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   To Chickie, my true love now and forever.
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   INTRODUCTION: HANDPRINTS OF THE GREAT SPIRIT



My late friend Dan Skinner, whose life was cut short by leukemia, loved to laugh, and did so often even in his last days. One hot summer afternoon, when he pedaled his bicycle over 7 miles of moderately steep local roads from Marcellus to Skaneateles, he took a break to gaze at Skaneateles Lake and let a southerly breeze cool his sweaty brow. He was watching a fishing boat trace a trolling route across the sun-splashed surface when a stranger approached.


  “Excuse me, sir,” the man said. “May I ask you a question?”


  “Sure,” said Dan, who knew a tourist when he saw one. “Go right ahead.”


  “Well,” the man said, pointing south over the lake. “My wife and I were wondering, what do you call those mountains over there?”


  “Mostly, we call them hills,” said Dan, in that deadpan way of his.


  He said the man seemed disappointed, but even in jest my friend was not one to lie. Although the Finger Lakes are incredibly beautiful and the collective result of a fascinating geological history, they are not shaded by any honest-to-goodness mountains. We who live in the region are quite satisfied with our many hills, however. Nor do we complain about the waterfalls, the scenic vistas, the wineries, or—least of all—the fishing, which is wonderful by just about any yardstick.


  The 11 Finger Lakes, comprising (from east to west) Otisco, Skaneateles, Owasco, Cayuga, Seneca, Keuka, Canandaigua, Honeoye, Canadice, Hemlock, and Conesus, have diverse fisheries for more freshwater species than the average angler can identify by sight. Nine of the 11 Fingers—all except Honeoye and Conesus—have what biologists call “two-story fisheries,” with warm- or cool-water species such as bass and walleyes dominating the shallower sections and cold-water-loving trout or salmon dominating the depths. These are not small fish, either. Several of the lakes, including Skaneateles and Seneca, occasionally reward lucky anglers with lake trout that weigh 15 pounds or more. Owasco Lake recently made headlines when one of its frequent fishers reeled in a brown trout weighing 20-something pounds, and Otisco Lake tiger muskies sometimes pull a spring-type scale to the 30-pound mark.


  There are more mega-fish in the Finger Lakes, but instead of covering them all at once, I will sprinkle their stories through the rest of these pages.


  If you think the Finger Lakes are gorgeous at ground level, you are right, but they are even more awesome from high above. Satellite images of Upstate New York make obvious the reason Native Americans said the Finger Lakes were the handprints of the Great Spirit. In the images transmitted from earth orbit, the lakes look like they were gouged in the land with long, bony fingers.


  Actually, glaciers and waterfalls did that, over a span of millions of years, and profoundly benefited our modern fisheries in ways we can barely understand, even though the evidence of the glaciers’ rough-hewn handiwork is plainly visible.


  Before the region’s great makeover, all of what we now know as New York was covered by a vast inland sea.


  Then, about 10 million years ago, our part of the planet began a cool-down, presaging an ice age that began about 2 million years ago. If you think Central New York winters are bad these days, you can feel fortunate you missed the ice age. The neighborhood was covered with glaciers; in fact, so were lots of other neighborhoods. It’s estimated the ice sheets at their peak extended over one-third of the globe.


  The glaciers dug massive holes and scraped and pinched hills and other land formations together, coming and going. The going part didn’t end until approximately 10,000 years ago. That’s 100 centuries, a short time on the geological spectrum but an incomprehensibly long period for high-school kids to grasp.


  Today we can see the glaciers’ scars in the form of deep gorges, lakes with plunging shorelines, spectacular waterfalls, and geological features such as drumlins—cigar-shaped hills that were formed as glaciers pushed and deposited glacial “till”—an indiscriminate debris of rock, gravel, and boulders—in its wake.


  In this book, you can read about the fishing in the Finger Lakes themselves, in their tributaries, and in other productive lakes and streams in the area. You will also have the opportunity to learn or review basic techniques and fine-tune strategies for catching trout, bass, and many more regionally abundant species—with fly, lure, and bait. Chapter topics range from fishing the region’s famed rainbow runs to taking trout on open-water trolling gear. We even cover the hows and wheres of shore fishing, and for hard-water fans—ice fishing. It’s a wide net we’re casting, for the Finger Lakes region has something special for anyone who ever took up rod and reel.


