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PREFACE

From the jungles of the Amazon, to the Hawaiian Islands to the canals of South Florida, peacock bass fishing is growing in popularity. If you want to learn more about the exciting peacock bass or learn about hotspots in this country and others, this book is for you. This book focuses on where, when and how to catch the world’s greatest sport fish. Productive tactics to fool the exciting peacock bass are presented throughout the book for those readers interested in learning about America’s most unique fishing opportunity.

This book, “Peacock Bass Explosions,” will be a valuable reference source with numerous details on fooling a peacock. The tips within each chapter will make a better peacock bass fisherman of all. Most of the proven techniques discussed by Larry are applicable to all peacock bass waters around the world. This reference book is a must for anglers who fish or wish to fish in the waters of the Americas that contain peacock bass. In Part 1, each chapter focuses on geographic areas in the states and south that almost always produce good peacock bass fishing.

It is improbable that readers would not learn something from Larry’s knowledge and experience with the peacock bass. There are few, if any, writers more qualified or knowledgeable about peacock bass waters. Only a couple of anglers in the world have fished as many areas and caught as many giant peacocks as Larry. The avid angler enjoys fishing as much as he enjoys writing about it. His fishing success includes four line class world records for peacock bass and dozens of monster peacocks over 15 pounds.

His expertise in developing and implementing successful patterns has resulted in extensive recording through several thousand color slides and numerous magazine articles of his catches and successes. Over the past six years, Larry has covered the range of the peacock from Florida to Hawaii to Central and South America, fishing and writing about his experiences.

In part 2 of “Peacock Bass Explosions,” readers will discover numerous interesting concepts and ideas to try the next time they are on the water in search of peacock bass. Those who study these pages to expand their knowledge will find on their next venture that they will be setting the hook much more often on this exciting fish!
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The avid bass angler for 35 years has caught and released hundreds of peacock bass between five and 21 pounds. Larry Larsen has traveled the globe to fish for peacocks, including stops in South Florida, Brazil, Venezuela, Panama and Hawaii. He isa four-time (currently) world record holder on the peacock bass. Larsen was awarded four line class world records in 1993 for Peacock Bass (Cichla spp) by the National Fresh Water Fishing Hall of Fame in Hayward, WI. The records for the four peacock bass, which weighed up to 20 pounds, were established in the 14, 16, 20 and unlimited pound line classes.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Larry Larsen is America’s most widely read bass fishing writer and author and the first to pen a book on peacock bass. He is a frequent contributor on both largemouth and peacock bass subjects to major outdoor magazines. More than 1,500 of Larsen’s articles have appeared in magazines, including Outdoor Life, Sports Afield, Field & Stream, Bassin’, North American Fisherman, Bass Fishing, Fishing Facts and Fishing Tackle Trade News. His photography has appeared on the covers of many national publications.

The Lakeland, Florida outdoor writer/photographer has now authored 15 books on bass fishing and contributed chapters to another eight. They include the award-winning BASS SERIES LIBRARY, GUIDE TO FLORIDA BASS WATERS SERIES and others. He has also authored books on fishing opportunities in the Caribbean.

The Lakeland, FL based author is President of Larsen’s Outdoor Publishing (LOP), the fastest growing publisher of outdoor titles in the country, and a member of the Outdoor Writers Association of America (OWAA), the Southeastern Outdoor Press Association (SEOPA), and the Florida Outdoor Writers Association (FOWA). Complete information on the author’s other books and the LOP line of outdoor books can be found in the Resource Directory at the back of this book.

The author is not just a writer who has studied and written about all aspects of bass fishing for more than 23 years and peacock bass fishing for five years, he is an accomplished angler. As a result, his published works detail proven fish catching methods and special techniques. Larry works with several tackle companies on new lure and techniques development. His analysis of what works and why will help anyone catch more and bigger fish!


INTRODUCTION THE PEACOCK - IN YOUR FACE!

The peacock bass by nature is aggressive and its personality is downright belligerent. It is a fish so powerful that it can destroy tackle, straighten hooks and tear the hardware right out of hardwood and plastic baits. The fiercest fighting fish in the world will smash and mangle lures, even break them apart, and then give you the battle of your life.

