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  MUSKIE: THE FRESHWATER FISH OF MYTH AND LEGEND


  To a warmwater angler, no fish has more lore, history, or legend surrounding it than the muskie. Countless stories about these mysterious creatures have been written and told for hundreds of years. You can’t pick up a magazine, turn on a fishing show, or look at social media without seeing references to muskies and the anglers and guides that pursue them.


  It is hard to say this, but muskie fly fishing has become almost mainstream. If you told me twenty years ago that muskie fly fishing would grow to the point where it is now, I would have called you crazy. As I was researching this book, I looked at all kinds of other books and studies on the subject of muskies. Most of them were slanted toward the conventional gear angler. Tales of guides, strategies, record books, biological studies—you name it, I bet I probably looked at it.


  One thing that really struck me was a chapter on fly fishing for muskies in The Complete Guide to Musky Hunting by Jim Saric and Steve Heiting. Both are well-respected muskie hunters and have worked for Musky Hunter magazine and TV show. The book was written back in 1999, when fly fishing was just beginning to gain acceptance as an effective way to pursue muskies. To be honest, if you fly-fished for muskies back then, most people thought you were a couple cards short of a full deck. The fly-fishing chapter in Saric and Heiting’s book was a total of five pages long, and two of the pages were pictures. Now, more than twenty years later, there are several books devoted exclusively to fly fishing for muskies, including this one. To be fair to the gang at Musky Hunter, the fact that they included a section on fly fishing in 1999 was impressive. They saw value in it and that in certain situations it could be an effective way to pursue muskies. They have always been on the cutting edge of the sport and supportive of all muskie anglers.


  There were a few guides working in northern Wisconsin at the time, but not many. Bill Sherer was one of the very first that I know of, having opened a fly shop back in 1994 in Boulder Junction. He led the charge, so to speak, and put muskie on the fly on the radar here in the Upper Midwest. He’s still at it and still one of the most knowledgeable guides out there.


  The paradigm shifted completely in 2011 with the release of the movie Musky Country: Zero 2 Hero. Filmmaker Robert Thompson tagged along with my friend Brad Bohen and his merry band of brothers in northern Wisconsin. The film did a great job of showing what muskie fishing on the fly was all about. The fact that Brad caught a world record at the time on film didn’t hurt either. The film was placed in the Fly Fishing Film Tour in 2011 and was named DVD of the Year by the IFTD. Thousands of fly anglers got to see what a bunch of dedicated muskie-on-the-fly nut jobs do here in the Upper Midwest. It brought muskie fishing into the light. It was no longer just a thing that a bunch of jack pine savages did in the Upper Midwest. Like the movie A River Runs Through It, which caused rapid growth in the fly-fishing industry, Zero 2 Hero gave a big boost to muskie fly angling. Anglers saw that it was real and could be done. Muskie on the fly never looked back, and it has cemented itself into the fly-fishing culture.


  Fly fishing for muskies is here to stay and is only going to get bigger and better. Conservationists, fisheries biologists, manufacturers of fishing gear, and anglers all over the world have been bitten by the muskie bug. It’s not hard to see why. The rich history and lore of the fish can’t help but draw one into this crazy sport. The muskie is in many ways like a mythical creature that swims, always lurking and remaining mysterious to its pursuers.
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  The Wildwood Retreat circa 1940s. In the background is the rock that I spent countless hours of my youth fishing.
KIP VIETH


  Growing up in Wisconsin, the muskie was king. My great-grandmother owned and ran a resort in the Northwoods. Here, in northern Wisconsin, the muskie is looked at as some sort of god. It is revered as much as a fine five-year-old piece of aged cheddar cheese. Muskies are held to a different standard than any other warmwater fish, and after you have chased them for a while, you’ll begin to understand why. When your home state has a muskie statue that measures four and a half stories tall and has over 50,000 visitors a year, you know that we are serious about muskies. Presidents, sports figures, and celebrities have traveled from all over the world to chase them. They are among the most sought-after gamefish that swim in freshwater.


