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  DIAMOND AND VERTICAL JIGS

  Many styles and variations of diamond jigs exist, but the basic definition of a classic diamond jig is a heavy, bright, four-sided metal lure that is wide in the middle and equally tapered to a dull point on both ends. For the purposes of this book, however, not all vertical jigs will fall precisely into this classification. One such example is the typical Norwegian jig designed primarily for cod. The Norwegian jig is a three-sided metal jig with a thicker, curved lower end and a tapered front-end. Visualize it like an elongated, three-sided teardrop. It performs nearly the same way a true diamond jig does, although it doesn’t quite fit the “diamond” definition.

  Diamond jigs are popular with many saltwater fishing experts, and these deadly lures have the ability to catch a number of highly-desirable species, including cod, pollock, haddock, bluefish, striped bass, weakfish, rockfish, lingcod, grouper, amberjack, wahoo, tuna and many others.

  Anglers can purchase diamonds in a large variety of lengths, styles and weights ranging from ¼ ounce to 32 ounces. Most have a single or treble hook attached to the butt of the lure by means of a fixed, heavy-duty attachment ring, which may or may not have a barrel swivel between the hook eye and the ring. A second attachment ring is affixed at the front end of the jig for tying the line. A few diamond jig configurations feature a single hook with its shank molded into the body of the jig. These are usually small jigs used for species like Atlantic or Spanish mackerel.

  The disadvantage of a fixed hook is that a fighting predator can use the hook shank as leverage against the weight of the jig and shake itself free. Also, a free-swinging hook wobbles through the water when fished and simulates the beating tail of a baitfish. Because true diamond jigs have no significant curvature, lip, flex or other means of making them “swim,” anglers must work them in one of several jigging techniques to impart fish-attracting action.
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  Ed Maturo shows why diamond jigs are so deadly. A soft-plastic tube pushed over the hook is especially effective for predators like striped bass and cod.

  Why Diamond Jigs?

  For overall performance, a diamond jig’s naked chrome-plating-over-lead construction is durable and extremely efficient. Diamond jigs are simple, clean, fast and tooth-proof. Using diamonds means no hooks to rebait, no chewed-up surface plugs to discard and no soft plastic or other body materials to replace. Unlike swimming or surface plugs adorned with multiple dangling treble hooks, a diamond jig’s body affords a sturdy and safe “handle” for lifting, holding and unhooking feisty fish.

  For fishing performance, lures don’t get much better. Diamond jigs can plummet in the strongest currents or flutter downward like wounded prey and wobble irresistibly like fleeing baitfish when retrieved. Anglers can also cast diamonds, but vertical jigging is by far the most common method. During white-hot action, such as when working a school of blitzing bluefish, jigs offer a speedy turnaround time. As quickly as you can wrestle a diamond’s hook from the maw of a scrappy game fish, you can immediately release the fish and get back to jigging with virtually no wasted time.

  Diamond jigs are also relatively inexpensive, especially when compared to some new high-tech lures. A few tackle shops carry seconds (lures with minor defects) and non-brand name jigs, making purchases even cheaper; but the most expensive diamond jigs are also of higher quality and may, in fact, help you catch more fish.
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  Diamond jigs resemble a wide variety of baitfish such as small Atlantic mackerel. The dimpled finish on this jig simulates scales and reflects more light.

  Besides the varied action of a diamond jig, its other key feature is the shiny, chrome- or nickel-plated finish that’s so important for imitating baitfish. The silvery sides of baitfish—such as herring, menhaden, sand eels, silversides, anchovies, shad, mullet and butterfish—reflect the available light, which depends on depth, water clarity and amount of sunlight. On sunny days in clear water, baitfish appear mirror-like, that is, bright silver and highly reflective. In murky water during low-light conditions, however, or in great depths, bait-fish become dull. The surfaces of diamond jigs perform the same way, reflecting the available amount of natural light and therefore more closely imitating baitfish than do painted lures.

  Selecting Diamond Jigs

  Four major elements distinguish diamond-type jigs from each other and determine how you select them: shape, finish, hook configuration and size. I will explore these options for specific species in Part Two; however, here are some basic guidelines to get you started.