It is impossible to exaggerate the strike and fight of this colorful gamefish. The larger it gets, in contra-distinction to its North American cousins, the better it fights. The fish almost always jumps the second they are hooked, and after a head-shaking leap or two, they make an incredible run. Even a four- or five-pounder can wear a person out, and they probably grow to over 30 pounds!

In a long, straight run, the aerial acrobat weighing over 15 pounds can rip 40-pound test line from a heavy-duty 3:1 ratio casting reel with the drag clamped down tight. The trophy-size peacock can easily break 20- to 30-pound test monofilament or straighten out a 3X heavy-strength hook in one of its initial charges or when it sees the boat and senses doom.

What makes an angler whose favorite fish is the musky, smallmouth bass, striper, or giant largemouth dream of another species? What would make a snook or tarpon guide give up on them to chase after a freshwater species? It’s the fish that is head and shoulders above all the others in this world: the peacock bass. Imagine a 12-Megaton hydrogen bomb going off below your topwater plug or giant popper.
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There is no such thing as a pot-bellied peacock bass. Pound for pound, the peacock is the toughest-fighting freshwater gamefish in the world!

There is no such thing as a pot-bellied peacock bass. Its splashy colors make it virtually impossible to sneak up on its forage, so if it can’t catch the food, a peacock goes hungry. As a result, a giant peacock is just as quick as a smaller fish . . . and a lot more powerful.

The fighting ability of the peacock puts them at the head of the class. Pound for pound, it is the toughest-fighting freshwater gamefish in the world With the exception of the tuna family, the peacock bass, I believe, is the top battler in global waters of any salinity. When you consider the jumping ability, the power, the attitude and the excitement generated by large peacock bass, no other fish even comes close.

Peacocks love topwater lures; they love TO DESTROY them!

Their Deadly Range

These fish originate and thrive in the same South American waters of two dreaded species: the piranha and the powerful payara. The blood-hungry piranha grow to five or six pounds and the devilish saber-toothed payara maxs out at over 30. Any fish that can hold its own where these and other hellacious predators live has to be tough. Peacock bass are among the 1,800 other species that have been cataloged from the Amazon home waters.

Fortunately, the range of the peacock bass has grown substantially. Today, you can fish for them in three places - Florida, Hawaii and Puerto Rico - without even needing a passport. The fish can be found in Panama, and I’m told by good authority, Costa Rica in Central America. The biggest of these bruisers, though, still live in South America. Venezuela, Brazil and Colombia harbor the most giant peacocks, and other countries, such as Guyana, Suriname, French Guiana, Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia, have waters that contribute to the massive Amazon watershed which abounds with peacock bass.

What the Peacock Is and Isn’t

The peacock is not really a “bass” at all. The two fish similar in stature and sporting qualities are genetically far apart. The peacock, which has attained documented weights in excess of 26 pounds, is called bass because it strongly resembles a largemouth in general size and shape. However, it is actually the largest American member of the cichlid family of fishes which also includes the guapote (“rainbow bass”), oscar, and tilapia, among many others.

The cichlid family, with 1,400 species in the world and 250 to 300 in South America, is to tropical waters as the sunfish family, which includes the black basses, is to temperate freshwaters of North America. Some biologists believe that the two were derived from a common ancestor, a prehistoric saltwater perch.

The IGFA and National Fresh Water Fishing Hall of Fame do recognize the fish under the common name of peacock bass, but the peacock is more commonly called “pavon” in Spanish-speaking countries and “tucunare” in Brazil and Hawaii.

General Description

Once you see the fish, you’ll understand why it is called a peacock bass by most North Americans. The peacock bass derives its name from the large conspicuous, ocellated (ringed in gold) black mark on its tail, which resembles the vivid “eye” on the beautiful plume of a peacock’s tail. Hence the name, “peacock bass.” The distinctive gold-embroidered circular black halo spot on all peacock bass tails reminds some more of the savage eye of a jungle cat.

