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DEDICATION

For Dad.
You showed me how to fish, tell a story, and be a man.
I am gladly spending my life trying to keep up.
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FOREWORD

[image: Bass fishing and tying can be enjoyed by almost anyone and anywhere.]

The danger in thinking of fly tying as an art is that you ignore that at its heart, tying is practical, like a grandmother’s rag quilt. Sure, it might be beautiful and made with love and any number of other feel-good things, but it’s also useful. It keeps you warm and uses up scraps like a compost bin. That’s to say, a fish doesn’t care how beautiful or meaningful a fly is to you personally, it cares that it looks like something it’s eaten before. Something that moves and acts like food. And above a great many other things I’ve learned from Jay Zimmerman, that truth rises to the top.

Jay taught me to tie shortly after I started fly fishing because, he said, it would make me a better angler. And I think what he was saying is that if I was going to be fishing with him, he didn’t want me raiding his boxes. Point taken. So I listened as he told me how to start the thread and how to wind the marabou so it wouldn’t bunch and lump and generally look awful. He laughed at the first fly I tied—it deserved it—and I thought he’d given up on me when he left to go pet his cat in the corner. But as it turns out, that’s just classic Jay.

Each week he presented me with a new pattern. New materials. What the fly called for and extra options too. This intimidated me because I don’t like to make decisions—I’ll stand for 15 minutes staring at my opened fly box wondering what I should tie on, already anticipating it won’t work. But he told me to have fun. So I tried lime-green Woolly Buggers and Foxy Clousers made from a mink stole my dad had found at Goodwill. Jay taught me classic patterns, how to modify them, and then how to create some of my own.

[image: Erin Block casts a bass fly along an edge of dead cattails with her constant companion Banjo at her side.]

And I discovered that my designs I liked best didn’t catch many fish because I was tying what looked good to me, a land-dwelling human being. I learned the importance of mechanics and swim tanks, movement and action, how to flip a hook and make sure it stays flipped when it swims through the water. I learned that Jay’s obsession with these things is not just OCD, as I once suspected—it’s good engineering and smart design. And that’s what makes the best bass flies.

—Erin Block, Trout Magazine deputy editor, author of The View from Coal Creek and By a Thread
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FLY FISHING FOR BASS

“Indeed, there is probably as much genetic disparity—and, hence, real-life difference—between a bass and a trout as between a cat and a cow.”

—Keith A. Jones, PhD

[image: Bass can be found in abundance in each of our Lower 48 states. Erin Block photo.]

Black bass in aggregate are the most sought-after gamefish in the United States of America. Fourteen species of fish fall under the genus Micropterus (known as the black basses), though largemouth, smallmouth, and spotted bass are the three commonly found and fished for, be it in their original native range or in the rivers, lakes, and reservoirs where they have since migrated or been introduced. Black bass have been one of the most widely stocked fish in the United States for 150 years—this has to do with their ability to survive and thrive in a variety of conditions and their popularity among anglers. Bass in one form or another can now be found in abundance in each of our lower 48 states, as well as several other countries.

The popularity and accessibility of bass have not been lost on fly anglers; in fact, a 10-inch largemouth bass caught on a cork popper is responsible for converting many longtime conventional-gear anglers and tricking the rest of us into falling in love with fishing in the first place. Bass are almost everywhere; they are an accessible learning aid when a friend or family member wants to learn to fly fish, and bass and small sunfish are often willing to take even a sloppily laid cast.

As convenient as these quintessential unpressured bass ponds are to furthering the sport, they can also give new anglers misconceptions about the ease of fooling a bass at a formative moment in their development. Fishing may never again be as easy as it was that one afternoon in the pond behind grandpa’s barn. As anglers grow and expand their roam, so to speak, they will inevitably find themselves on a river with no old guiding hand pointing out the spots to cast to, or staring blankly out over an expansive public reservoir in a new hometown a thousand miles from the comfort of that old Mail Pouch Tobacco barn of their youth and the naive largemouth and bluegill living behind it.

Bass are everywhere, but sometimes hard to find . . . and even harder to catch. The learning curve is gentler if you respect the intelligence of your quarry and are forever observant of the environment in which they live. All animals (fish and humans included) are in some way products of the environment they live in, so if you recognize most of the variables that affect how a bass lives and eats, you will be a more successful angler.