  Diamond jigs don’t have nearly the range of color options as do bucktail jigs. Nonetheless, a well-equipped tackle shop usually stocks both chrome and painted diamond jigs. Painted jigs commonly feature alternating color panels. In other words, two sides will be white and the other two sides will be bright green, red or orange. Such paint is oil-based enamel applied over a lead (or other heavy metal) jig lacking a chrome finish. The paint adheres better to plain lead, and it doesn’t make sense to apply chrome plating to a piece of lead and then paint over it.

  The paint on diamond jigs is durable, but only to a degree. Rocky bottoms and toothy fish soon scrape off much of the color. The good news is you can easily repaint them, which makes a good off-season project. Selecting painted or chromed jigs is personal preference, but painted lures are sometimes less expensive than their chrome-plated counterparts, and many diamond-jigging experts love them.

  Aside from the differing qualities of chrome plating from one manufacturer to the next, there’s not much variation in surface appearance among shiny diamond jigs; although you’ll sometimes have the option of a smooth chrome finish versus a dimpled or “hammered” chrome finish. Some manufactures also produce gold-colored plating.

  A dimpled finish resembles the pattern on a golf ball, except the indentations on a jig are smaller and more numerous. The purpose for the dimples on diamond jigs is to simulate baitfish scales and provide more reflective surface area for increased sparkle.

  The latest finishes on jigs are holographic colorations; sometimes coated with clear plastic for extra protection. Some experts aren’t convinced one type of finish is significantly better than another; rather, they believe it’s how you fish the jig and its inherent action that makes the greatest difference.

  One guideline for selecting the size of a diamond jig is to use the smallest jig possible to get the job done. Some less-experienced anglers believe the opposite and think “bigger is better,” or “the bigger the bait the bigger the fish.” That may be true with live bait, but it doesn’t usually apply to diamond jigs. You can work a small lure with more action and less effort. A smaller jig also generates less force when shaken by a hooked fish and therefore reduces chances of the hook wrenching free. A mathematical rule-of-thumb is if you can lightly hold bottom with a 4-ounce diamond jig in 100 feet of water, given identical conditions (wind and current), you’ll need an 8-ounce jig to hold bottom in 200 feet of water.

  The most important aspect of jig selection is to simulate the size of the local baitfish that predators are keying in on. With the exception of a few large baitfish—like adult menhaden and Atlantic herring—the majority of forage species are small and include juvenile menhaden, young butterfish, thread-fin herring, blueback herring, alewives, anchovies, young shad, sardines, silversides, candlefish, tinker mackerel, round herring, squid and sand eels. You should try to imitate these species with your jig size.

  In the majority of situations, 6- to 8-ounce jigs perform well in waters ranging from 100 to 200 feet deep. Three- to 5-ounce jigs are usually heavy enough to maintain bottom in water less than 100 feet deep. These comparatively light weights are especially effective when fished with the new spectra-type super braid lines, which are stronger, thinner, more sensitive and offer less water resistance than comparable-test monofilament lines. Many types of deepwater game-fish are caught using only 6- to 8-ounce jigs, including Atlantic cod, pollock, haddock, tuna, grouper, rockfish and ling cod.

  Diamond-style and other vertical jigs also vary in shape. Some are symmetrical, some are weighted toward the head, some are weighted toward the tail, some are long and thin and some are thick along one side and thin along the other. Most of these variations have names, such as Norwegian and Butterfly jigs, and their shapes make a difference in how you fish them and what action they perform.

  Hook configuration is an option dependent upon the intended use of the jig. When fishermen work diamond jigs off rugged bottom structure, single hooks are a better choice because they’re less likely to snag. Likewise, when targeting toothy critters like bluefish, or when anglers intend to release most of their catch, singles make un-hooking safer and easier for both fish and fisherman. When fishing bottom-dwellers over smooth ground or when hunting pelagics in deep water, however, and when such fish are destined for the cooler, treble hooks are preferable because they hook and hold more securely. The latest hook configuration is that of “assist” or “dancing” hooks, which are rigged from the head end of the jig, rather than the tail end, from tethers.
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  Diamond and vertical jigs are available in a wide variety of designs, weights and hook configurations to fit every angler’s needs and resemble most baitfish types. Photo by Capt. Ned Kittredge.