  As a youth I was immersed in tales and lore of fish the size of a log and with teeth like razors. All one has to do is to look at the mouth of a muskie and realize that they are all business. They’re the king of freshwater, and you can’t help but be drawn into the legend of these fish. Perhaps no fish has as many stories written about it, and none sum up the lore of the fish like those surrounding the world record muskie. People are still writing about it to this day, and it happened back in 1949. The legend and lore of Louie Spray and Cal Johnson, and who really caught the world record muskie, is still a hot debate in certain circles.


  Louie was a life-loving Northwoods man and was known as a fellow that liked to live on the edge, and this sometimes included scrapes with the law. His 69-pound-11-ounce fish is recognized by the Freshwater Fishing Hall of Fame in Hayward, Wisconsin, as its world record. The International Game Fish Association (IGFA) doesn’t recognize Louie’s fish as the world record, however—it recognizes Cal Johnson’s fish that weighed 67½ pounds. The reason it doesn’t recognize Louie’s fish is that it had two bullet holes in its head. This was common practice back then. Guides would often carry a pistol or rifle to shoot these monsters in the head. There was no catch-and-release back then, so they would shoot them to make landing them easier. It was perfectly legal in 1949, when both fish were caught. Louie’s mount was lost in a fire, adding more mystery and intrigue to an already controversial story. There are also rumors that Louie bought his fish for $50 from noted Chicago Mafia member Joey “Doves” Aiuppa. Some people also say that Louie stuffed lead in the fish, that it wasn’t weighed properly, etc., etc. If this had taken place in today’s world of social media, one can only imagine the storm that would be brewing.


  You can still see Cal’s fish displayed in Hayward. I remember walking into the famous Moccasin Bar with my family as a young boy to see it. Not much has changed at the Moccasin almost forty years later. When you walk into the bar, it’s like stepping back in time. It is a true Northwoods bar in the heart of Hayward, harkening back to the days when Louie and Cal and many other old-time muskie wranglers walked the streets there. As you can imagine, no other fish that swims in freshwater is celebrated like that of the muskie, especially in the Upper Midwest. The muskie is king in the Upper Midwest, and the Upper Midwest is the epicenter of muskie fishing. The rich history only adds to the mythic legend that the muskie has become. It is and always will be a big part of the culture of fishing here in the Upper Midwest.


  The real celebrities, however, are the everyday anglers who have a passion and zeal for the magnificent creatures. A perfect illustration of this is one of my childhood friends’ grandmother. My friend and his family loved to chase muskies. They loved all outdoor activities, but the muskie held a special spot in this family’s DNA. Now, my family also loved to fish, but was never bitten by the muskie bug. We were your standard Upper Midwest walleye chasers. Walleye fishing never took a firm grip on me, however, and I was always looking for different fish and ways to fish. My friend’s family was the first to introduce me to trout fishing and the wonders of the Driftless Area. Exploring the trout streams of the Driftless Area with worms and an ultralight spinning rod was simply heaven on earth to me. I loved the intimacy of a trout stream and everything that came with it. I would eventually see someone fly fishing, and the die was cast. Fly fishing consumed me, and with the help of this family, I would eventually discover my addiction to it. I was known in my family as the kid that fished. It didn’t matter what, where, or when, I just loved to fish, period.


  My friend’s family was perhaps the first family that I knew for whom muskies were a way of life. They studied them and approached them differently than any other fish. It was my first exposure to putting science behind one’s fishing. It opened my eyes to putting together a game plan when I approached my fishing. It was a very valuable lesson at a very young age. Trout fishing for them was just a filler until muskie season started. When I would go down to my buddy’s house to hang out, there was muskie gear all over the place. Muskie rods were hung neatly in the garage and basement, and loads of lures were stored and ready to go at a moment’s notice. In the basement were trophy muskies that were mounted as evidence of battles won. All of this only added to my fascination with them. My friend’s family would plan their vacations around muskies. They would spend most, if not all, of the month of August in northern Wisconsin on their favorite lake, Lake Tomahawk. They owned a cabin on the lake for the sole purpose of chasing muskies.


