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CHAPTER 1

A Seasonal Approach to Baitfish

When you first start thinking about streamer fishing and swinging flies, these seem like very simple presentations. As you get out on the river and try doing it, however, you may find getting consistent results to be more difficult than you might have hoped. This book was made to address the subtleties of these presentations. Another goal is to give you an idea about how to mimic baitfish at any time migratory fish are around. Baitfish patterns really shine when the bite is poor or when the conditions are tough. They also are key to catching fish in the icy cold waters of a Midwest winter.

As you first approach a river or research it, you might look at the available food sources and determine which ones the gamefish might be eating. If you are streamer fishing, look to the bottom-dwelling baitfish that are in most rivers. They are a size that migratory fish like to eat and are found just about anywhere that has a few rocks. Furthermore, they are foods that are familiar to gamefish out in the Great Lakes. Large, fertile rivers have a lot of different food sources to choose from, whereas smaller, colder rivers have less. Rivers with poor water quality might be lacking baitfish, but that’s OK because the migratory fish that are present will be hungry.

Thus, this first chapter will deal with the types of baitfish that we encounter on streams that are associated with migratory fish. Many of these types of baitfish occur throughout the country, so this information will be useful to you even if you are reading this in some faraway place, and might
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be helpful when fishing for other species as well. Please note that this is written from the perspective of an angler and not a fisheries biologist.

Every stream is different, and they each have their own food web. For many years I fished sculpin patterns and various other baitfish patterns without a clear knowledge of what the fish actually looked like. It took a lot of time to learn which flies worked through trial and error. If you really want to get to know your river and cut your learning curve a lot, you can do a few things to take your knowledge to the next level. One thing that you can do that takes little time and can change your perspective is to spend a few hours turning over some rocks of varying sizes along the edge of the river. In short order, you will have an idea of the colors and sizes of the bottom-dwelling fish in your river system. This is often a fun exercise, and if you have kids you may invite them to help you. An insect seine will pick up small baitfish, and this can also be a valuable tool in this exercise.

If you are so inclined, doing some underwater photography will take this one step further. It will really help you learn what is going on below the surface and will give you a reference when you are tying flies throughout your fishing adventures. For me, digital photography is a great tool not only to see what’s on the bottom of the river, but also to take note of when I saw it. There have been times when I’ve wondered which baitfish I saw in the river at what point, and I simply visit old images for reference to what was happening in years past. Some of the image cataloguing tools, such as Adobe Lightroom, make referencing your photos a snap.

If you want to take learning about what is below the surface to yet another level, you can do some snorkeling in your local river. Always be careful when doing this, and it is a good idea to bring a friend along for safety. A warm summer day in your local river with a snorkel mask will reveal the underwater world to you in a way that nothing else can. Many types of baitfish are fast and diffi-cult to sneak up on. When you are snorkeling, you become a part of their underwater world and they are more approachable.
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Through fishing and using these various methods, I have formulated a yearly approach to the baitfish that are present. Following are some general guidelines on how to approach a year of fishing baitfish patterns in our Midwest rivers.


Fall

When migratory fish enter our rivers in the fall, the water temperatures in the river are typically warmer than the lake that they are coming out of. For this reason, the migratory fish are supercharged and, frankly, more gullible than seasoned fish that have been in the river for a while. As a result, they are often triggered by bright colors and flash.

During the fall months, color is typically more important than matching any particular baitfish with your fly. That being said, if you fish a lot, you will encounter a day when the fish aren’t particularly grabby. This usually falls in line with a strong weather event or rapid changes in water depth and clarity. It is during these poor bite periods that a natural pattern might take the one biting fish. Furthermore, even when using bright and gaudy patterns, the shape of the fly you tie on can help you be a more successful angler.

Some parts of our rivers have large congregations of shiner and chub minnows in the fall, and migratory fish will feed on these. I have seen steel-head and brown trout crashing these minnows in the mouths of our rivers, and there are many of them in other parts of our systems as well. A good shiner imitation will take a fish readily at this time of the year.

Migratory fish may pass upstream slowly. Delayed by low-water conditions, they might concentrate in these lower reaches of a river system for quite some time. For example, steelhead that enter a river system in the fall may have four or five months to reach the spawning waters. Many of them will stay quite low in the system, especially in years with low water levels.

The lowest sections of our rivers are ideal for shiner patterns. Downstream stretches of rivers are sandy in nature, and nymphs and crustaceans that require gravel to survive are not abundant in these places. The ultimate goal of a migratory fish is to get to gravelly areas, and so it makes sense that these lower stretches are lacking in gravel and rocks. Despite the substrate, there is enough food for shiners to thrive in these areas, and they can provide the best feeding opportunities for migratory fish.

Fall shiners tend to be on the large size, and mature shiners of several species can be 3 to 6 inches in length. One of the best shiners to imitate in my part of the Midwest is the spotfin shiner, which is often found around the sand and wood that is so common in these areas. A good spot-fin imitation will catch many predators in the fall. Other species of shiners, such as common shiners, also thrive in these areas.

In addition, anglers may encounter lake forage species that come up into the river in large schools. Even if your local river lacks resident populations of baitfish near its mouth, lake baitfish will often be present. Alewives and gizzard shad are frequent visitors to the lowest ends of a river system that enters the Great Lakes.