THE ENVIRONMENT

The environs in which a bass can live are greatly varied and always changing. River smallmouths in late summer are going to act differently than they did in early spring; although they may be living in the same stretch of water, their environment has changed. Likewise a largemouth in a lake is not making a living in the same situation in August as it is in November. Anglers may “dial in” a particular piece of water one day, but that does not mean they will have the answers the next time they fish it. The obvious physical characteristics of the body of water where a bass lives are always important, but often not the main environmental factors that define a fishery—seasons and water temperature, forage, structure and cover, and pressure and competition all factor into the riddle.

[image: A young Sam Barnett hoists up a largemouth bass at the bow of his father’s boat. Bass are a crucial fish early in the lives of many hard-core anglers because they are plentiful and accessible. Many of my earliest fishing memories are with this boy’s father, Steve, on a farm pond back in Ohio.]

The Body of Water

Bass can live in a perfectly still lake, a swiftly moving river, and about everything in between. However, it is more likely to find smallmouth bass in moving water and largemouth bass in still water. This is a generalization, of course, and each fishery is at least somewhat unique.

Smallmouth bass can be found in large, clear lakes and reservoirs but usually thrive only if there is at least some current or water movement. The Great Lakes have ideal habitat for smallmouth, but in the 18 years I lived on the southern shore of Lake Erie, I can only remember seeing a handful of largemouth bass caught in the lake itself. Largemouth are better suited for warmer, more turbid and sluggish to still water. Most of the man-made impoundments, ponds, and other such bodies of water scattered across the country are the perfect places to find largemouth. Spotted bass, as a riverine species, prefer water conditions more akin to that of a smallmouth, but when found in a river will be occupying the slower stretches less desirable to smallmouth, which may also be in the same body of water.

Moving water or stillwater, the size, depth, and shoreline configuration often dictates the best angling approach. The larger the body of water, the more practical some form of watercraft becomes for ease of mobility and access, and a boat with a V hull and outboard motor will always be best for the largest lakes and reservoirs. Steep banks or heavily vegetated shoreline on a smaller body of water can force an angler into an inflatable belly boat or canoe. However, much of bass fishing is done while wading midsize and smaller rivers and casting from the shore of ponds (“tanks” in Texas) and reservoirs.

[image: Steep banks or heavily vegetated shoreline on a smaller body of water can force an angler into an inflatable belly boat or canoe. Often this is the most effective way to get a fly in front of fish buried in deep cover. Kendall Zimmerman illustration.]

Seasons and Water Temperature

Bass populations are widely spread over the lower half of the North American continent, and this covers several distinctly different regions. The seasons are vastly different for a smallmouth bass in Ontario, Canada, and a largemouth bass in south Texas. Despite this wide range and great disparity in the timing and length of seasons within their range, some generalizations can be made regarding water temperature preference for most bass. Bass from different geographical locations will adapt to temperature variations, so use these numbers purely as a starting point for a more detailed and regionalized fishing journal. Yes, your fishing journal.

Largemouth and smallmouth bass both function well in water between 50 and 85 degrees Fahrenheit, though they are most active and begin feeding more aggressively once the water has reached 65 degrees, and this accelerated feeding behavior steadily increases as the water temperature rises. Activity will begin to decline if the water heats up much past 85 degrees. Bass spawn in the spring when the water temperature is still in the low 60s. Several different species are included in this generalization and each has its idiosyncrasies, but I have found the environment has far more bearing on a particular fisheries’ seasonal life cycle. Learn your water.

Because season and water temperature have such an impact on bass behavior, anglers will benefit greatly from maintaining a journal. You don’t need to write about how amazing the sunrise was and how much your neighbor’s dog underappreciates you . . . just the nitty-gritty numbers will do. I keep separate notes on each bass water that I regularly visit because I may have mild OCD and it removes much guesswork, especially in the early part of the year when it gets sunny and warm for a few days and I am jonesing hard to get on some bass water. The journal reminds me it is still only the second week in March in Colorado and the secret pond behind the baseball diamond is probably only 42 degrees, and I would do better heading to a trout stream.