  The head of the family was my buddy’s grandmother. She was already getting up there in age when I was introduced to her. She loved to cast for muskies as much as any member of the family. Now, she was ahead of the curve as far as female anglers were concerned. A lot of other anglers we knew found it amazing that Grandma could fish just as hard as anyone. I never thought it was that big of a deal, knowing of my own great-grandma’s outdoor exploits. She was another woman way ahead of her time. She and her husband started their resort in the 1930s. In 1942 my great-grandfather died at the age of 51, leaving his 46-year-old widow and four daughters to run the Wildwood Retreat Resort at a time when women just didn’t do things like that. My great-grandmother ran the resort by herself with the help of her kids and grand-kids into her 80s. To say she was a strong woman would be a bit of an understatement. She planted an outdoor seed in our family that continues to grow and flourish.


  Spending a lot of time outdoors was part of my friend’s and our families’ lifestyles, and these grandmothers had a lot to do with that. Families like these aren’t as common as they once were, but we’re still out there. Families and passionate anglers that love muskies are the folks that will keep the lore and the legend of the muskie alive. They are the main reason that the outdoor culture exists throughout this great county. I thank wonderful role models like my great-grandmother, my buddy’s family, and my own family for showing me the great wonders of our natural resources and the sheer pleasure of spending a day in the out of doors.


  I would listen to these stories by the resort’s guests and guides with eyes the size of saucers, wondering how such a beast could swim in such a beautiful place. I would often think of them as I swam in the lake that the resort was on. I often wondered if one of these beasts might be lurking below me as I swam out to the raft that my cousins and I would play on. So, the addiction was planted at a very early age. It was part of life in the Northwoods, and it was impossible to escape for a young boy that loved everything that swam, flew, and crawled in my sanctuary of the Wildwood Retreat Resort. The passion was fueled by the great people that drifted in and out of my life as a youngster. Fast-forward fifteen years, and it has become the cause of sleepless nights, sore muscles, and more frustration than most anglers will ever experience. Throw in the fact that I’m a fly angler, and you have taken a difficult proposition at best and just doubled if not tripled the difficulty to be successful.
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  The fish of 10,000 casts?
AARON OTTO


  Folklore says that the muskie is the fish of 10,000 casts. A lot of this is hype by novices and the media. Is it difficult? Yes. But it doesn’t need to be that tough. Using your head and connecting a few dots can cut the curve in half. The pursuit of muskie on the fly is not for the faint of heart. It requires dedication, smarts, and most of all, mental toughness. Muskies are the apex predator in freshwater. Just consider them the great white sharks of freshwater. They are afraid of virtually nothing. I’ve had them swipe at my oar in the water. If the idea of something that mean and mysterious swimming in a freshwater lake or river doesn’t get your blood pumping, I don’t know what will. When their trigger flips and they want to eat, they’ll consume almost anything they can get down their throat. Ducklings, birds, frogs, pike, and other fatty fish are all fair game when it’s time for them to eat. The trick is figuring out when they want to eat. This is the age-old question that continues to haunt muskie anglers, and probably will till the end of time. How can a fish that will eat almost anything when they’re hungry be that temperamental? When you figure that out, let me know.


  With all that being said, why would anyone want to pursue such an elusive fish? It’s not often that we measure success by the number of fish we see follow our fly. Many times, I’ll be sitting by the fire with buddies after a day of fishing and catch myself saying we had a great day because we had seven follows. Can you imagine going trout fishing and saying we had a wonderful day because we saw four trout rise? They’re elusive and mysterious, and they’re muskies after all. A big muskie is a trophy like no other in freshwater fishing. Catching a big muskie on a fly is perhaps the hardest thing an angler can do. I know there are many saltwater anglers out there that may argue my point, but let’s look at it a bit closer.