Even in the fall, there are advantages to running a natural pattern while fishing for migratory gamefish. As a guide, I try to maximize the catch of everything, not just the target species. No matter where you fish a streamer for migratory fish, it is usually not a high-numbers technique, so access to other species of fish can keep the interest going when there is a break in the action. Using a natural-leaning imitation can give you a chance at other resident gamefish that the gaudy stuff might not. These include resident trout, walleye, northern pike, smallmouth bass, and others depending on your river system.
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Some stretches of my home river, the Muskegon, have a limited variety of baitfish in the fall, so those stretches always get the sparkly, attractor-style fly selection. I love Flashabou and other glitzy materials, so you will never hear me discourage the use of attractor flies. However, other stretches have a wide array of gamefish, and I always keep a natural pattern on standby in these stretches. In this guide’s mind, catching something is always better than catching nothing. A natural pattern helps with this. In the same way, if the fish are really on the bite, you might catch a whole theme park of fish if you imitate a natural baitfish. In a river that is diverse, when conditions turn right for them to feed, they all feed at once, and this can be some exciting fishing!
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When things do get tough in the fall, you can always fall back on slowly presented baitfish patterns. One thing to know is that many rivers have weed beds during the summer months, and in these underwater forests, baitfish thrive. As fall arrives, much of the weed cover dies. Suddenly all these baitfish, which have been using the weeds for cover, are forced to fend for themselves. These include a variety of shiners and chubs. At the same time, big migratory fish, which have fed on large baitfish for years, have entered the rivers and, along with the resident predators, feed on the vulnerable minnows. Steelhead and lake-run brown trout are formidable predators. They feed on a lot of different things. By and large, however, they get big by eating other fish. Hunting a baitfish in a stream is something they are made for.

Fall is also the time of year when we have long days, abundant sunshine, and fishing pressure. In these conditions, a good option would be to fish a bright attractor, trying to trigger a fish that is fresh from the lake. There is definitely something to be said for the “bright fly and bright day” line of thought. (If you do follow this approach, try gold or holographic flash on your streamer!) Another approach is just the opposite: We would fish subtle natural patterns deeply, in an effort to find a feeding fish.

A lot of young-of-the-year baitfish are also present during the early fall. For example, when the salmon are spawning in the fall, there are many juvenile darters around their spawning gravel. These juveniles are remarkably similar in size and shape to a Hex nymph, which is a common imitation that is fished in almost every Midwest stream. Nymphing and swinging an articulated Hex nymph in these areas, tied pale tan, is an effective imitation. Why mention a nymph pattern in a streamer book? A Hex nymph can pull double duty very effectively, imitating both nymphs and minnows.
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A very common darter throughout the Midwest is the Johnny darter, which is dusky tan in color. Johnny darters are good fish baits, and if you see them in the water, their distinguishing feature is the markings that look like the letter W on their side. They are widespread, found in just about every steelhead stream, and they can tolerate a lot of variation in water quality. No doubt many Hex nymph imitations are eaten by fish thinking they are eating a darter.

An underlying truth is, with a lot of patterns we are using, we just don’t know what the fish is thinking at that precise moment when it takes your fly. In the case of the Hex nymph, it is possible that a migratory fish is familiar with these nymphs, and that is why it eats your fly. Steelhead and brown trout certainly encounter Hex nymphs at some points in their lives, even though they may not live where you are fishing. It is more likely that the fish sees the Hex pattern as a minnow, however. As you fish for steelhead and migratory fish, you will find that there are some flies that just work, that generically imitate a lot of different things. A Hex wiggle nymph falls into this category, and many other flies do as well. Many of the flies that we will cover in this book are close imitations of one baitfish but could vaguely imitate other fishes as well. As far as that goes, not every streamer that you use would imitate a minnow at all.

An example of this would be flesh flies. In rivers with large populations of migrating Pacific salmon, flies imitating decaying salmon can be effective swung flies late in the fall. Salmon carcasses tend to settle on the inside bends of rivers and also in areas that have remnants of weed beds. Though not a primary food source, steelhead will prey on them as they deteriorate. Slowly swinging pink or peach flies through these often smelly places is productive. These bright colors are natural draws, especially to steelhead. Steelhead might take a pink imitation as a piece of salmon flesh or may simply find it attractive. Either way, you can win with such a pattern. Migratory fish are not neurosurgeons, and so they will eat things out of curiosity.

Remember that migratory fish travel through a lot of unfamiliar water as they head upriver, and this environment is radically different from the Great Lakes environment. There is a whole world of difference between the river and the lake. The depth of the river is different, the current is different, the lighting is different, the clarity of the water is different, the water temperatures are different, and the food sources are a lot different than the Great Lakes. These are big adjustments for migratory fish. Upon entering a river, they encounter many foods that are specific to rivers that they need to get used to eating. I equate this to a small-town kid going to a big city and eating sushi for the first time. Some of the foods just take some getting used to. There are, however, some food sources that are ubiquitous to the rivers and the Great Lakes. These food sources are the most important when fishing for migratory fish.