[image: Greg Pearson with a big smallmouth bass taken on a big baitfish streamer at Lake St. Clair between Ontario, Canada, and Michigan. Brooks Montgomery photo.]

In your journal you should note what the weather and nighttime lows have been in the past week or so, as well as what the actual water temperature is and what bug, frog, and fish activity you observe. When you are taking water temps, keep in mind the fish are not being affected by how warm it is in the shallow water right at your feet—they live out deeper where it may be many degrees colder. Have your thermometer on a long tether and get a reading that means something.

It is always wise to know when the bass in the areas you fish tend to spawn, and this you can bracket pretty accurately after only a few years fishing a new area. In Florida the spawn can take place as early as February; in Ohio it can take until sometime in May. I am not suggesting taking advantage of a vulnerable female while she is guarding her bed (you have to make your own ethical judgment call on that), but knowing when and how long the spawn happens in your favorite spots can allow you to hit the pre-spawn window when some of the largest fish are moving into shallow water and eating heavily. There is a two- to three-week period immediately after the spawn known as post-spawn when most of the sexually mature bass are quite lethargic and don’t eat much. This is not the best time to invite your boss out to your best spot if you’re looking to finagle a raise.

Forage

Bass (especially largemouth) have a reputation for being gluttons willing to eat anything they can catch and fit in their mouth. There is a certain amount of truth here: Bass are known to eat small birds, bats, baby turtles, salamanders, mice, rats, crayfish, frogs, dragonflies, damselflies, and other fish. Like most stereotypes, this is based on only half the information. Or, approached via another perspective, this reputation is entirely true, but can cause misconceptions about the intelligence of bass and how easy it is to fool them with a fly or other artificial lure.

We fly anglers have a tendency to hold trout species up as the standard for how a fish should recognize and eat food and mistakenly use a trout’s selectiveness as an indicator of intelligence and the yardstick to measure the “smarts” of other fish species. We assume that if a fish eats something it has never seen before, it must mean the fish is dumb—again, we have an image of a rainbow trout rising to an adult mayfly and refusing to eat it because it is not quite the right shade of olive as the rest of the “hatch.” Bass have evolved in environments where they must recognize something as potential food by its general shape and the way it moves—anatomical details in prey such as coloration, surface markings, and the exact placement of body parts are far less important.

The wide diversity of things bass are willing to eat certainly adds to the complexity and wow factor of an avid bass angler’s fly collection. There can be all sorts of creative variations on crustaceans, amphibians, and evil-looking baby ducks crammed together waiting to escape like creatures in Maurice Sendak’s plastic Pandora’s fly box. This is one of the many fun parts about bass fishing—and also why tying bass flies may be one of the more complex forms of the craft. There is just so much you can do! Keep one thing paramount in your mind as you venture down the creative fly highway: Bass may eat birds and bats, but they are primarily piscivores. Large bass mainly eat other fish. Period. Even smallmouth bass, which are known to love crayfish, actually eat other fish 10-to-1 over anything else.

Structure and Cover

Structure and cover are two things bass anglers never get bored talking about, partly because together they define so much of bass fishing, but they are also really fun to talk about. When shown an aerial photo of a lake they have never been on, an experienced bass angler’s eye will immediately be drawn to the back cove littered with stumps and lily pads. They know this is where the best bass are, and they may get goose bumps imagining making their first cast . . . right up along that fallen tree.

Little of bass fishing is sight fishing (casting to individual fish the angler has seen)—it is more often spent looking for specific places within the body of water where bass are likely to be. In some instances bass inhabit a mere 10 percent of the lake or reservoir, so having knowledge of what sort of places within an aquatic environment bass are drawn to is the key. Bass anglers eventually develop a Pavlovian conditioning to the sight of promising structure and cover. Most of us don’t actually drool, but a neuroscientist observing brain activity may not be able to distinguish between a young college volunteer being shown a nudie slide show and a bass bum viewing photos of a well-endowed weed line near deep water.