  I know you’ll enjoy it.


  —J. Michael Kelly










   FISHING the Finger Lakes






   CHAPTER 1



  Otisco Lake


  LOCATION: Southern Onondaga County


  ELEVATION: 788 feet


  SURFACE AREA: 2,214 acres


  SHORELINE: 13.4 miles


  MEAN DEPTH: 34 feet


  MAXIMUM DEPTH: 76 feet


  APPROXIMATE THERMOCLINE DEPTH: 33 feet


  For me, writing a book about fishing in the Finger Lakes region closes a circle. Back in 1970–71, when I was a senior in the Newhouse School of Journalism at Syracuse University, I penned a feature article for Outdoor Life at the behest of my magazine journalism professor, the late Dr. Andre Fontaine. He gave all the students in the class an assignment that could enhance or ruin their expressed desire to write for a living. Each of us was told to come up with an idea for a full-length article, write it, and sell it to a magazine. I don’t recall how my classmates fared with their projects, but I earned an A on mine.


  The high grade was satisfying, but an even sweeter reward arrived in my mailbox a few weeks before the end of the spring semester. The envelope with the embossed, raised lettering contained a complimentary note from Outdoor Life editor Chet Fish and a $400 check. The money was good, very good for those days, but the thought of how my young wife and I might spend it was temporarily shoved aside as I realized millions of magazine subscribers would soon be reading my prose and wondering, “Who is this kid?”


  Their reaction was not at all what I expected.


  “Otisco Lake Grab Bag” was the name of the article. It was about the rapidly changing ecology in one of the 11 lakes in the Finger Lakes chain. It recounted the establishment of alewives in the lake by persons unknown, and the Department of Environmental Conservation’s subsequent decision to control the sardine-size baitfish by stocking thousands of hungry brown trout. The plan worked so well at first that my friends and I were soon catching 10 to 15 football-shaped browns a day, by simply trolling along the shore with flashy nickel spoons. We hammered ’em in 1969, the year before I took Dr. Fontaine’s class, and smoked ’em really good in 1970, when I began working on the article. Heck, they bit pretty well in 1971, after I had accepted Outdoor Life’s purchase price.


  [image: image]


  Too bad the article didn’t appear in the magazine until March 1973, a couple of weeks before the April 1 opening of the New York trout season.


  A LESSON LEARNED THE HARD WAY


  Although I didn’t realize it, alewife numbers in Otisco had recently declined, and the trout started to dwindle, too. The brownies left in the lake when the article ran weren’t as fat as they used to be, and they were harder to catch. Oh well, I figured, most readers of “Otisco Lake Grab Bag” would understand.


  They understood, all right. On April Fools’ Day, 1973, the modern equivalent of the Spanish Armada descended on Otisco Lake, which covers a mere 2,214 surface acres and at that time had only one small, privately operated marina. Instead of forking over a $5 bill to embark from that cozy launch ramp, most of the hundreds of anglers who saw Otisco Lake for the first time that morning couldn’t wait to dunk a line. They heaved their boats over highway guardrails or committed minor acts of vandalism by dragging vessels across wet, privately owned lawns. Few among the fishing hordes took home any trout at the end of the day, but visitors from half a dozen states wound up with boatloads of complaints about “Otisco Lake Grab Bag” and its young author. The locals were none too pleased, either, and they let me know it.


  If there was any upside to the incident, other than my fat check, it would have been the things it taught me about the impact of a big story on a little lake or stream. Truth and perspective go hand in hand for outdoors writers. Ethical hook-and-bullet scribes do not exaggerate the quality of the fish or fisheries they encounter. They are acutely aware that the written or spoken word can weigh heavily on individual readers and fragile natural resources.


  Now, that’s the end of my pontificating, for since it had its day in the sun, Otisco Lake has been a great pleasure to fish; for me, anyway.


  TROUT FADING BUT OTHER FISH ON THE RISE


  Its trout fishing certainly isn’t what it used to be, but over the years Otisco has filled my idle hours with dark-of-the-moon walleyes, largemouth bass that will eat anything made of plastic, and smallmouths that respond to the sting of a hook with Olympian sprints and leaps. The lake is also home to some of the chunkiest bullheads I’ve ever seen, all sorts of small but scrappy panfish, humongous carp, and an increasing population of channel catfish. Its signature species, however, just might be the hybrid norlunge or “tiger muskies” that are stocked in the lake as 9- or 10-inch yearlings but every so often live long enough to weigh upward of 20 pounds and stretch more than 40 inches from stem to stern.