Imagine that you are a steelhead or brown trout migrating up a river in the fall for the first time. You have left the comfort of the inland sea that you have thrived in for a few years. You are a lightning fast, experienced predator. In the stream environment, you are larger than any other fish you see. However, these surroundings are not familiar to you, and you need to eat. A lot of things in the river look tasty but are foreign to you. Yet upon closer inspection, you do see some foods that are indeed familiar, most notably sculpins and gobies, which had been a constant source of food for you in your former lake home.

Other things that we imitate with streamers that are not fish at all, such as crayfish, are also universal. A migratory fish enters the river and finds these foods it has eaten in the past. Using a universal food source as a pattern is a reliable choice for the fly angler.

Furthermore, there are other familiar baitfish that will migrate in and out of the rivers in the fall. I have seen alewives in several river systems, and have caught them as far as 40 miles upriver in one of them. Another visitor is gizzard shad. Young gizzard shad will sometimes move up rivers in amazingly dense schools. Both alewives and shad are familiar forage fish to migratory fish. It is always a good idea to have a large, slender baitfish pattern on hand in the fall. However, bottom-dwelling sculpins and gobies are the most reliable. These can be used in the fall, but really shine during the winter months.




Winter

In most streams connected to the Great Lakes, steelhead and/or brown trout migrate during the fall months and settle into the rivers during the winter months. The scenario for browns and steel-head is somewhat different, as brown trout enter the rivers to spawn in the fall, whereas steelhead do not spawn until the spring.

As such, the brown trout spawn and quickly become drop-back fish. Drop-back fish are fish that have completed spawning. The spawning process burns a lot of calories and diverts their attention from food. When this is complete, their focus shifts to survival, and they are ravenously hungry. Normally they are wary predators, but post-spawn hunger makes these giant browns easier to target. Unlike a big resident brown trout sipping on dry flies, they can be very unselective and once located will take a fly with abandon. They are by nature meat eaters, so they like the big flies that we present during the coldest months. Because they are focused on eating, they will lurk in the water that has the most baitfish. This is often the inside bends of the river or deep and slow areas.

Steelhead, conversely, have a different motivation. Steelhead are settling in to survive through the winter. Their biology won’t let them pick up and leave in the middle of winter if they have settled in. They must have enough energy come spring to not only spawn but also return to the lake. In the early winter months, the water is cold, and the urge to spawn has not yet hit them. As such, they behave a lot like large winter trout, and the color of their bodies reflects their trout-like tendencies. Steelhead often hunker down in structure-laden areas, and this puts them in contact with the same types of baits that the brown trout pursue.

During the coldest part of winter, from above our rivers seem sterile. The surrounding trees are barren, and there is little to prove that anything is going on at that time. However, beneath the surface, our rivers are very much alive. The food sources tend to be either very large in the form of minnows or very small in form of insects and crustaceans in the winter months. Reproduction of most baitfish is limited to the mild times of the year, so juvenile fish are not prominent. The biology of the river seems pretty constant in the winter, and the food sources are relatively steady for months on end. This is especially true if your river’s temperature bottoms out at around 32 and stays there due to freezing conditions. This is great news if you find a pattern that works well in late December, as it will continue to work well throughout the entire winter. Winter is a simple time of the year for fly tying, and for slowly fishing accurate baitfish imitations. It’s the time of the year that knowing your baitfish really helps your success.

Much of the vegetation that exists at other times of the year in our rivers is gone in the winter. This means that any free-living minnows are forced to seek shelter around the same structure that the predator fish are. While lurking in the cover of rocks and timber, migratory fish are in contact with common minnows and familiar bottom-dwelling baitfish such as sculpins and invasive round gobies.

Sculpins have long been a favorite bait of mine, and I could write pages and sing songs extolling their virtues. My love affair with this bottom-dwelling, homely fish began when I was a teenager. When I was young, I spent a lot of time fishing the Rogue River near Rockford, Michigan. This river is a midsize, beautiful stream that is fast and rocky. Parts of it are undeveloped, but parts of it are also urban. It has become a heavily pressured river system but still yields a lot of great fish. Over the years, the Rogue has helped train several fishing guides.

One late summer morning, I learned a lot about the preference of steelhead. At the time, I was driving trucks for a moving company. The company had little on the schedule that day. The dispatcher knew that I loved to fish, and when I called him that morning and told him I had “salmon Ella,” I could hear him rolling his eyes. This was my way of saying I am going fishing. He grumbled “OK,” and I quickly diverted to the Rogue.
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As summer was coming to an end, I was trying to catch smallmouth in the lower reaches of the river. I had tied an experimental sculpin pattern along with some crayfish flies. I cast the sculpin out into a pool, lazily gave it a twitch, and let the line swing across the slow-moving pool. The line made a slight twitch on the way across, and I thought, “That must be a small fish.” Boy, was I wrong. The line swung a few more feet and then went extremely tight. Lightning traveled down the fly line. Suddenly, I was at eye level with a large summer-run Skamania steelhead and my jaw dropped. My rinky-dink college-student-budget Pflueger Medalist shrieked as if in terrible pain. With little tension to stop the fish, I began to run after it as it streaked downriver. I was a big kid and a bit clumsy, so I tripped over some rocks and swam a bit in the process of landing the fish. But I did land it 50 yards downriver, and admired its dazzling beauty as I released that magnum fish. Twelve pounds of chrome slid back into the depths of the river.