Sometimes the terms structure and cover are used interchangeably; they are similar and often relate to each other, but they are very different. Structure is a change in the lake bottom, whether it be a change in depth or a point, bump, or channel. Cover is the stuff a bass can hide and hunt in—the weed beds, rock piles, stumps, fallen trees, and old docks. In topographical terms we land dwellers can better understand, structure is the mountain (or valley) and cover is the trees and abandoned stills.

Structure on large bodies of water can be located easily with the aid of sonar or maps showing underwater contour. Look for points (miniature peninsulas, often completely underwater), sudden drop-offs, submerged humps, islands, troughs, and channels (sometimes the original bed of the creek or river that was dammed to create the reservoir) as well as subtle things such as changes in the bottom composition. On smaller bodies of water locating bass-holding structure becomes less relevant, as all the structure in the entire pond is so close together. Good cover, however, is important no matter how large or small the water. I will add, before leaving the subject of structure, that these changes in the underwater topography do not normally attract bass on their own, but when coupled with or adjacent to proper cover can be a serious fish magnet. Find the cover first, and then look for the structure that concentrates the active bass.

[image: Largemouth bass can live for a long time, getting bigger and smarter than most freshwater fly anglers are used to chasing. Erin Block photo.]

Cover is simply the stuff fish hide in, for concealment from whatever is trying to eat them or from what they are about to pounce on and eat themselves. Underwater weeds are almost always the number one cover in any body of water; these come in the form of water lilies (pads), water hyacinth, cattails, coontail, bulrushes, milfoil, hydrilla . . . all briars in the underwater briar patch. Uneven, haphazard weed lines with sudden breaks and pockets of open water make the best ambush areas for bass to lurk in: Think like a middle-school bully—it is easier to catch a little fourth-grader in a corn maze than a long, wide hallway where they can see you coming.

Although living aquatic weeds provide the best and most abundant cover for bass, there is an array of other natural submerged cover—rock piles, brush piles, stumps, and trees. Then there is the man-made cover—the sunken cars and concrete foundations, the bed springs and shopping carts. Not all man-made cover is accidental or even refuse. Some farmers I have known wire a cluster of discarded Christmas trees together and attach a few cinder blocks, then drag the lot out onto the ice of their bass ponds after the holidays. When spring comes and the ice melts, the pond life will prosper. This is a small-scale version of what happens when old warships are towed out to sea and sunk to form a man-made reef.

Structures such as docks, floating gazebos, and boathouses are not considered “structure” in the world of bass fishing, they are “cover.” Good cover, too! The perfect dock for the best bass cover has wooden pilings (not floats), sits low to the water, has tight decking (to reduce vulnerability from above), and is as large as possible . . . maybe even have a T or L shape at the very end. A long, wide wooden dock buried in a dense but broken bed of weeds is the fanciful scenario of bass-fishing dreams.

Pressure and Competition

Of all the variables that affect a bass fishery, often it is the amount of pressure and type of competition that is the hardest to predict and adjust to. Other pieces of the puzzle an angler is attempting to piece together to understand a particular body of water are visual, albeit often underwater. Anglers can record weather reports, drop a thermometer in the lake, observe large schools of shad, and map the entire bottom with sonar if they are so inclined. Gauging the amount of fishing pressure from other anglers and competition from other predatory fish species are two intangibles that can take a lot of time on the water before you get a good feel for the situation.

Popular public water can present a real challenge. Bass are a fish that learns quickly and has memory associated with bad experiences that will last for months. Pair these smart fish with a long history and culture of catch-and-release, and a quite difficult and technical fishery develops. I have seen the transition from an easy they’ll-eat-anything bass fishery to lucky-to-catch-a-couple-even-on-a-good-day happen within a few seasons. Sometimes this occurs when a group of avid anglers stumble onto a semisecret and neglected spot, or a landowner discovers he can turn his lake into a bass lease and charge for access. The bass need only be caught one or two times before they realize there is potential danger in what they choose to eat.

[image: Always be careful handling bass before releasing them.]