  The easternmost body of water in the Finger Lakes, Otisco is the fourth smallest of the cluster, with only Canadice, Honeoye, and Hemlock taking up fewer surface acres. It has a maximum depth of 76 feet, but during most summers, Otisco’s fishable zone is limited by low dissolved oxygen zones, about 30 feet under the surface.


  “The main basin stratifies during the summer with the thermocline forming at around 30 to 40 feet down,” said DEC fisheries technician Jim Everard, who oversees the lake’s management. “Low dissolved oxygen levels occur below the thermocline by mid-August or so. During the late summer fish will be found mainly in the top 40 feet of water, in or above the thermocline.”


  Another unusual characteristic of Otisco Lake is its division into two distinct basins by an old roadbed, called the causeway. The structure, originally built for horse-drawn wagons, girdles the lake about a mile from its south end.


    [image: The author with a 39-inch, 14-pound tiger muskie from Nine Mile Creek via Otisco Lake.]


  The author with a 39-inch, 14-pound tiger muskie from Nine Mile Creek via Otisco Lake.


  OLD ROAD PLAYS AN IMPORTANT ROLE


  “Otisco can be thought of as two lakes,” said Everard, “the deeper main basin, north of the causeway, and the smaller second basin south of the causeway, which has a maximum depth of 15 feet. The average depths are 34 feet for the north basin and 6 feet south of the causeway.”


  Besides the stark differences in their depths, one basin is relatively clear and the other quite muddy by any standard.


  Otisco’s major tributary, Spafford Creek, empties into the south end. On its way to the lake, it flows over a clay substrate. Any thunderstorm or heavy shower colors the creek, which in turn deepens the prevailing cocoa-brown tint of “the Pond.” Thankfully, the causeway functions like a sediment trap, and keeps post-storm silt deposits from clouding the water to the north.


  To get to the causeway, anglers need only turn west onto Sawmill Road, which is just south of the lake via Otisco Valley Road. After crossing Spafford Creek, take the next right, which is West Valley Road, and follow it to the west side of the causeway. Small cartop boats and canoes can be lifted over a guardrail and launched at this location, which is owned by the Onondaga County Water Authority, or OCWA. The authority manages Otisco as a major component of the county’s drinking-water supply and distribution system.


  A small opening in the middle of the causeway enables boaters to go back and forth between the deep northern basin and the shallow southern end, as they wish. The channel is also a favorite shore-casting spot, especially at night.


  FISHING PRESSURE IS A FACTOR


  Ringed by camps along most of its 13.4 miles of shoreline and less than a half-hour drive from downtown Syracuse, Otisco Lake is fished hard, especially during the summer months, and it is churned up by all sorts of watercraft, from bass boats to Jet Skis to kayaks. Fishing pressure and recreational boat traffic are high, even by New York standards, but natural trends wreak more havoc with Otisco Lake in the long run. Zebra mussels are now common in the lake—indeed, they are present in every major watershed in the state—and their habit of filter feeding on drifting phytoplankton has cleared the water column considerably, enabled sunlight to penetrate deeper than ever, and promoted the growth of rooted plants. These changes in the local environment—echoed throughout the Finger Lakes region—have worried aquatic biologists for years but so far have had some positive effects.


  For example, largemouth bass like to ambush prey in the nooks and tunnels of expanded weeds, while sight-feeding smallmouths can spot and chase more efficiently in waters clarified by millions of mussels. The crustacean condominiums formed as the prolific cluster on rocky areas of a lake bottom are food sources for freshwater shrimp and crayfish, which in turn are relished by yellow perch and other panfish.


  Next to mussels and other potential foreign invaders—such as round gobies or ruffe, which have not yet found their way to it but could arrive there at any time—the most serious long-term worry facing Otisco Lake anglers is the agricultural runoff from the many dairy, beef, and crop farms that drain into the lake valley. Thanks to the stewardship of area farmers and the diligence of OCWA, the lake still teems with fish and is sufficiently clean to serve as a public drinking-water supply.