Though I had caught some fish swinging flies in the years prior to that fish, the experience radically altered my perception of what a steelhead might eat. I no longer held the illusion that steelhead would only eat a Green Butt Skunk or my old crimson Woolly Bugger. In an instant, streamer fishing for steelhead and lake-run brown trout became a viable, repeatable thing. Later that same year, as I began to guide on the Muskegon River, I started to fish this same pattern and had amazing results. At the time, there were few people streamer fishing for steelhead, and the ones that were focused on traditional patterns. Furthermore, the common belief was that steelhead would not eat a swung fly during the winter months. Thus, the cold-water months were uncharted and an exciting time of discovery and learning for me.

Time is a real gift when you are trying to learn new things. At the time I was a young fishing bum with no real ambitions save to learn how to catch more and bigger fish. So, I fished sculpins through many winter months, and they will probably always be at the top of my list for favorite things to fish for all species. During my first years guiding for fall steelhead, I relied heavily on sculpins for a wide variety of gamefish, and they will always be in the arsenal for catching something big.

The Midwest has a lot of sculpins. They are common in most rocky rivers, and a few species live in the Great Lakes. In very fertile rivers, a sculpin might be one of many baitfish imitations. However, there are plenty of rivers that don’t have a large variety of minnows. Some of these rivers have environmental issues or lack substrate to support minnows. They might also be very warm during the summer months. Rivers with poor water quality don’t typically support a large insect population, so the migratory fish will eagerly eat whatever species of baitfish that are available.

On the other end of the spectrum, some rivers are ultraclean. Some of the streams that connect to the Great Lakes are classic, cold freestone trout streams. These are the rivers that are wild trout and steelhead factories, and they don’t need to be planted to sustain a great fishery. In fact, sometimes the progeny of migratory fish squeeze out resident trout in these places. Such rivers typically have other trout to eat as bait, such as young-of-the-year resident trout or salmon and steelhead fry in the spring. During the cold months, the main resident baitfish are sculpins. The epitome of such a river is the Pere Marquette, a famous stream located in northern Michigan. The Pere Marquette is fabled for its wild steelhead. It was also the first river in the United States to have brown trout in it.

I talked to one of the most knowledgeable long-time guides on the Pere Marquette River, Jeff Hubbard. Jeff says that the Pere Marquette has a great population of sculpins. These become one of his go-to fly types in the winter months while swinging flies for steelhead. When water temps drop, Jeff believes that steelhead and larger trout will key in on sculpin or goby-type patterns. When presented slow in slower pools and runs, it becomes a big meal that they don’t have to work too hard to get. Jeff says that at these times, steelhead are opportunistic eaters that are not picky when something is presented in front them and they are in the mood to eat. In these freestone streams, sculpins thrive and are one of the primary baitfish species. Thus, whether you fish a big river or a small river, scul-pins are a must for the Midwest angler.

Sculpins exhibit some traits that that you should know about. Their camouflage is extreme, and you could be looking right at one and not even know that it is there. Sculpins have a very flat head, which helps their body grip the bottom of the river where they are found as the current glides over them. The most common sculpin in this region is the mottled sculpin, and there are other sculpins such as the slimy sculpin as well. If you don’t know what type of sculpin is in your river, don’t worry: For all practical purposes, they all look very similar throughout much of the United States and their behavior is the same. Sculpins ranging from 1 to 6 inches in length are what we are concerned with when we are fishing for migratory fish.

Sculpins have traits as a baitfish that have implications as to how to fish them. They themselves are voracious little predators. They live on the bottom of the river, relying on their flawless camouflage to protect them and to help them sneak up on their food, which is typically insects, crustaceans, and other small fish. Furthermore, they are active at low-light times of the day.

Camouflage is the only defense that a sculpin has. One thing that has a real impact on fishing sculpin patterns is that they have no swim bladder. A swim bladder is an organ that many fish have that helps them stay buoyant or neutrally buoyant. Without this feature, sculpins only have the ability to swim short distances quickly, which causes them to move with a stop-and-go action. They can move incredibly quickly, but only for a short distance. Salmonids like steelhead and brown trout are shaped like a torpedo and built for speed, so once spotted by one of these agile predators, a sculpin is in trouble. It may take them a moment to catch up, but just about any predator fish has more stamina than a sculpin and will catch a fleeing fish. Adding to their appeal, they have no scales, which makes them a nice smooth meal, full of protein for a migratory fish. And they are a sizable meal, often 3 to 5 inches in length. All of these aspects make the sculpin a swimming filet mignon for predators.
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There is one thing about bottom-dwelling bait-fish that you should keep in the back of your mind when fishing them, and it is especially true about sculpins. While snorkeling or turning over rocks in my local rivers, I have noticed something that is consistently true about these fish. The size of the sculpin that you find under a rock is directly proportional to the size of the structure that it is living near. This means that if you are turning over large rocks, you will commonly find larger sculpins, and vice versa. This plays a direct role in selecting the size of your fly. For example, if you are fishing a deep hole that has large boulders in it, you would select a large sculpin pattern. Conversely, if you are fishing near submerged gravel or a field of smaller rocks, you would choose a smaller sculpin pattern. In a very generic way, you can match the size of the hatch.
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Sculpins range a lot in color. Most commonly, I find them olive, brown, or tan. They often have a reddish edge to their fins, so a little red or cranberry Flashabou will make your winter imitations more attractive. For my purposes, an olive sculpin imitation with a touch of this dark red flash is about perfect for migratory fish. Over the last several years, this pattern has accounted for many winter trout, steelhead, and lake-run browns. In cold weather, it may very well be my best fly. As winter nears its end, sculpins sometimes develop a blackish head. Large, darker sculpin patterns work great throughout the spring for this very reason. Dark flies have a great profile and are easy to see. Steelhead especially have an affinity for dark flies. (Many sage old anglers have a common saying with steelhead: “Give me any fly as long as it is black!”) When dark sculpins are present, take advantage of it and fish a darker sculpin pattern.