In small bodies of water, bass are often the sole large predator fish, and they rule the roost hunting wherever they like, so can be found right where you think they should be. Some larger fisheries are more diverse, and the bass may have to share their home with bigger bullies and find a way to get by somewhere more toward the middle of the food chain. Get to know what baitfish are present in your favorite waters, but also figure out what the competition is like. If there is a significant northern pike or musky population, the bass will tend to avoid them. Largemouth bass will hole up in shallow coves and stay clear of the outside edges of weed lines. Smallmouth bass will hang out in rocky, weedless areas that are poor ambush spots for toothy critters, but where they can still find enough grub to get by. In some large reservoirs with threadfin and gizzard shad populations, bass will spend much of their time suspended out in open water where the getting is good, but add stripers or wipers (large temperate bass) to the mix and the black bass will stick close to shore and their diet will consist mainly of bluegill and other sunfish. White bass (a smaller temperate bass) present no threat to black bass, so their presence may only encourage a joint-force shad-busting out in open water.

TACTICS AND FLIES

Understanding the environments bass live in and how their behavior is altered by changes in that environment is the first part of learning your quarry—it’s the amateur fisheries biologist stuff. The next part is taking what you already know (or have just learned or observed on the water) and figuring out how to take advantage of that knowledge—this is the transition from backyard scientist to angler. When you sit down at the tying bench in the evening or open your fly box on the water with your rod under your arm, there are several things to consider as you choose a tactic and corresponding fly.

Type of Water

Locating bass in a river is different from finding them in stillwater, as there is the added variable of current. In a slow-moving river bass will be drawn to certain areas because of desirable structure and cover, but if the flow is more substantial, the current itself will be the defining variable and being able to read the water and recognize current seams and eddies becomes important.

The practical approach to a river with obvious current is to work downstream, as your fly and line will be swept that way and the retrieve will make the fly swim against the current. The weight of the fly you choose becomes the most important deciding factor (assuming you are using a subsurface fly, as you probably should in these situations). Getting a bass fly sunk to the bottom of stillwater is doable even if the fly is slightly underweight, so long as your leader is long enough and you are patient. This is not the case in current: The fly will be swept downriver too fast to sink to where the fish are and then ride just below the surface on the retrieve. You may have found the fish, but they never see the fly or are not willing to leave their spot near the bottom of the river or behind a rock to battle the current to get the meal. Choose a fly with enough weight to counter the current. Using a sink-tip fly line can help in this situation, but is limiting if you are carrying just the one rod and reel and may encounter slack water where you might want to try a topwater fly. A loop knot will allow a fly to sink significantly faster than one cinched tight to the leader without adding weight, so learning a new knot (any of the many nonslip loop knots) can help get the fly where it needs to go—besides, the loop knot will increase the erratic action of almost all bass flies.

Ponds and large reservoirs are the same type of water at opposite ends of the size spectrum, but each particular body of water will present different obstacles and opportunities based on its size and depth. A lake that got its start as a stone quarry may have bass holding at depths out of the normal comfort range of most fly anglers, where extra-heavy flies on jig hooks fished with long leaders or sink-tip fly lines are necessary. Where you are on the body of water is also important. The lake may be large and deep, but if you are shorebound and can’t wade out enough to access anything but the shallow flats, then lighter-weight flies and floating line will rule the day. Usually the larger and deeper water is best fished from the vantage of a boat or float tube.

Water Temperature

As the water temperature increases, the metabolism of bass living in that body of water increases, thus so does their need for food and willingness to chase prey more aggressively. Bass are most active in water temperatures between 65 and 85 degrees, and the warmer the water is within this range, the more energetic they tend to be. Hungry, aggressive bass are more easily taken advantage of, so choose larger flies that make noise, cause commotion in the water, and move quickly and erratically.

The best chance an angler has at getting an explosive topwater take is when the water temperature is at its peak for fish activity. Bass continue to feed even when the water is as low as 40 degrees, so can still be taken on a fly. However, the colder the water gets below what is optimal, the more your fly selection and strategy should change. At any time anglers should match their presentations and retrieves to bass aggressiveness, so a slow, deliberate retrieve through heavy, weedy cover with a well-weighted (and weedless) fly often works the best in cold water.