  Muskies are perhaps the most unforgiving fish that swim. They don’t care how old you are, how long you have been fishing, what sex you are, where you’re from, or who you are. They are the great equalizer. One of my friends said to me, “No one is that special.” He is right. I don’t care how many books you’ve written, Instagram followers you have, or awards or tournaments you have won, or how much money you have or number of fish you boated this season—no one is special in this game because the pendulum swings both ways. If you don’t know humility now, you will as a muskie angler. No one, and I mean no one, is as good as they think they are, and no one is as bad as they feel after they blow a big fish.


  First off, you’re casting a fly the size of a small animal all day to a fish you can’t see. This may go on for three days before you get your first contact, let alone an eat. The mental game that is required to be successful is daunting. This mysterious fish only eats when it wants to eat. They may follow, tease, and tempt the angler into some sort of false hope, only to have that hope dashed by their fickle ways and habits. I mostly fish in the fall and early winter. This means frozen hands, feet, and guides to make it just that much more difficult. The fish seem to know this and seem to be a little more active on the crummiest of days. Cold rain, snow, and wind chills in the single digits are all part of the game in the Northwoods of the Upper Midwest. Muskies’ mouths are made of iron, so you may have them eat, but if your strip-strike is bad (remember those cold hands), the fish doesn’t play nice, or if you lift the rod like it was a 13-inch brown trout, you lose. All the work and frustration of hours casting to a unicorn, and it simply doesn’t go the way you have played it in your head repeatedly. The moment the fish eats your fly, you often lose all semblance of reality. Things just have a way of blowing up when that moment comes. I always tell my clients that they’re most likely going to blow their first muskie eat, so get used to it. There is no way to prepare a fly angler for seeing a freshwater fish that big eat your fly. I can tell you enough stories of things going wrong—whether it’s the angler’s fault, the fish’s fault, or just plain bad luck—to fill three books. It’s just part of the game. And just like any other game, the more you play it, the better it seems to get.


  As you read through the chapters of this book, you will come upon the word usually a great deal. There are no real hard, set rules when it comes to muskies. It comes down to what they usually do in a certain situation. They are usually here this time of year, they usually eat when they are that aggressive-looking, they usually like this moon phase. All are perfect examples, but none of them are written in stone. It’s muskie fishing and there are no rules, just really good observations and educated guesses. When all the planets align, the muskie plays nice, you strip-strike like your life depends on it, and you win the battle and it is pure magic. You hold the fish for your grip-and-grin, and the grin is the best part of the experience. You probably worked your butt off and experienced a ton of frustration and some failures, but that is all forgotten in the prize at hand. That is why we muskie fish. When you hold a true trophy that not a lot of anglers have experienced while fly fishing, all is forgotten—you are the victor and your hard work and perseverance has paid off in something you will never forget.


  The goal of this book is to provide the reader with the basics of the muskie-on-the-fly game. Nothing is more important than time on the water. One can read, study, watch videos, and scan social media, but nothing can prepare you for your first visual muskie eat. As outdoor writer Bill Stokes wrote in his short story “To Shoot a Musky,” “I once heard him say that his biggest kick was putting one of those city dudes so close to a charging muskie that the fisherman had to concentrate on his sphincter muscles to avoid acute embarrassment.” There’s nothing that can prepare you for that first eat. It is experience on the water that truly teaches. Studying is great, but you must spend as much time on the water as you possibly can to really learn. I have hopefully shrunk the basic learning curve for the reader a little. The rest is up to you. Apply a few simple lessons and get on the water and learn. All that any author or guide can do is hopefully point you in the right direction.
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  Friend and legend Brad Bohen
AARON OTTO