  Most anglers who have fished it more than a couple of times will attest that Otisco Lake’s mysteries seldom are easy to solve. The fluctuations in its food chain, with alewife populations soaring or crashing at unpredictable intervals, can put one or more game fish species in Fat City, but usually not for long. When alewives are abundant in the lake, angling can be maddeningly difficult for two reasons. First, Otisco’s finned predators, including walleyes, smallmouth bass, brown trout, and tiger muskellunge, are stuffed with sardine-size alewives and therefore indifferent to other baits reeled through the neighborhood by fishermen. And as if that were not enough, the alewives that don’t get eaten themselves can easily fill their bellies with the fry and fingerlings of other species, especially wall-eyes and yellow perch.


  HYBRIDS TOP THE HIT PARADE


  Alewives are favorite snacks for tiger muskellunge, also called norlunge or even tigers by anglers. Norlunge are sterile hybrids created by the mating of purebred muskies with northern pike. Such pairings happen occasionally in nature but are accomplished on a production scale in fish hatcheries. Tiger muskies have been stocked in Otisco Lake for more than 30 years, initially in the hope that their voracious appetites would somehow curb the alewife problem. In truth, they have not made more than a small dent in the forage base, although they have become a popular target of many Otisco anglers. It seems tiger muskies do like alewives but also enjoy dining on shiners, suckers, perch, and just about any other bite-size fish, as well. Who could have foreseen such a startling development?


  Because they are incapable of reproducing, tiger muskies are a fisheries manager’s dream. If experimental stockings prove to be popular and consistent with established management goals, biologists need only place another order with the state hatchery system. On the other hand, if the tigers either don’t take to their new home or prove to be detrimental to the fishery’s other major components, the people in charge need only cancel future releases.


    [image: Craig Nels of Syracuse nets a tiger muskie in Otisco Lake.]


  Craig Nels of Syracuse nets a tiger muskie in Otisco Lake.



  In Otisco, the minimum “keeper” size for tigers (as of October 1, 2012) is 36 inches, but catches of 10- to 20-pound norlunge (think 36 to 42 inches from stem to stern) have become fairly common, and the DEC is aware of several 30-pounders captured over the years. Some of the largest tigers have been pulled through the ice. A 27-pound, 5-ounce monster caught south of the Narrows in a winter fishing derby by Tom Boice of Syracuse was officially recognized as a world ice-fishing record.


  “I don’t think any of us [in the DEC] would be surprised at all if a new state-record tiger muskie were to come out of Otisco,” said Everard. The extant record came from the Tioughnioga River and weighed 35½ pounds, he noted.


  Besides the Narrows, which is within view of the north-end outlet dam, good ice-fishing spots for tiger muskies include the deeper water directly in front of the Overlook Restaurant (on Route 174, south of the Narrows), and the hump at the mouth of Turtle Bay, which is adjacent to the Onondaga County Park off Otisco Valley Road. Most tigers caught in Otisco Lake during the winter succumb to tip-ups baited with silver or golden shiners, the bigger the better.


  YEAR-ROUND TARGETS


  From late spring deep into the autumn season, Otisco tigers can be caught throughout the lake—but some places definitely produce better than others. Patient shore casters who keep handy a heavy-duty spinning or bait-casting rod rigged with a 5- to 8-inch-long stickbait will often see tiger muskies rolling at the surface near the dam and around the opening in the causeway. Early morning, just before sunup, is the best time to hit these spots, but tigers are largely unpredictable and eat “whenever the hell they feel like it,” a blunt-talking bank caster once reminded me.


  In August, tiger muskies seem to go on a bit of a binge, but most of that action takes place well offshore, where muskie addicts can prospect at varied depths by running stickbaits and spoons on downriggers. In my experience, the summer bite is best at depths of 15 to 20 feet off Lader’s Point on the west shore or the 1½-mile-long trolling run between Fitzgerald Point and the Otisco Lake Marina.


  Tiger muskies cause many an angler’s heart rate to rev up, but bass and walleyes are the most sought-after species in Otisco Lake. The bass, about evenly divided between small-mouths and largemouths, are distributed throughout the lake and keep anglers busy from late April through November. Naturally, I’m referring not only to the regular season— which runs from the third Saturday in June through November 30—but also to the catch-and-release activity permitted during the off season in the Finger Lakes. If the weather is conducive, Otisco Lake gets significant fishing pressure between seasons from bass devotees.