You should always take into account your angle of presentation when imitating sculpins (and really all baitfish). Few fish in nature are uniform in color on the top and bottom. A sculpin, for example, is well camouflaged on top but is cream, yellow, or pinkish from below. So then, it makes sense that if you are presenting your sculpin deftly along the bottom, you would use mottled, earth-tone materials when you tie your fly. If, on the other hand, you are imitating baitfish from underneath, you have to take into account their belly color. Thus, you might be tying sculpins that are a lighter, creamier color if you are fishing them more closely to the surface.

It is no wonder that many of the most successful stripped streamers for any number of gamefish are lighter colors such as white and yellow. Stripped flies typically run only a couple of feet below the surface in moving water. If you look at some of the most successful streamers on the market, you will see that the designers of these flies appreciated that they were imitating the underside of the forage species. They are commonly much lighter-colored than deep imitations.



[image: Note the cream-colored underbelly of the sculpin. Most baitfish have a light-colored body. When imitating fish high in the water column, lean toward lighter colors of tan, yellow, cream, and pink. On a cloudy, gray day, the underside will look exactly like what you see when you turn a sculpin over. However, on a sunny day, the underside will appear pink or yellow.]
Note the cream-colored underbelly of the sculpin. Most baitfish have a light-colored body. When imitating fish high in the water column, lean toward lighter colors of tan, yellow, cream, and pink. On a cloudy, gray day, the underside will look exactly like what you see when you turn a sculpin over. However, on a sunny day, the underside will appear pink or yellow.




[image: When viewed from the bottom, a sculpin can have a tapered, tadpole-like appearance.]
When viewed from the bottom, a sculpin can have a tapered, tadpole-like appearance.



The rule of thumb is simple: When fishing slowly and deeply, match the colors from the top of the species you are imitating. If you are not sure what their exact color is, just look at the color of the bottom of the river and match this color. Remember, sculpins are masters of camouflage, so they will take the color of the river bottom.

In this scenario, fish are at eye level with your fly. Such flies are often weighted to keep the fly at the bottom of the water column. When fishing high and fast, lighter colors often work better. With migratory fish I find that I do better imitating either the top or bottom color of the baitfish, but not both.

Sculpins also have a very large, flat head, and this is a necessary part of any good sculpin pattern. For swinging flies deeply, soft materials such as Ice Dub, Senyo’s Laser Dub, and Australian possum work great. Somehow, you need to get that water-resistant fly as deep as possible, so choose your head materials carefully. In rivers with slow flow, this is not an issue. However, in large, swift rivers, a fly with good sinking properties can make all the difference, though this is not always an issue when stripping flies.

If you want to strip a sculpin close to the surface, you have many options, but deer hair does a great job with this. Deer hair is hollow and does not sink well, and its natural buoyancy will give the fly a lot of action as you strip it. Always remember the stop-and-go nature of a sculpin’s swimming habits and you will do fine. If you have to strip a fly consistently very deep, a sculpin is not your best choice. No matter how you build the fly, in order to give it the right profile, it will have to be bulky and water-resistant. This wide-bodied fly will take a lot more work to get to the bottom than a narrower fly. If you do design the fly to be accurate and sink, it will be very hard to cast. If the fly is wide, currents in the river may prevent it from sinking even if it is weighted. This is especially true when the water is high or swift.

While we are on this subject, let’s talk about how the design of your fly affects the speed of how you present it. If you are fishing a fly that accurately and exactly mimics the food sources on the bottom of the river, you can fish it very slow. Regardless of the speed of the presentation, it looks just like the real thing, so a fish will pounce on it, even as it gets a very close, slow look at it.


[image: Sculpins take the color of the bottom. On a tough day, match the hatch by matching the riverbed.]
Sculpins take the color of the bottom. On a tough day, match the hatch by matching the riverbed.





[image: Left: Sometimes it is easy to compare your flies to an actual sculpin. This one was so confident in its camouflage that I was able to place several flies side by side with him. This really helped me understand why some patterns work (and why others do not).]
Left: Sometimes it is easy to compare your flies to an actual sculpin. This one was so confident in its camouflage that I was able to place several flies side by side with him. This really helped me understand why some patterns work (and why others do not).



Accurate imitations work very well when the water temperatures are cold, because you are striving to keep the fly as slow as possible in the cold water. The drawback to fishing an accurate imitation is that it will not draw the attention of an aggressive fish from a long distance as much as a gaudy fly will. There is a trick to fishing the winter months, which you can see in the The Deep and Dirty Swing section in chapter 4 of this book.