  This book draws on some of the things I have learned from others and hours of time on the water. If someone says they are a muskie expert, I simple nod my head and move on. No such creature exists. There are plenty of talented anglers and guides that have been chasing muskies a lot longer than I have. I have learned a great deal from a lot of them in the small muskie circle that exists here in the Upper Midwest. I don’t think that the anglers and guides today show enough respect and gratitude to the men and women that came before them. I’m guilty of that too. In today’s world of Instagram and Facebook, with its instant gratification and seeing how many likes or follows we can get, it’s nice to look back at the gentle souls and characters that helped pave the way in this crazy world of fly fishing. Seems like more and more folks just want to be the star in their own movie. All I can say is respect the fish and the folks that taught you something about this crazy game. The older I get, the more appreciative I am of all those that helped me along the way and made it possible to make a living guiding and fly fishing. The muskie world wouldn’t be the same without colorful characters like Louie Spray, Cal Johnson, Bill Sherer, Brad Bohen, Gil Hamm, and many others. These anglers helped pave the way and provided a rich history for the sport.


  The muskie’s unpredictability is what makes them special along with the anglers that chase them. You might be able to pattern them at certain times of the year, but no one will ever fully figure them out. If you did, that would take all the fun and intrigue out of it. You will never stop learning or stop being amazed by these fish, and that is what keeps me coming back to them year after year.
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  BIOLOGY AND DISTRIBUTION


  If you are going to hunt something, it is important to know as much about your prey as possible. Muskie fishing is hunting, especially for the trophy fish. There just aren’t many big trophy-class muskies swimming around out there. How do I know that? I know because I have studied their biology. The more you know about a species’ biology, the easier it becomes to catch them. Muskies are never easy to catch, but knowing about their biology will take a lot of the guesswork out of it. The main thing that a muskie is concerned with is staying alive and making more muskies. It’s really not that hard to understand. Our understanding of these behaviors is where the biology aspect comes into play. There are basically four things that I look for when it comes to behaviors surrounding the muskie’s survival: They want to make more muskies, they want to eat, they don’t want to work hard, and they want to be comfortable. Knowing how they accomplish all of these things is key to understanding them.


  MUSKIE IDENTIFICATION


  The muskie is a member of the pike family (Esocidae). They are the top predator in freshwater in the Great Lakes region. They are piscivores, meaning their diet is primarily other fish. Though they look somewhat similar to northern pike and share many similarities, muskies tend to achieve larger sizes than their pike cousins. This simple fact is what draws a lot of anglers to pursue them. Just like the shark fisherman in the ocean, the muskie angler loves to chase the fish that sits on top of the food chain. The other thing that draws anglers is their size. Muskies can reach lengths of over 50 inches and weights above the 50-pound mark. To land a fish that big on a fly rod is not a simple task. If you are muskie fishing, you have to be up to the challenge.


  The difference between a northern pike and a muskie is pretty easy to see if you know what to look for. The first thing to look at is the markings on the fish. Muskies have vertical markings versus the horizontal lines of a pike. Muskies can be somewhat difficult to identify by their marking because they have three distinct color phases. They can either be spotted, barred, or clear (silver). Muskies that call the upper Mississippi watershed and the Great Lakes home are generally spotted. The muskies of the inland lakes in the Upper Midwest are generally barred or clear. Markings can sometimes be hard to figure out, but there are two other ways to tell the difference between a pike and muskie. A muskie’s tail is deeply forked, making a V shape, while a pike’s is more rounded. The most reliable way to tell the difference is by the number of pores that the fish has on the underside of its jaw. A muskie will have six or more, while a northern pike will have five or less.


  Some states stock the hybrid known as the tiger muskie, which is a cross between the muskie and the northern pike. They have the rounded tail of the pike, but their barred and spotted markings make them look more like a muskie.