The prominent “false eye” on the tail is actually a deceptive target for predators. Most all fish have a black eye on their heads, and some have evolved physically one or two ways to “misguide” an attack to the eye area from predators. One common evolution is the eye spot near the rear of the fish. Another is color patterns that obscure the eye or detract from its prominence. The peacock bass has both a false eye on the tail, and vivid and irregular color patterns on the head.
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Several species within the genus Cichla are commonly referred to as peacock bass. Exactly how many species of the colorful peacock there really are depends on which biologist you speak with.

The rainbow-like coloration of the peacock bass is striking; the colors rival many saltwater coral reef fish. It generally has a dark greenish-black or bronze back and a light white belly with rear underside that ranges from golden to mellow yellow or light chartreuse to pink or blood red. It normally has a main body background area of green, yellow, burnished gold or dark black hues and irregular broad and dusky black vertical bars along its sides.

Gill covers, tail and fins on the lower half of the body (pelvic and anal fins) are subtly-splashed with traces of hues that widely vary from bronze to bright orange to pink to crimson red to a greenish yellow. The pectoral fins are not colored. Colors on the lower gill plate, however, can be vivid. Black splotches (patterned like random ink spots) abound on the gill covers (near the eye) of the speckled peacock. Dorsal fins may be a translucent aquamarine or bluish-gray, as can be the top half of the tail fin.

Add to the above their always striking scarlet or blood red (iris) eyes that stare you down when the fish is mad as hell at you, and you will have the complete picture, as words can describe such.

During spawning season and when the fish are disturbed or actively feeding, color may intensify, and breeding males (and some females as well, according to the latest scientific reports) develop a prominent hump on their forehead. In darker, stained waters, such as Venezuela’s Casiquiare and Orinoco Rivers, the peacocks are extremely colorful. In clear waters, like Venezuela’s Lake Guri, or the South Florida canals, the peacocks are more pale in coloration. Like most black bass in the states, the water has a lot to do with their coloration.

Peacock bass also have a single nostril, spines in the dorsal, anal and pelvic fins, and a solid row of short, sharp teeth that can cut through heavy monofilament line relatively easily. Steel leaders, contrary to some advisors, are not necessary. However, the teeth make handling of large peacocks difficult without the aid of a glove or grip-pliers.

Let’s Play The Name Game

Several species within the genus Cichla are commonly referred to as peacock bass. Some biologists, literature and/or tour operators contend that there are five distinct species of the colorful peacock, others three or four, and still others say there could be, in fact, a dozen species. One biologist, in fact, reportedly claims there are perhaps two dozen species of peacock. Exactly how many species of the colorful peacock there really are depends on which biologist you speak with.

Today, the International Game Fish Association (IGFA) lists two “with several other variants that may prove to be valid species as well.” According to existing scientific literature from many English-speaking fishery biologists, there are currently three different species of peacock bass. Kirk Winemiller, of the Dept. of Wildlife and Fisheries Sciences at Texas A&M University’s College of Agriculture and Life Sciences describes five in Venezuela. Sven Kullander of the Swedish Royal Museum is currently completing a paper that identifies a dozen or so.

Few will deny that the fishery community currently doesn’t have a good handle on the taxonomic identification - number and change of species. And, the peacocks apparently do go through appearance changes.

“In our study ponds, we had several one- to two-pound speckled peacock with bold speckled patterns the spring of 1984,” says Florida biologist Paul Shafland. “Just five months later, they had changed so dramatically we thought that we were in the wrong pond. We started to observe them carefully after that and establish more confirmation of the changes they go through.”

Most species of peacocks, especially the two in the Florida canal system, change appearance with age, except for the tail spot. The fact that these species change so much hasn’t made it easy for biologists, let alone layman anglers.

The confusion between biologists regarding the number of species is not without precedent. Southeastern fisheries agencies and biologists still argue about whether the “Shoal bass” is a true species of black bass or a subspecies (distinctive race related to) of the redeye bass. They may never agree on that, and we may never know for sure about peacock bass, since their native range is far away from easy access to the most experienced (generally) and advanced community of biologists.