  History of East Coast Diamond Jigs

  John Schmuke, an avid saltwater angler, of the Eastern Toy and Novelty Company, created diamond jigs in the mid-1920s. The business was located in Bridgeport, Connecticut, and that’s how the famous Bridgeport Diamond Jig got its name. Trying to improve his lures, Schmuke bought the Bridgeport Silverware Company in 1929, which until then only manufactured handles for caskets using lead plating, coating and buffering equipment. Over the next few decades, Schmuke’s business grew as the design of his jigs was refined and their use began to spread with news of their effectiveness.

  In 1955, Bead Chain Tackle Manufacturing—famous for their multi-joint swivels—purchased Bridgeport Silverware, and Schmuke was retained as its director of production. In May 2000, Larry Razza and Capt. Greg Metcalf of Atom Lure Manufacturing (famous for its surface plugs) purchased Bead Chain Tackle and Bridgeport Diamond Jigs from a gentleman named Dana Pickup, adding the jigs to their line of popular Atom fishing lures. Metcalf had been in the fishing tackle industry since 1983, at which point he founded Smoker Baits.

  The Uncle Josh tackle company (known for its pork rind baits) acquired the Atom, Bridgeport, Bead and Smoker Baits brands from Atom in April of 2007. “Uncle Josh was the perfect company to take over the fine tradition of our product lines,” says Capt. Greg Metcalf,“and the owners of Uncle Josh—Patrick McDevitt and Kurt Kellogg—through acquisitions, have assembled a great product line of old, established companies with excellent product recognition to the fishing tackle consumer in both the salt- and freshwater markets. Each product line will still be marketed under its original label. I stayed on in an advisory capacity during the transition.”

  Many imitations of the Bridgeport Diamond Jig are on the market, and several others are no longer produced, but the original is still considered superior to the knockoffs. That’s because the company uses high-quality lead and buffs their jigs before plating, a process that makes the final jig shinier. Bridgeport Diamond Jigs also use thick, stainless-steel O-rings, which are much stronger and more durable than the thin brass rings used by some manufacturers. Many experts believe that Bridgeport diamonds fish better than their less-expensive counterparts because of their costly and highly-reflective finish, which more closely imitates baitfish in various conditions.

  One favorite bygone diamond jig spin-off from the New York/New Jersey area was the AVA. The famous AVA jigs—the company created several styles—were the creation of a man named called Artie, who fished and mated on party boats in the Northeast since he was a boy. He eventually worked in the tackle manufacturing field, where he produced AVA jigs and named them after the first letter in each of three names: his (Artie), his mother’s (Viola) and his former wife’s (Anita).

  Another former knock-off brand, reportedly manufactured until the mid 1980s, was the M&M diamond jig. The name was derived from the brother-and-sister team of Mike and Mary, who produced the lures from their shop in Stratford, Connecticut, and then shipped them to the Bridgeport area for plating. The M&M jigs featured slightly softer edges, stronger O-rings, better finishes and sometimes one hook-size larger than comparable jigs.

  Some of the oldest versions of lead lures, such as mackerel jigs, had no silvery plating. Anglers used fine sandpaper to polish the dark-gray tarnish from the bare lead to make them shine. The fresh patina only lasted for one trip in the saltwater, making today’s chromed versions comparatively carefree.

  Diamond Jig Variations

  Countless versions of diamond and vertical jigs are on the market. However, one of most popular variations of the four-sided diamond jig is a three-sided lure that is weighted more heavily toward the hook end; thus, not perfectly symmetrical. The top brands of these wonderful jigs, which are ideal for trolling, vertical jigging and casting, have included the Solvkroken, Sumo Chrome Banana, VI-KE, S&G VK and Viking. Here are some interesting facts about these deadly three-sided lures:

  Cod jigs differ in their design and weight. The most well known of these lures is the three-sided Norwegian jig. Commercial cod fishermen have hand-lined these lures for many decades off Norway, England, Iceland, Canada, Maine and Massachusetts. The VI-KE company eventually produced these lures in the U.S. and made them popular with recreational fishermen. VI-KE jigs were manufactured by Bead Chain Tackle (maker of Bridgeport Diamond Jigs), then produced by Atom Lure Manufacturing and now by Uncle Josh. VI-KE cod-style jigs are available in sizes ranging from 4 to 24 ounces, and they are the original U.S.-made Norwegian-style jig. A few other lure makers in the U.S. also produce Norwegian-type jigs, sometimes in even greater weights and almost always with treble hooks. The knock-offs are named similarly, and you may see them labeled as VK, VKE or Viking.

  The S&G VK jig is an example of the classic, but more slender, three-sided diamond cod jig. Originally made by Bob Sparta and Gary Goldstein (S&G) in Brooklyn, NY, starting in the early 1970s, the two buddies reportedly moonlighted as commercial anglers off Long Island, NY. Around 1990 they stopped producing the jigs. Unfortunately, the S&G jig’s inheritor had no intention of making new molds, so it appears Sparta and Goldstein’s original casting is gone.

  Other three-sided diamond jigs include AVA jigs and the Chrome Banana jig. AVA’s three-sided jig was similar to the VI-KE but not identical. The smaller versions were popular for false albacore and bonito in the Northeast.

  The Chrome Banana, while not an exact copy, is Sumo Tackle’s version of S&G VK and VI-KE jigs. The Chrome Banana is three-sided, slightly more banana shaped and constructed of solid brass with thick chrome plating. The lure is rigged with a single Siwash hook and sports swivels on both ends, which is an important feature for preventing fish from twisting and leveraging against the weight of the lure and tearing out the hook. Chrome Bananas are available from 3 to 10 inches long and ¾ to 24 ounces. They’re a good choice for bluefish, cod, tuna, rockfish, lingcod, grouper and striped bass, among others.

  Solvkroken cod jigs, made in Arendal, Norway, appear to be the original Norwegian cod jig. They’re imported by U.S. and Canadian tackle distributors and range in size from 9 to a massive 43 ounces. Although more expensive, many cod experts consider these stainless-steel Norwegian jigs superior to some chrome-plated or hand-painted Norwegian-style knockoffs because of their durability, heavy-duty hardware and polished shine.

  Many other very good Norwegian-style jigs are produced by small companies in the Northeast, and they all have their dedicated followers. Two of the favorites are the Lavjig and Danny Angerman jig. Popular sizes range from 12 to 16 ounces and are worked off the bottom in the same fashion as other cod lures.

  Norwegian-style lures, like other three-sided jigs, are thicker and wider at the hook end and tapered at the front end. Additionally, one of their three sides is sharply curved inward at the base. This unique, base-heavy shape allows the jigs to drop quickly through water column when free-spooled with a slight amount of line tension, keeping the jigs in a relatively vertical position. Once jigged off the bottom with a yo-yo motion, however, the jigs fall with a fluttering action similar to a crippled baitfish or a spawning herring, which undulate, flutter and dart around while mating and depositing milt or eggs on a gravel seafloor. In other words, the more horizontal action a vertical jig displays the more enticing its appeal.

  West Coast Iron Jigs

  “Irons” are very popular terminal tackle choices of West Coast jig fishermen. The term iron refers to various heavy lures made of die-cast zinc, lead or other alloys and manufactured by famous brands such as Sumo, Tady, UFO, Salas and Iron Man, and others. Some anglers also categorize the new Japanese-style deep-drop and flutter lures as irons. Irons are designed to be dropped vertically for yo-yo or speed jigging for amberjack, yellowtail, lingcod and many Pacific gamefish. The West Coast term for fishing iron jigs is “throwing” iron because anglers often cast them away from the boat either to reach breaking fish or to assist in achieving a more vertical drop from a drifting boat.

  Perhaps the most classic West Coast iron jigs are referred to as “Candy Bar” jigs, this type of lure—somewhat resembling a flattened diamond jig—has been a mainstay of West Coast and Baja anglers for years. They are usually made from solid-cast metal such as aluminum, zinc, copper or lead and are rigged with heavy-duty Siwash or treble hook. These jigs are very durable and are ideal for deep yoyo style jigging for ling cod, grouper, snapper, yellowtail, amberjack, wahoo and tuna.