Type of Forage

Knowing what particular bass are used to hunting and most likely to chase and eat is an important part in determining the right flies and tactics. Stomach pumps are used by some trout anglers to better understand the current diet of the fish they are after, but I always felt this was peeking at other players’ cards at a poker table; besides, most things bass eat are too large to be sucked out easily anyway. As a boy I fished (and hunted) solely to put meat in the family freezer. I am a fairly strict catch-and-release bass angler as an adult, but I have not forgotten all the things I found in the belly of fish I gutted—bass sometimes eat interesting things. However, once bass get larger than about 3 pounds they eat mostly other fish—it’s what’s most constantly available as forage year-round and of a serving size worth pursuing. Baitfish fly patterns rarely don’t work, so are a great choice to start with, especially on unfamiliar water.

[image: All fishing is fun, but bass fishing is the most fun. Erin Block photo.]

Frogs and crayfish can also play crucial roles in some bass fisheries. The more time you spend on any body of water, the more you will learn about what makes its fishery tick. Spend time exploring the shoreline, and wade in and pick up rocks and lift weed beds to see what flees or clings. Not every bit of bass water is easily stereotyped, and they can change. I grew up fishing a river in northern Ohio that had an incredible smallmouth bass population in the spring when the flows were strong and weighted baitfish patterns were the only flies needed, but come late summer when the water was slow and low and most of the bass and shad and other fish had retreated back to Lake Erie, everything was different. The main food source for the remaining smallmouth was crayfish, and the water was low and clear so a lightweight fly that could enter the water quietly and scoot around on the bottom was called for.

[image: It takes skill and a heavy leader to wrestle a bass out of heavy cover.]

Another time, many years later, a friend showed me a bass pond in Colorado that I came to know well (mainly because it was just five minutes from the fly shop we were both working for). It was small and weedy in the summer but full of largemouth bass. The odd thing with this pond was that it had no fish other than the bass. No bluegill, no pumpkinseed . . . nothing. There were plenty of frogs around to keep the bass full as well as swarms of damselflies so thick they outnumbered the mosquitoes. I spent countless evenings after work stripping size 12 damsel nymph patterns over the slop and catching as many 1- to 2-pound bass as I liked before dark. It pays to know what the fish know, but even in that little Colorado bass pond, the biggest bass I ever caught was on a baitfish streamer.

The action and movement of a fly is almost always more important than what the angler believes the fly imitates in nature. When choosing a fly for bass, an angler should be aware of the available forage and use that knowledge simply as a starting point.

Cover and Water Clarity

The physical characteristics of a body of water will sometimes need to be considered when choosing the right fly and rigging. The type and density of cover and the clarity level of the water are often two pertinent factors. The presence of good, thick cover is crucial for thriving bass habitat, but can create obvious problems for an angler.

[image: Urban areas are often close to home and can offer great bass-fishing opportunities. Erin Block photo.]

If there are a lot of sticks, logs, and other obstacles that can easily snag a fly, select flies tied on jig-style hooks that make them more snag-resistant. If the water is clogged with aquatic weeds, using flies with some form of weed guard or anti-snagging mechanism built into the pattern will drastically decrease frustration levels and increase odds of catching fish. When bass fishing in heavy cover, it is best to use a heavy fly rod with fast (stiff) action, as any of the flies with weed guards will need a bit more oomph to get the hook properly set. Strong leaders are a good idea as well, to avoid snapping off on a powerful hook set or while pulling the fly free from the almost inevitable snag in deep water or in brush well over your head.

Water clarity plays a large part in not just the flies an angler should choose, but also how the angler approaches the water. If the water is clear enough for you to spot bass, the bass can spot you. Wear drab clothing and always be aware of your shadow and silhouette when fishing in clear water. Bass are less skittish in deeply stained or muddy water because they are safer from other (usually feathered) predators that have being trying to snatch or spear them since they were wee young fry. Often a finesse rig works better in clear water—a slimmer leader with a lighter-weight, more subtle fly.

In extremely off-color water, bass can no longer locate prey by sight, so must rely on other senses to find food. Bass are equipped with great hearing and lateral-line sensory organs nearly as reliable as their eyes at pinpointing something to eat. A larger, more bulky fly that displaces more water when it moves will be easier for a bass to find using these nonvisual senses. Exaggerated flash and fly rattles are also used in off-color water for the same purpose. When fishing in clear water a hyper-erratic retrieve can be what is needed to trigger an aggressive strike from otherwise unwilling bass, but in murky water it is usually best to slow down your retrieve to a more steady, predictable pace to make the fly easier to locate and intercept. Any of the advice given for murky-water bass fishing also applies to night fishing in clear water.