The common English name, peacock bass, is derived by Americans from the common Spanish name, “pavon” (which means peacock). “Pavon” is derived from “pavo real.” In Venezuela, the pavon is the national freshwater fish of the country. The fish is also called “tucunare” (from a Tupi Indian/Portuguese dialect, pronounced “too-coon-array”) in Brazilian, Panamanian and Hawaiian waters, and “lukanani” in Guyana waters.

Species Identification

The butterfly peacock or Cichla ocellaris (also called mariposa pavon, estrella (star) pavon, amarillo (yellow), marichapa and sargento) is a typically yellow-green fish with three black rosette (circular) markings on each side along the lateral line at an early stage of life. As it grows older and larger (generally at one to two pounds), most of the fish develop three black vertical bars which substitute for the haloed spots on each side.

The bars or circular markings then begin to fade in some peacocks. Some biologists have claimed that the bars on a sexually mature fish are reduced in length and appear as the three large circular black spots during breeding. One fishery expert has described a similar species with three bars that are wedge shaped, being wider at the top than at the bottom. For the biologist out there, there are 80 to 95 scales along the butterfly’s lateral line.

Fish over four pounds normally retain their base coloration which may vary from green to gold, depending on the water they come out of, the time of the year and perhaps other factors. The butterfly, which reaches about 12 pounds in South America, is the primary fish stocked in South Florida canals, Panama and Hawaii. This species is not as much of a surface feeder as the speckled or grande peacock. The butterfly does, however, have the most extensive range of all peacocks. It is also generally more abundant than other peacocks in a waterway that contains more than one specie of them.
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The butterfly peacock is a typically yellow-green fish with three black circular markings on each side along the lateral line at an early stage of life. As the peacock grows to one to two pounds, many of the fish develop three black vertical bars which substitute for the haloed spots on each side.

Some biologists believe that the butterfly is also the fish called Cichla orinocensis. Others, like Winemiller, call it a separate species, the main descriptive difference being that the c.ocellaris has more irregular rosettes on each side and yellow (versus orange) anal fins. Winemiller cites different South American ranges for the two.
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The speckled peacock has prominent horizontal row markings along the flanks that take the form of a white or yellowish dot and/or dash pattern.

“C. orinocensis occurs in the Orinoco and Amazon River drainages, except it may be replaced by C. ocellaris in northeastern Amazonas and C. monoculus in western and southern Amazonas,” he says. “C. ocellaris occurs in the Essequibo River drainage in Guyana and easternmost Venezuela. It possibly may occur in northeastern Amazonas as well.”

The speckled peacock, or Cichla temensis (also called spotted, pintado, trucha, tigre (tiger), pinta de lapa, venado (deer) and cinchado), is defined by black blotches on its gray-hued cheek plates. The butterfly and royal peacocks do not have the marking. The cheek blotches are also the only identification parameter that is consistent between a large speckled peacock and a smaller one. It too, is the basis for the belief of some biologists that the speckled and the “grande pavon” are the same species.

The fish we’ll call speckled has prominent horizontal row markings along the flanks that take the form of a white or yellowish dot and/or dash pattern. The speckled peacock starts life with a dark olive green to purple color and two to six bold, interrupted lines. (For the biologists out there, there are 100 to 120 scales along the lateral line.) The speckled peacock as described here can reach about 15 to 18 pounds, although specimens over 10 are rare.

The speckled with the dash pattern along their sides seem to inhabit waters with a little more current than do larger members of this species (or other species). Consequently, they are found more frequently along river banks than are what many call the “grande peacock” or “peacock pavon”. Some have reported the peacocks with the specks to be the best fighter of all. I can attest that they certainly perform with very high standards.
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Many fisheries biologists believe the grande peacock is the same species as the speckled peacock. The grande peacock prefer the quieter waters of lagoons and lakes offrivers. They are the biggest of all peacocks and grow to over 30 pounds is South American waters. Most of the pictures in magazines and books showing peacocks weighing over 12 pounds are of this fish. The average size of most grande peacocks is around three or four pounds, but several between six and eight pounds may be taken on a typical day
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