  In the spring of 2006, two legendary names in California’s jig-making history united when the Tady Lure Corp. acquired all assets of the esteemed Candybar Lure Co. According to Jim Shimizu of Tady Lures, his company was very pleased that one of California’s first iron jig makers was now under their umbrella. Bob Manning, the son of the Candybar’s inventor, had retired and stopped making jigs several years ago, which made availability scarce. Tady purchased the remaining inventory of raw, unfinished jig blanks, along with the jig mold and the original wooden mold sample. Their first batch was strictly bare aluminum. Tady Lures now manufactures Candybars in their three original sizes, including the 112, which is similar to the Tady 45; the 200, which is similar to the Tady 4/0; and the 150, which is similar to the Tady A1.

  Another example of these jig types is made by Sumo Tackle, which has a selection of casting and deep-water jigs that are popular with offshore fishermen pursuing pelagic or bottom species. Sumo 6 and 7X iron jigs are classic West Coast-type jigs, but they have a variation. Sumo modified their Candybar jigs by applying a luminescent paint to the back side of the lure. These lures are made from a solid one-piece metal and rigged with heavy Mustad treble hooks.

  Bar, hex bar and other iron jigs are simplistic lures made from sections of metal bars, cut at an angle at both ends to increase action. The bars may be lead-filled pipe or solid stock, commonly ranging in size from 2 to 16 ounces and 4 to 7 inches long. Lure makers drill holes in each end to attach the line and a hook. These jigs are seldom used on the East Coast but are a mainstay on the West Coast for deep-feeding fish like lingcod, calico bass and yellowtail, which may feed in waters 150 feet deep or more.

  It’s a lot easier to make your own bar jig than to attempt to create a diamond or VI-KE jig, however, if you do wish to make your own diamonds, a variety of jig molds are available from Do-It Molds at www.do-itmolds.com. First, obtain sections of narrow-diameter metal tubing, such as copper, aluminum, chrome or galvanized pipe. Stop at a tire shop and ask for a few pounds of discarded lead weights from the tire-balancing process. Melt the lead in a well-ventilated area, using extreme care to keep the product away from moisture and not breathe the fumes.

  While wearing appropriate eye and hand protection, fill the pipe stock with the molten lead and let cool. Once cold, cut the pipe to the desired length, usually 6 to 10 inches, at a 45-degree angle at both ends. Drill holes in each end and attach large, stainless-steel split-rings for the line and hook. Coat your lures with a base of metal primer and, once dry, apply bright enamel paint. You can make the jigs more attractive and enticing by adding decals like eyes, holo-graphic fish-scale-type patterns or glow strips.
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  BUCKTAIL JIGS

  A bucktail jig is any one of an extensive variety of artificial lures possessing a heavy metal head—usually lead—molded around the front end of a single-hook shank. Unlike diamond jigs, however, bucktail jigs are equally popular in both fresh and saltwater fishing.

  A second type of hook configuration, used almost exclusively in saltwater, is the “swing-hook” style, in which the head is molded around a protruding O-ring where the hook is then fastened. The free-hook arrangement has several advantages over the set hook design. For example, the free-swinging hook allows the shank to move independently of the heavy head, thus preventing fish from using it as leverage against the weight and shaking free. Swing hooks can be replaced when rusty, keeping the body material from staining brown. They also allow for a more natural and linear presentation of the body material and teasers. Finally, many experts believe that swing-hook jigs are easier to dislodge when snagged on bottom structure.

  The eye of a bucktail jig—a second attachment eye ring where the line is tied—protrudes from the front of the head at a 45- or 90-degree angle, letting the angler impart better jigging action and reducing bottom snags. The shank of the hook is never fished bare and is always dressed with permanently-affixed animal hair (hence the name “buck” tail, as in deer, but calf tail is also used). However, synthetic hair—usually made from bright nylon—is much more durable and is now also commonly used
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