  THE SPAWN


  The entire muskie fishing year is set up with the spawn. Like most spring-spawning fish, the rest of the year on the water revolves around the spawn. It is the first major event in the muskie’s year if we look at it from the fishing calendar. Here in the Upper Midwest, our fishing season starts, for the most part, after the spawn (consult your local fishing regulations for season dates). This is to protect the fish during the spawn and promote a good recruitment of young fry. If you see spawning fish, leave them alone and let them do their thing. If the season is open during the spawn where you are fishing, please practice restraint. The future of the sport relies on fry and small muskies. Let them make more in peace. It’s just the right thing to do.


  Muskies spawn in the spring in shallow water. They will find a shallow bay or cove that has old weed growth or wood and has warmed up more than the water surrounding this cover. Spawning occurs around 55 degrees Fahrenheit. When the water reaches the high 40s to 50-degree mark, the muskies begin to move into the shallows and stage for the spawn. The females and males pair up and can sometimes be seen swimming in the shallows as if they were glued to each other. The bigger fish in the pair is always the female, and this holds true throughout the years. They do their dance until it is time to spawn. Muskies don’t make a bed or nest like that of a bass. The eggs are simply scattered in the shallow water and are usually deposited over submerged, woody debris or other vegetation. If the eggs fall into poor habitat, their survival rate may be low. The eggs need a sufficient amount of dissolved oxygen to survive.


  In some waters where pike are also present, they may outcompete muskies due to the fact that they spawn very early. When the muskie fry hatch, the pike fry are already big enough to eat them. Research here in Minnesota revealed an interesting fact regarding this phenomenon. It found that in lakes that held high populations of pike and the pike and muskies shared spawning grounds, the muskies would spawn in slightly deeper water. The presence or absence of pike also seems to affect the ultimate growth rates of muskies. Muskies living in waters that don’t have a pike population seldom reach lengths of more than 40 inches, but if pike are present in the watershed, muskies can reach lengths surpassing 60 inches. A 40-pound female can produce as many as 200,000 eggs. So, the bigger muskies produce more eggs and help with recruitment of the young. Nature is pretty amazing when you stop and think about it. After the young muskies hatch, they absorb their yolk sac and begin feeding on zooplankton. When they reach a length of around 2 inches, they begin to look for other fish to feed on. They start eating smaller minnows and may even turn to other muskies to keep them sustained.


  POST-SPAWN/SUMMER


  After the spawn, which can be pretty rough for the females, it takes a bit of time to recuperate from the rigors of the spawn. The fish are often cut up and sometimes even have gouges taken out of them. If you catch a large female during the post-spawn period, it can look as if it just finished an MMA fight. Some fish remain in the shallows for a period of time after the spawn. They will consume almost anything during this time. Post-spawn can be a very productive time of year. In rivers, muskies tend to stay in quieter water so they don’t have to work that hard after the rigors of the spawn. They’ll eat crayfish, frogs, ducklings, and fish of any species. There is plenty of food in the shallows, and the temperatures are favorable for recuperation and growth. On larger lakes, the bigger fish will often migrate to the main lake basin and follow bait balls around. They gorge themselves on these easy meals to recuperate, and for the fly angler this can be a daunting proposition. They’re nomads that follow bait and have no real structure that they relate to. As soon as the shallow water becomes too warm or fishing pressure is heavy, the fish that remained in the shallows after the spawn will slide out of the shallows and start setting up on their summer homes. Deeper weed lines, humps, drop-offs, and rock points can all be spots where the fish will relocate during the warm summer months.