A lot of anglers have frittered away much of their lives fishing, so there is a large knowledge base out there and many experts on the internet. Nonetheless, there is always mystery to fishing. Sometimes we think we know why a fish is biting, but at other times there may be multiple reasons. As mentioned, my favorite color combination for sculpin patterns is olive and deep red. If you look carefully at the colors of a male steelhead, you will notice that he exhibits these same colors on his head and cheeks. Though I believe I am accurately imitating a sculpin, at the same time this color combination might be triggering an aggressive strike from a fish, as steelhead can be territorial and that color combination might represent the colors of another steelhead in the area. As a result, a steelhead might strike a sculpin out of predation, aggression, or both. Either way, the angler is the winner in this situation. Using a fly that can trigger a strike for more than one reason will always add to your success as an angler.

A lot of times, the resident fish in the river will let you know when you have found a good, accurate winter imitation. Many Great Lakes tributaries have resident trout as well as steelhead and migratory browns in them. When you think about it, the residents are a whole lot smarter than their migratory cousins. They live in the river system year-round and are keen to their environment. Consider this: In a large hole in such a river, there may be a dozen trout but only one or two migratory fish, yet you are more likely to catch the migratory fish because the resident fish are more in tune with their environment. For this reason, they are more selective. When trying new fly patterns, especially during the cold-water periods, you will know you have found a winning pattern if the resident trout will take the fly. Rest assured that if the resident trout eat a fly that is in the size range appealing to migratory fish, the migratory fish will eat it too. Tying flies that will take more than one species is another way to make a challenging style of fishing more exciting.


[image: Note the wide, flat head of the sculpin. This is something that should be part of any good sculpin pattern. It is important to choose your fly-tying materials carefully when building the head of your flies. This wide head can make the fly buoyant, and depending on your presentation, this buoyancy might not be desirable. In high or fast water, I would look to imitate narrower baitfishes.]
Note the wide, flat head of the sculpin. This is something that should be part of any good sculpin pattern. It is important to choose your fly-tying materials carefully when building the head of your flies. This wide head can make the fly buoyant, and depending on your presentation, this buoyancy might not be desirable. In high or fast water, I would look to imitate narrower baitfishes.




In contrast, gaudy flies don’t typically work as well fished slow, but they garner a lot of attention when ripping across the current. For this reason, in the fall, when fish numbers are low but water temperatures are warm, it is good to add some razzle-dazzle to your flies (Flashabou is a good source for this). Migratory fish will travel a long way to get a fly that draws their attention if the conditions are right. They are easily distracted by shiny objects, and if they were a dog, they would be chasing a lot of squirrels. Resident fish will seldom pay any attention to such a bait, but migratory fish will crush them. In the fall, you may be fishing some pretty quick areas. The idea of swinging flies in the fall is to get a predator to move quickly toward a fly and overrun it. The hard pull that you get from a fall steelhead is a result of this behavior. Gaudy flies trigger this sprinting behavior.

A fall sculpin imitation might be shaped exactly like a winter fly, but its coloration will be geared toward drawing a strike rather than matching the hatch. A fall fly is often skewed toward being an attractor, whereas a winter pattern is more likely to be a natural. This is true of any food source you are imitating, not just sculpins. Fishing natural patterns in the cold periods and gaudy patterns in the warm periods is an underlying principle that you can take to the bank.

Sculpins, for the most part, can be found under rocks during the day and due to their vulnerabilities will come out only toward evening and into the night. This is an advantage when you are fishing for migratory fish. They are a great early-morning or late-afternoon bait. Often on a bright, sunny fall day, fishing is a struggle during the brightest parts of the day. I have had a lot of guide trips that were saved by a late-afternoon change to a sculpin pattern. The large profile of a sculpin pattern against a fading sky, at a time when predators know that sculpins are active, leads to a violent strike. I mentioned matching the color of your fly in relation to what the fish are seeing (either the top of the baitfish or the bottom); however, when fishing in the early morning or evening, this flies out the door. In low-light hours, lean toward a darker-colored fly. The visibility may seem tough to you and in these low-light hours, but when looking up from the bottom of the river, a fish can see the profile of a big, dark sculpin pattern easily. In the low-light hours, the bottom of the fly is not illuminated, so you don’t have to worry about imitating the color of the belly of the baitfish. For this reason, black and dark olive are deadly colors in these early-morning or evening hours.

I have taken steelhead well before sunup and after dark on water-plowing sculpin imitations. Their ability to save the day when other imitations have failed make sculpins a favorite imitation. However, a distant invasive cousin, which looks similar to a sculpin, occupies a large place in the winter fly box. This space invader is the round goby.



[image: In the winter, use more natural-colored flies to wake up a sleeping giant. Steelhead, like the one pictured, start to act more like river trout if they have been in the river system for several months. That is why a natural pattern might fool them more easily than a flashy pattern.]
In the winter, use more natural-colored flies to wake up a sleeping giant. Steelhead, like the one pictured, start to act more like river trout if they have been in the river system for several months. That is why a natural pattern might fool them more easily than a flashy pattern.



Round gobies invaded the Great Lakes and have elbowed their way into the food chain, in some places making up a large part of it. To gain perspective about gobies, you really have to start with a discussion about another invasive species, the zebra mussel. While invasive species have an impact on every river attached to the Great Lakes in one form or another, I will use my home river to illustrate the changes that these nonnative species have made.