  [image: Craig Nels with another tiger muskie on Otisco Lake.]


  Craig Nels with another tiger muskie on Otisco Lake.



  Since zebra and quagga mussels spread throughout the region, bass anglers have been forced to relearn the seasonal patterns in many Central and Western New York waters, and Otisco is no exception. Far from ruining fisheries, as biologists once feared, the prolific mussels have filterfed so much phytoplankton from lakes that their water has become clearer than ever. For Otisco bass, the changes have been beneficial thus far.


  Largemouths have thrived by lurking in the shadows of the underwater jungle that has sprouted along shorelines throughout the lake, ambushing any edibles that swim by. Smallmouth bass, in contrast, are primarily sight feeders. They like to roam around feeding areas, spot prey, and quickly chase it down. Increased water clarity helps them put on inches and pounds. Any of the rocky points in Otisco are reliable small-mouth producers, but if it has been a few years since you fished for bass in the lake, be aware that you may need to go deeper than you once did to be consistently successful.


  SEASONAL SUGGESTIONS FOR BASS


  Otisco bass average about 1½ pounds, or about 13 to 14 inches, but if you don’t get at least one 4-pounder in a morning or afternoon on the water, either you’re doing something wrong or the lake is simply having a bad day.


  For spring-season bucketmouths, I like to flip Senkos and other slow-sinking plastics around the fallen trees and other cover inside Turtle Bay or in the shadows adjacent to or just under shoreline docks, rafts, and moored boats around the Narrows or, less often, in the turbid south basin of the lake. It is merely good manners, of course, to steer clear of docks and other man-made structures when those platforms are occupied. Being a polite sportsman and steering clear of arguments will put you in good places over the long haul.


  Bucketmouths in Otisco Lake don’t vanish in the summer, but many of them try their darnedest to occupy two places at once. They like to hang out near bottom in 10 to 20 feet of water during the day, but they will often sneak into the weedy shallows around sunrise and sunset. There, they are on the lookout for frogs and other big gulps that can be imitated by an array of surface lures.


  Smallmouths in Otisco Lake, as elsewhere, like water that’s slightly cooler and deeper than largemouths favor. In the late-spring reproductive sweepstakes, bronzeback nests will often be within sight of a largemouth’s spawning ground, and an angler with a reliable electric trolling motor can cast to both species all day long in late May and June by quietly gliding along the shoreline. By the time the regular season opens, however, small-mouths are usually scattered along the first drop-off or first weed line offshore from their spawning beds. To find them, work small crankbaits, spinnerbaits, or tube jigs around the structural edges I just mentioned. Later in the season, smallmouths will lurk in increasingly deeper water until, upon autumn’s arrival, they tend to feed heavily before schooling up in flat-bottomed holes that will hide them and allow them to live on reserved stores of body fat until spring. In Otisco, these seasonal resting places can be found in the 30-foot depths north of the causeway and around the Syracuse water supply intake, midway between the Overlook Restaurant and the opposite shore.


  NIGHTTIME IS THE RIGHT TIME


  I’m willing to concede that bass are New York’s favorite sport fish, and that Otisco Lake is one of the better sites in the state to find largemouths and smallmouths sharing habitat. To me, though, walleyes are the top game fish in the lake. What other manner of beast could entice me, along with plenty of other anglers, to fish well after dark on one long, pitch-black evening after another?


  Otisco walleyes are mostly stocked fish, obtained from the state hatchery at Oneida Lake whenever they’re available, but many of them live to a ripe old age by dining regularly on alewives. In the spring, from the opening of walleye season on the first Saturday of May until mid- or late June, alewives unwittingly alert their mortal enemies by recklessly charging into near-shore waters to spawn. Most of the walleyes in the lake have already completed their own nuptial duties at this time, and they are regaining lost ounces by eating as many alewives as they can accommodate in their swollen gullets.