  The optimum growth-rate temperature for a muskie is 73 degrees Fahrenheit compared to a northern pike’s 66 degrees. They will seek out these optimum temperatures. This is something to keep in mind when fishing in the summer months. In rivers, the fish will follow two things: bait and water temps. During the dog days of summer, muskies will hold in fast water that is well oxygenated and cooler. This type of water holds a lot of bait in the summer too. Redhorse suckers can be found in shallow rocky water, and if that is the case, the muskies will not be far away. If cool riffle water is hard to find in a section of a river, look for springs that will supply both oxygen and cooler water. Muskies will spend most of the summer on these spots and rarely move from them unless something drives them out. Food sources, a bigger fish, fishing pressure, and water temperatures can all be factors that determine whether a fish stays in its current summer home or seeks a new location. Keep an eye on these situations—they can be helpful when fishing.
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  Bob White with a summertime river muskie
MIKE DVORAK


  Muskies’ growth rates fluctuate depending on water temperatures and forage, but they tend to grow rapidly their first few years. The average growth rate is about 6 inches per year until they’re 4 years old or so. Once they reach 4 years of age, their growth rates slow substantially, to about 2 inches per year. These growth rates aren’t set in stone and can vary depending on food supply and other factors. In a healthy watershed a muskie should reach the 40-inch mark in about twelve years. Once they hit the magic 40-inch mark, their growth rate slows even more, to about 1 inch per year. So, you can see that a 50-inch fish is a special creature. Of course, all growth rates depend on genetics and environmental conditions. Every watershed is different. If you’re looking for a true trophy watershed, do your research.


  FALL/WINTER


  As the summer wears on and the days become shorter, muskies can sense the impending doom of winter. The change in the sun’s angle (photoperiodism) and cooler water temperatures tell a muskie that winter is approaching and it needs to strap on the feed bag. They need to feed heavily to nourish the eggs that they will be laying in the spring and to build up reserves for the long winter. This, in many muskie anglers’ opinion, is the number one time to chase large females. I tend to agree. I concentrate most of my muskie fishing in the prime fall time period. I start concentrating on them here in the Upper Midwest around the end of September and go until the ice forces me off the water.


  Muskies still feed in the winter, but it is nothing like the fall. The dropping water temperatures and shorter days trigger the fish to once again move into shallower water to hunt. They will often also set up on a break line adjacent to their spring spawning areas and will winter there until the spawn urge kicks in during spring. In rivers they will hold in deeper runs, pools, and woody structure where the redhorse or other baitfish winter. They are in safe, deep water with little current and a ton of food nearby—a perfect spot for a big, fat fall muskie. They don’t expend too much energy in the cold water in these wintering holes, and with ample food nearby, they don’t have to travel far to find their next meal. They will ride these spots out all winter until the cycle starts all over again in the spring.


  Knowing this simple biology can help you determine where a muskie is calling home during the different parts of the season. Experience on the body of water that you fish will help you fine-tune these movements from year to year. Just know that every year is different and that nothing is ever written in stone when it comes to muskies.


  DISTRIBUTION


  Muskies were originally not a very widespread species. With the use of stocking and better management of the species, we have seen more and more states develop fishable populations. As of this writing, thirty-three states have muskies. This number will likely grow as states look to introduce the species into different waters. Anglers have driven a lot of this growth. States that have native species are already seeing the push to introduce muskies to more waters. This can sometimes be a political football, as we have seen in Minnesota over the last few years. Oftentimes, one group of anglers is pitted against another. Here in Minnesota, walleye anglers think that muskies eat all the walleyes, and muskie anglers think walleye anglers control the state. I have even heard trout anglers blaming muskies for the loss of trout populations in a certain river out West. I think everyone just needs to calm down and let the biologists guide those decisions, based on science.


  In 2011 a study was done by the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and their biologist Steve Kerr, titled “Distribution and Management of Muskellunge in North America.” It is a fascinating look into the growth of muskies in North America and their history. Kerr was one of the leading biologists in the field and has since retired. The study gathered responses from over fifty states and provinces in North America concerning muskie management and what these jurisdictions were experiencing in their muskie programs. Besides looking at distribution, the study also looked at regulations, stocking programs, management, and many of the issues that face biologists today. Some interesting things really jumped out in this study. The first thing I noticed was how broad the study was. When over fifty states and provinces take part in a study, you can really get a sense of what each one is doing and how they are looking at their muskie programs. A lot of different views were expressed, and many states and provinces were trying to accomplish different goals. It was interesting to read about these varying aspects of management.