[image: This is a typical round goby, or as fish call them, “dinner.” Most invasive species have a really bad side. However, in my local watersheds gobies provide a familiar food source to both migratory brown trout and steelhead. Expect to find them anywhere the bottom is lined with zebra mussels.]
This is a typical round goby, or as fish call them, “dinner.” Most invasive species have a really bad side. However, in my local watersheds gobies provide a familiar food source to both migratory brown trout and steelhead. Expect to find them anywhere the bottom is lined with zebra mussels.




When I first started fishing the Muskegon River in the early ’90s, it was a famous caddis-fishing river for the resident trout. It was an easy river to fish and guide, with constant cinnamon and green caddis hatches. When trout fishing, I could head to the river with flies imitating the life cycle of these caddis, and I would be all set. It was an easy, fun time to fish this great river. These types of caddis were filter feeders, gleaning small bits of food from the water as it flowed past.

Then suddenly, almost overnight, the river changed. This change made guiding a lot more complicated. An invasive species, the zebra mussel, had made its way into the river system. These filter-feeding mussels feed on the same things that the caddis do, and are better at it. Furthermore, they make the water extremely clear. Within a year the caddis hatches were annihilated, and the water column, from top to bottom, was gin clear. A decade passed, and the water began to have a slight stain and the caddis hatches returned to a limited degree. It seemed as though the zebra mussel population had stabilized. “What had changed?” we wondered.

Then one summer day, I had a revelation. I was snorkeling the river, trying to take some pictures of sculpins. I took images of quite a few fish that I thought were sculpins. Underwater photography in current is challenging—things are often moving so quickly that I don’t know exactly what I have captured on film until I get home and look at my laptop screen. In this case, when I got home and looked at the images, I was surprised to see that these were not images of sculpins at all, but were invasive round gobies. To this point, I had never heard of anyone mentioning gobies in the Muskegon.

Round gobies were first found in the Great Lakes in 1990. They spread rapidly through the region over the course of the next decade and are almost everywhere now. They are native to Asia, found originally in the Black and Caspian Seas. We presume they came here in the ballast of a ship that dumped its bilgewater into the Great Lakes. This is a common source of invasive fish in this region, and a difficult one to prevent. For the past few decades, fishermen in the Great Lakes have been at the mercy of wave after wave of invasive species. Each time a new one is found, we are faced with gloom-and-doom predictions about our fisheries. Such was the case with gobies.

As it turns out, gobies eat immature zebra mussels, and I think that they have helped stabilize the zebra mussel population. In one recent study, it was found that a goby can eat up to 72 zebra mussels in one day. Up to 60 percent of their diet may just be mussels. In a nutshell, we have gotten to the point where one invasive species helps to balance out another, and I guess this is OK. Gobies definitely seem like the lesser of the two evils. It is, however, scary to think how far we might progress in replacing our native food chain with an exotic one.

As you might guess, gobies displace native bait-fish, and some of the fish-eating birds have



[image: A female merganser dines on a large goby. Until the river comes alive in the spring, gobies are a primary food source for a lot of birds and fish. Note the inky black color of this one. I don’t know of any other fish that is this dark in color.]





[image: Left: Juvenile gobies are extremely commonin any river with zebra mussels. The high reproduction rate of gobies makes them always present in many waterways. Most people think of them as a big baitfish, but don’t overlook imitating the smaller ones.]














[image: A chrome steelhead thrashes to throw a goby pattern. These flies are tied black with big eyes and represent a huge protein-rich meal. Often I will include black Flashabou in the patterns, as it is one thing that matches the gobies’ sheen well.]





[image: This fish was caught in the dead of winter on a darter pattern highlighted with blue. Not only does blue work well in naturals, but it is also the most deadly color in attractor flies during winter.]









[image: In the dead of winter, many of the darters will take on a bluish-green color. This can be imitated with peacock and olive color combinations. I buy huge bags of olive and peacock Ice Dub just to tie mass quantities of winter baitfish.]





[image: Darters are a diverse group of minnows, and I enjoy photographing them as much as I enjoy catching fish with darter patterns (well, OK, that may be a stretch). This image is of the largest darter species, the log perch, which is common in big, clean rivers. If you know they are present, tie a tan sculpin pattern tied with a narrower head or a cone head and you have it covered.]








[image: Left: Though brilliantly colored in the spring, darters have more subdued colors in the winter. Many take on a cooler-colored appearance. Often they appear a peacock blue, which is true of a lot of bottom-dwelling minnows inthe winter. Steelhead react well to blue-colored streamers in the winter!]











[image: This image clearly shows the narrow profile of a darter. A lot of times, you can tie the same generic pattern interchangeably to imitate sculpins and darters. The darter would be tied narrow, and the sculpin would be tied wide. The advantage of darter patterns is that because you are tying a narrow fly, the pattern will sink better than a comparable sculpin pattern. With a wide water-moving head, a sculpin pattern will have more natural action, however.]




[image: Did you know that big predator fish will feed on a freshwater cod in some of the really clear rivers with high water quality? This eel-like fish is called a burbot, and I often find it while turning over rocks looking for sculpins.]





