lake waters. Bass move into the areas fed by the warming flow of waters. Be there to meet them with swim baits, such as Berkley’s soft-plastic Gulp Minnows and Mann’s Hard-Nosed Jerkbait. There are many other swim bait choices to check out at Cabelas or Bass Pro. Many experienced and well-known anglers prefer crankbaits for this type fishing. I do not. I’ve found they’re tough to fish with the slow action I want at this time of the year. Fish swim baits very, very slowly.



Best Bet for Mixed Bag Action

For a mixed-bag springtime catch of crappie, bluegill, perch, walleye, bass—you name it!—fish a ⅛-oz. or ¼-oz. jig, sweetened with a minnow hooked through the lip, and use a sliding bobber at your preferred depth. Experiment to find the depth where you’re getting strikes, then pulls, and fun that make you feel like a kid again.



Don’t Waste Time on Top-Water

Despite some scattered exceptions, it’s a mistake to spend your fishing hours searching for top-water action in early spring. Sure, we all want top-water when we can get it, but on these first cold spring outings, I’ll take action and fish, thank you very much.



It’s Wooly Buggers for Spring Trout

When there’s no hatch to match, and the water is running high, cold, and off-color—and you’re on fly-fishing-only water—you can bet your day’s fishing on the olive wooly bugger fished slowly as deep as necessary. Choose a bead-head model large enough to get down to the fish. You may prefer the jazzed-up crystal bugger, but make no mistake: Nothing catches spring trout like a well-fished wooly bugger. And I repeat: Olive is the color you want.



Change Locations and Baits Often

“Be persistent, vary your lures, colors, and baits, keep them moving, and do not spend more than 15 minutes in one location unless you are catching fish. Do these things, and you'll increase your chances for success.”

—Oklahoma Department of Wildlife Conservation,  Reservoir Fishing Tips



Turning “Nibbles” into Bites

“When a fish nibbles indecisively or shows only a lackadaisical interest, I start withdrawing my lure with tantalizing twitches to make him think he is about to lose it.”

—Havilah Babcock, Tales of Quails ’N Such (1951)



How to Fish Jigs for Spring Bass on Points

Bass expert and lure-maker, the late Tom Mann Jr., explains his favorite way to fish points in early spring: “If I’m fishing 15 to 25 feet of water, I use a 6/7-oz. leaded-headed jig. If I’m fishing shallower than this, I use a 5/16-oz. jig. In clear water I like a brown jig with a black twin-tail grub. In stained water, I reverse the colors, going with a black jib and a brown grub.”

—Wade L. Bourne, Structure Basics: A Complete Guide to Bass Hideouts (1999)



Seeing Trout: Rule One

“Perhaps the most common factor that betrays the trout is its movement. So imprint this upon your mind: movement equals fish.”

—John Goddard and Brian Clarke, Understanding Trout Behavior (2001)



Weeds: The Trout Stream Signpost

Weeds in trout streams are like signposts that say, “Fish here!” Weeds not only provide cover for the trout, but for the food the trout needs to live.



Foggy Weather Fishing: Forget About It!

I have never, anywhere, anytime, been able to catch fish when dense fog covers the water. My choice is to wait until it clears, or at least starts to clear.



Finding Those “Migrating” Bass

Like it or not, the big reservoir and lake dilemma of bass moving away from the shoreline at various times of the day is very real. Buck Perry was perhaps the “first”—or certainly one of the “first”—anglers to focus on catching these wandering fish, but others



No Hatch to Match? It’s Time for Nymphs





Barbless Hooks: How to Know They’re Legal




They’re Not Hitting Because They’re Not There!




Those Important “Scatter Points”




Float Fishing’s Top Tip




Nymph Fishing Made Easy




Watch Your Step, Stop Spooking Trout




Polaroid Glasses: The Absolute Essential




Surf Fishing’s Scouting Report




Wading Staffs Make Sense
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