  Another observation was that the Upper Midwest and Ontario are still the hot bed for muskie fishing. Distribution of muskies continues to grow, but as of 2011 there were 1,866 muskie waters in North America. The majority of the muskies, 80 percent, are found in just five jurisdictions: Minnesota, Wisconsin, Ontario, Michigan, and West Virginia. With all the talk of stocking and the growth of muskie fishing, that number did surprise me a bit. I know that the Upper Midwest has historically been the muskie capital, but the 80 percent number really did jump out at me. I guess I’m lucky to live where I do.


  In the study it also said that 73 percent of North American muskie waters are sustained by natural reproduction. That is also a big number, and it is nice to see that much natural reproduction in our water here in North America. That doesn’t mean that muskies don


  

  

  





	SIZE OF MUSKIES STOCKED
	PRODUCTION COST PER FISH
	SURVIVAL RATE AT 18 MONTHS
	NUMBER STOCKED/SURVIVED
	COST PER SURVIVOR AT 18 MONTHS



	Fry
	$1.36/1,000
	0.00017%
	588,235
	$800



	Fall fingerlings
	$2.83
	4%
	25
	$70.75



	Spring yearlings
	$5.21
	19%
	5
	$27.42





 
  [image: Resource managers are the real super heroes of muskie anglers. Their tireless work insures that the resource is protected and thriving. MINNESOTA DEPARTMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES, REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION]


  

  

  

  TIPS FOR THE ANGLER FROM A LEADING MUSKIE BIOLOGIST


  

   
  	A large muskie is pretty old. Now, it depends on all kinds of factors, but that being said, a 50-inch muskie is pushing 20-plus years old. Getting a true age on a fish is pretty difficult unless you kill it. The jawbone is really the best way to age a fish, and the only way you can get to it is by killing the fish. New stocked fish are now getting sensors imbedded in them that will provide true growth rates and survival data. Technology is going to shed a lot of light on the species for years to come. As I have stated time and again, a large muskie is a special animal.


  	What makes muskies that old is their growth rate. They grow pretty quickly until they reach around the 40-inch mark. Once they reach this mark, their growth rate slows down pretty drastically. There are some lakes that Chris spoke of where growth rates can sometimes only be a centimeter a year, while on other lakes a larger fish can grow from 1 to 2 inches per year.


  	Big muskies don’t eat as much as most people think. Chris had a great analogy: Think of a 40-inch muskie as a young, growing, teenaged boy who is playing a lot of sports. That teenaged boy never seems to stop eating. He is growing like a weed, burning a lot of energy in his activities, and needs to keep the furnace running. A young muskie is the same way. It needs to eat. Now think of an older person. They just don’t eat like that. If they do, they need to go take a nap. A large muskie is the same way. It just doesn’t need to eat like it once did due to the fact that its growth has drastically slowed down.


  	Many anglers think that muskies will eat a lake out of all the fish. This battle has been going on forever and will probably go on for a lot longer. A lake has only so much carrying capacity. If the muskies really did eat all the walleyes and bass, they would then die themselves. The science just doesn’t support this argument. Muskies like soft-fleshed bait. You’ll hear stories of anglers having a muskie bite off their walleye or bass as they try to land it. They use this as evidence that muskies eat a lot of other gamefish. I’m not going to say they never do, but they simply aren’t a substantial part of their diet. That walleye or bass is just a struggling fish and looks like an easy meal. Think of it as a coyote running to the sound of a wounded rabbit. That’s an easy meal, and the coyote is going to come and check it out. A muskie is just doing the same thing. That’s what we are trying to imitate with our flies: a wounded baitfish that is an easy meal.
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