SPRING








[image: When stoneflies wiggle to the shore to hatch, they set off a nuclear reaction of activity in the river. As part of this food web, the fish become aggressive as the river erupts with life. As the stoneflies move toward shore, they are preyed upon by juvenile salmon and other minnows. In turn, the steelhead and brown trout feed on the minnows and the stoneflies.]











[image: Salmon fry feed on dead salmon carcasses and just about anything else as they try to survive the early months of their life. Though not native to our fisheries, salmon contribute a lot to Midwest fisheries while both living and dead. They also take fishing pressure off the steelhead and brown trout, and that can be a really good thing.]





[image: The Queen of the Waters, an age-old fly pattern, is still a great fry imitation. With a little help from modern materials of flash and sparkle, this fly is a killer pattern. A lot of old patterns can be adapted very well to fishing for steelhead. They are usually very easy to cast, which is a great advantage.]




[image: When you see a steelhead or salmon fry on the bottom on a sunny day, it is easy to understand why an orange wet fly is so effective. Think of it as the equivalent of imitating a sunny-side up egg.]





[image: King salmon fry have a higher survival rate than many other salmonids. Many Midwest rivers get to be very warm in the summer. Since kings leave the river by June, they avoid catastrophic temps. For this reason, they are often found throughout a river system as they work their way out in the spring. This one was in the lower sandy reaches of the river.]













LATE SPRING







[image: Some drop-backs come in and spawn quickly, maintaining their chrome appearance as they head home. I was fishing for stream trout when this fish abused me on a 6- weight. This is a pretty common occurrence during the late spring in many streams. Many of our large trout streams are ideal for swinging flies for trout, which is similar in style to how we target steels. It is no surprise that steelhead encounters are common.]





[image: When you fish around shiners, you will find that some species will move quickly near the surface, while larger species will gravitate toward the bottom. In this image, smaller rosyface shiners dance quickly above a school of common shiners. This has important implications for how you would imitate these fish: The surface shiners would be imitated with colors imitating their belly, but the common shiners, at eye level with the predators, would be mimicked from the side.]









[image: Common shiners take on a copper color when spawning. When this occurs in the spring, be prepared for great fishing with copper-colored streamers. These fish take trout flies and are often mistaken for chubs by local anglers. As their name suggests, common shiners are abundant throughout the Midwest. It is worth your time to learn about this fish.]





[image: Left: Even as the migratory fish withdraw from the river, spawning baitfish are very important all through the summer. These rosyface shiners are a prime baitfish for resident trout and bass in June and early July.]











[image: One of the most beautiful things in nature that most people with never notice, this rainbow darter is a snack for trout and steelhead. They are superabundant in many rivers and live in fine gravel or smaller rocks. Other darter species can also be brilliantly colored.]




[image: Regardless of when you fish darter patterns, as you tie flies you can think of them as shaped like sculpins, except with a narrower, more conical head. Their fins and texture are similar to a sculpin’s.]





[image: While male darters of several species take on a brilliant color pattern during the spring spawning periods, the females have a muted color scheme. They are the tan, larger darters in these images.]







[image: Though we most commonly imitate them in the spring, crayfish are always present. A misconception is that they are not around in the winter, but the invasive rusty crayfish remain present under rocks. I took this one’s picture when the water temp was 32 degrees.]





[image: Given the choice between a large, heavily armored crayfish and a smaller one, most fish will refuse a large one and take the lesser bait. This smallmouth bass refused this large crayfish only to binge feed on smaller ones. This same principle applies even more strongly to steelhead and brown trout. Unlike the smallmouth, they are not equipped to do battle with heavily armored crustaceans.]




[image: This picture shows a sculpin and a crayfish side by side. You can see the similarity in their earth-tone color. A good generic imitation can cover many different earth-tone species. These colors include olive, tan, and brown. There is never a day throughout the entire year that I don’t have these colors in my box.]






[image: Sucker and steelhead fry are often overlooked but deadly baits. The sequence for fry in many rivers is first salmon fry, then steelhead fry, and then toward the end of spring, sucker fry. If your river has self-sustaining fish of any variety, it will have fry at some point.]





[image: As suckers mature, most species take on a mottled appearance. These mottled suckers are another species you probably imitate when you fish basic sculpin patterns. You see, a good sculpin pattern can imitate sculpins, gobies, crayfish, suckers, and many other earth-tone fish foods.]







[image: At the same time that steelhead fry and sucker fry are in our rivers, many of the rocky streambeds also have mayfly nymphs that dart around the current as well, such as this Isonychia nymph. Often a good imitation will not only cover minnows but generically imitate these swimming nymphs in the spring.]




[image: Notice how this Isonychia nymph is shaped just like a minnow. They also swim just like a minnow.]





[image: While descending a river post-spawn, migratory predators may encounter a wide array of baitfish. In West Michigan, spotfin and spottail shiners are always on the menu.]




[image: The majority of the steelhead I catch are on one type of baitfishy pattern or another. As they head to the lake, it is a treat to find one on a dry fly. This small hen was my last steelhead of 2019, and it took a dry fly while I was trout fishing.]





[image: Left: No matter what you pursue, a good slender baitfish is likely present in your waters. Here a great brown struck a shiner imitation. There is a lot of information on the internet about the shiner species available in many rivers. Finding out the general size and color of local shiners is a big help. Typically they range from 1 to 5 inches, and their size can vary a lot depending on the time of year.]
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