  The size of the baitfish that are available in a given year is important to walleye and angler alike. Some years, the alewives are mostly little fellows, averaging about 3 or 4 inches long. In that case, walleyes will consume more alewives than usual to gather their caloric requirements. Conversely, if the alewives that swarm the beaches this May happen to be robust-looking 5- to 7-inchers, your typical midsize walleye will be asking for a napkin and picking its teeth, figuratively speaking, after eating just one or two fish. This explains why Otisco night fishermen root for the little guys.


  Alewives may show up along the shore at any hour of the night, but they seem to arrive earlier and stay longer when the moon is dark or at least obscured by clouds. Their presence is unmistakable, as males swarm in splashy circles, often in water less than ankle-deep. Every now and then, the alewives’ vortex of passion is interrupted by a large swirl or even a slurping sound. Those are the noises made by a substantial walleye on the bite, or a larger bass, or an even bigger tiger muskie. Like the lottery commercial says, hey, you never know.


  EYES THAT GLOW IN THE DARK


  One thing I do know, however, is that Otisco Lake walleyes run big. My personal best is a 27-inch brute. I caught it on a worm threaded on a floating jig head, while casting on the north side of the causeway. It was after midnight and inky black outdoors. Normally, you will work hard to hook even a single night-feeding Otisco walleye, but those you do manage to catch are likely to be of a nice average size. In recent years, my circle of friends has found the typical walleye in the lake to be a 22-or 23-incher, but a couple of our walleye crew members have smashed the 30-inch barrier. Walleyes in the low 30s usually pull the scale to 10 pounds or better.


  [image: John Corbett with a nice walleye he caught night fishing on Otisco Lake.]


  John Corbett with a nice walleye he caught night fishing on Otisco Lake.


  Now, I don’t want you to assume that you must stumble around in the darkness to catch Otisco walleyes. They can be gathered up by more conventional methods, too, such as trolling stickbaits or drifting with worm-and-spinner rigs. These venerable tactics can be very effective off Fitzgerald Point and Lader’s Point, among other places. However, they aren’t as much fun as seeing a pair of glow-in-the-dark eyeballs materialize in a foot of water just before you feel a tug on your lure and the rod suddenly begins to vibrate and hum.


  And what about those big brown trout that inspired a budding outdoors writer to sell his first magazine article? They aren’t what they used to be.


  Starting October 1, 2012, the DEC approved a 12-inch minimum creel length for Otisco browns. That standard is 3 inches shorter than the 15-inch “keeper” size for browns in the other Finger Lakes. Occasionally, expert trollers will reel in a hook-jawed old brown that weighs 6 or 7 pounds, but reports turned in by participants in the state’s angler diary program indicate that most Otisco trout are caught soon after stocking— or are never seen again. The two-year-old browns stocked in the lake by the Onondaga County fish hatchery in Elbridge usually are between 12 and 14 inches long on their release day.


  The 12-inch minimum means those fish can be caught and eaten, if you so desire, instead of being put back to face other perils.


  “We just realize there is limited potential for cold-water fish with the low dissolved oxygen levels and warm temperatures found in Otisco Lake,” said Jim Everard. “Allowing anglers to keep 12-inch trout will make better use of the resource.”


  Otisco is easy to get to via US Route 20. Take that beautiful old highway east from Auburn or Skaneateles or west from LaFayette until you arrive at the intersection with Route 174 in the town of Marcellus. Turn south at the split intersection, not north. From there it’s about 4 miles to the dam at the north end of the lake. Bear left onto Otisco Valley Road, which leads to the two private-but-accessible boat launches on the east shore.



CHAPTER 2



  Skaneateles Lake


  LOCATION: Southeast Cayuga, Southwest Onondaga, and Northwest Cortland Counties


  ELEVATION: 863 feet


  SURFACE AREA: 8,960 acres


  SHORELINE: 32.8 miles


  MEAN DEPTH: 145 feet


  MAXIMUM DEPTH: 315 feet


  APPROXIMATE THERMOCLINE DEPTH: 35 feet


  Fishing for rainbow trout doesn’t get much better than it is in Skaneateles Lake. I’m reminded of that not only when I walk its shores with rod in hand, but also when I slump before a television screen, gripping an ice-cold beer.


  Now, I don’t watch all that much TV these days, but when I do assume my couch potato posture, I usually alternate be tween the Outdoor Channel and the Sportsman Channel. The two stations are focused mainly on deer and turkey hunting, but they also carry a few shows that give their hosts plenty of opportunities to battle big trout in Montana, Alaska, Chile, and other bucket-list angling destinations.