Amount of Pressure

The tactics and flies you choose for a public bass lake that receives many anglers throughout the season should be different from those you go with when the opportunity to fish an untouched private pond or stretch of river arises. Bass may be curious and adventurous feeders, but they learn fast and remember longer than most other fish, and this creates an interesting and often confusing situation for anglers. Unpressured bass are more predictable and have aggressive feeding instincts that can be taken advantage of—obnoxious flies with lots of flash and fast retrieves can be incredibly productive given that all natural variables that can alter the day have lined up positively. A body of water with similar natural conditions will not fish as well if the bass have bachelor’s degrees in buzz baits and PhDs in whatever spun deer hair concoction you were just about to tie onto your leader.

The first step in overcoming the stinginess of pressured bass is to know what you are up against. Look for signs the place has excessive angler traffic, such as well-worn fishermen’s trails through tall grass along the back side of a pond, tangles of monofilament line caught in trees, loose bobbers along the shoreline, and empty chicken liver containers. Bait fishers tend to leave more trash behind than conventional-gear and fly anglers combined, and finding signs of their presence adds another negative element to an already difficult situation. Bait-caught bass are usually kept for dinner and those released often have swallowed the hook and will die slowly later—either way, there will be fewer mature bass in that body of water and those remaining will be less likely to do anything foolish. A pressured fishery that is predominantly catch-and-release may educate bass, but a fishery that has large numbers of bass repeatedly removed in this way will have inadvertently eliminated not only many of the biggest bass, but much of the aggressive genetics within the population.

It is sometimes frustrating as an angler with no private water connections to hear about a friend’s day on a bass lease, or see 8-pounder after 8-pounder being hoisted out of the net on Saturday morning television. If this strikes a tender nerve, don’t beat yourself up too much—there should be far more satisfaction in finding one solid bass on public water, or having a great day on some neglected property on the sketchy side of town that you sniffed out for yourself. These are the results of hard homework and persistence. Sometimes catching smart bass means you must scale down in size of line and fly, fish slow, and be as subtly enticing as possible. Steer away from common bass flies, and leave the flashy and rattled ones at home. Maybe try some of your favorite carp and trout flies? Something smaller, something different. Find parts of the lake that are hard to get to, or focus your energy on unlikely spots that get bypassed regularly because they look like less-than-ideal holding areas for bass. If you are in a real jam, try fishing public water during foul weather or at different times of the day (or night) than the bass are used to being pressured—fish can pattern us just as we can pattern them.
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Largemouth bass can live for a long time, getting bigger and smarter than most freshwater fly anglers are used to chasing.
Erin Block photo.
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Urban areas are often close to home and can offer great bass-fishing opportunities. Erin Block photo.
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It takes skill and a heavy leader to wrestle a bass out of heavy cover.
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Greg Pearson with a big smallmouth bass taken on a big baitfish streamer at Lake St. Clair between Ontario, Canada, and
Michigan. Brooks Montgomery photo.
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Erin Block casts a bass fly along an edge of dead cattails with her constant companion Banjo at her side.
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Steep banks or heavily vegetated shoreline on a smaller body
of water can force an angler into an inflatable belly boat or
canoe. Often this is the most effective way to get a fly in front
of fish buried in deep cover. Kendall Zimmerman illustration.
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All fishing is fun, but bass fishing is the most fun. Erin Block photo.
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Bass fishing and tying can be enjoyed by almost anyone and anywhere.
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Bass can be found in abundance in each of our Lower 48 states. Erin Block photo.
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A young Sam Barnett hoists up a largemouth bass at the
bow of his father’s boat. Bass are a crucial fish early in the
lives of many hard-core anglers because they are plentiful
and accessible. Many of my earliest fishing memories are
with this boy’s father, Steve, on a farm pond back in Ohio.






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_007.jpg
Always be careful handling bass before releasing them.