    [image: Kid Corbett with a 24-inch Skaneateles Lake lake trout.]


  Kid Corbett with a 24-inch Skaneateles Lake lake trout.


  I, too, daydream about angling adventures in far-off places, but at some point during the majority of those fishing shows I am reminded that the trout fishing in my own backyard is pretty special.
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  Often, this revelation is triggered when the onscreen hero shoves a fat, glimmering rainbow trout forward so his cameraman and his advertisers can take a closer look. With the sound of rushing water in the background, the lucky angler stretches the truth, as well as his catch.


  “That’s a fish of a lifetime,” he says. My response, as a viewer, ranges from several snorts to one or two guffaws.


  “Heck,” I scoff. “We catch them like that in Skaneateles Lake all the time.”


  A WORLD-CLASS TROUT FISHERY


  And we do, truly. This cold, clear lake stands out for its consistent production of big rainbows, whether it’s being compared with its neighboring fishing holes in the Finger Lakes chain or the swift rivers of the Rocky Mountains. Skaneateles grows 20-inch leapers faster than your zucchini patch can sprout unwanted vegetables.


  Give some credit for the lake and its silver-skinned residents to Mother Nature, sure, but let us also tip our caps to DEC fisheries managers, for stocking programs and regulations that make the most of limited resources.


  Skaneateles Lake, which stretches across 8,960 surface acres in Onondaga, Cayuga and Cortland Counties, is one of the more scenic lakes in New York and probably boasts the purest water in the Finger Lakes chain. Residents of Skaneateles, the picturesque village that curls around the north end of the lake, are justifiably proud of their successful efforts to protect their favorite swimming and fishing hole from pollution and developmental pressures. A steep but otherwise first-rate state boat launch on the lake’s west shore gives the public access to the fishery, and several shore-fishing venues are also popular with locals and visiting anglers.


    [image: Kid Corbett of Syracuse shows off a typical Skaneateles lake trout.]


  Kid Corbett of Syracuse shows off a typical Skaneateles lake trout.



  With a maximum depth of 315 feet, Skaneateles is not quite roomy enough to support a legendary, tourism-boosting monster along the lines of Loch Ness’s “Nessie” or Lake Champlain’s “Champ.” However, it is home to an addicting mix of cold- and cool-water fish species, including some king-size yellow perch and brown bullheads, loads of rock bass, gorgeous landlocked Atlantic salmon, and innumerable lake trout that are generally runts but occasionally grow to gargantuan length and weight.


  The 20-pound lake trout that are boated at the rate of one every few years in Skaneateles certainly merit publication of a grip-and-grin photo on the local outdoors page and envious whistles at the boat launch, but the fact is very few anglers will ever connect with such a fish. Three- or 4-pound rainbows, on the other hand, are commonplace catches among those who target them, and rose-cheeked beauties up to 7 pounds or so are caught in the lake every year, according to data submitted by participants in the DEC angler-diary program.


  BREAD-AND-BUTTER ’BOWS


  Jeff Robins, the Region 7 fisheries biologist who, as of late 2012, was coordinating the state’s management programs for both Skaneateles and Owasco Lakes, has told me more than once that Skaneateles is in a class by itself, as far as he is concerned.


  “Skaneateles Lake provides some of the best rainbow trout fishing in the state,” he said. “There are undoubtedly a few small lakes and ponds that offer very good rainbow trout fishing, too, but most of the rainbows caught in them are small.”


  Nobody can get away with saying Skaneateles rainbows are on the small side.


  The statistics generated by angler-diary research programs are often skewed by the knowledge and experience of individuals participating in the studies, and that certainly has been the case in Skaneateles Lake. In the early 1980s, total numbers of rainbows reported caught by diary keepers rose dramatically because of one person’s intimate knowledge of the lake. Local guide Dick Withey, who recently moved to Florida, boosted Skaneateles Lake’s reputation by including all catches by him and his clients in his DEC fishing journal. There was nothing wrong with that; in fact, it was perfectly proper. DEC diary keepers are supposed to enumerate all the trout they and their companions catch on each visit to the lakes fished. However, nobody fished more often or more effectively in Skaneateles Lake than Withey, and he and his sports swamped the Region 7 fisheries crew with diary data.


  In 1981, for example, Withey et al. accounted for a near doubling of effort by diary keepers on the lake, to a then-record 1,018 “angler-trips” targeting trout or salmon. That same year, the number of anglers whose Skaneateles catches were submitted more than doubled, from 38 to 77. Not surprisingly, the total number of rainbows caught in the lake by diary program anglers shot upward, too, from a reported 759 in 1980 to 1,103 in ’81. Catch rates, however, declined. It took program enrollees an average of three hours of effort to land a keeper-size salmonid—rainbow, laker, or salmon—in 1981. The year before that it took an average of 1.9 hours to catch one.


  A FISHING HOLE’S UPS AND DOWNS


  Back then, Skaneateles Lake rainbows were abundant, but not as big as


  

    [image: Wayne Brewer of Seneca Falls admires his 20-inch Skaneateles Lake rainbow.]


  


  

  

  

  

  SIZE DOES MATTER TO SKANEATELES FISH


  

  

  

    [image: Lake trout like this richly mottled specimen from Skaneateles Lake put up a good fight when hooked in the shallows on tiny jigs or streamer flies.]


  

  BIG FISH AND BIG BAITS? NOT NECESSARILY


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  TWO LEGENDARY MAYFLY HATCHES


  

  

    [image: Paul McNeilly admires a smallmouth bass caught on a dry fly during the famed brown drake mayfly hatch on Skaneateles Lake.]


  

  

  

  UP-AND-COMING SMALLMOUTH BASS


  

  

  

    [image: The author with nice smallmouth from Skaneateles Lake.]


  


  

  

  PERCH PARADISE


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  






APPENDIX 5




  Finger Lakes Fishing Guides





  Otisco Lake


  	Upstate Guide Service: Mike Crawford, (315) 283-8871, http://www.upstateguideservice.com



  Skaneateles Lake


  	Finger Lakes Angling Zone: John Gaulke, (607) 319-0450, http://www.fingerlakesanglingzone.com


  	Upstate Guide Service: Mike Crawford, (315) 283-8871, http://www.upstateguideservice.com




  Owasco Lake


  	Finger Lakes Angling Zone: John Gaulke, (607) 319-0450, http://www.fingerlakesanglingzone.com


  	Reel Hooked Up Charters: Sean Brown, (607) 742-6287, http://www.reelhookedup.com


  	Upstate Guide Service: Mike Crawford, (315) 283-8871, http://www.upstateguideservice.com



  Cayuga Lake


  	Billy V. Sportfishing: Bill Ruth, (607) 592-9012, http://www.billyvsportfishing.com


  	Black Dog Adventures: Corey Redditt, (607) 592-0556, http://www.blackdogadventuresfishing.com


  	Blue Moon Sportfishing: Scott Fletcher, (315) 283-8878, http://bluemoon.lakeontariounited.com


  	Eagle Rock Charters: Glenn Quick, (315) 899-5925, http://www.eaglerockcharters.com


  	Finger Lakes Angling Zone: John Gaulke, (607) 319-0450, http://www.fingerlakesanglingzone.com

  	First Class Bass Charters: Terry Jones, (716) 875-4946, http://www.1stclass-bass.com


  	NY Bassinaction: Kirk McMullen, (412) 760-1694, http://www.nybassinaction.com


  	Reel Hooked Up Charters: Sean Brown, (607) 742-6287, http://www.reelhookedup.com


  	Seneca Chief Charters: Jim Morgan, (607) 582-6089, http://senecachiefguide.com


  	Short Hook Charters: James Stewart, (607) 426-1915, http://shorthookcharter.com



  Seneca Lake


  	Black Dog Adventures: Corey Redditt, (607) 592-0556, http://www.blackdogadventuresfishing.com


  	Captain Don’s Charters: Don DeSio, (315) 585-6704, http://www.captaindonsfishingcharters.com


  	Captain Joe’s: Joe Rao, (315) 440-4191, http://www.fishsenecalake.com


  	C-Dog Charters: Chad Carlini, (585) 704-6903

  	Finger Lakes Angling Zone: John Gaulke, (607) 319-0450, http://www.fingerlakesanglingzone.com


  	Fishing the Finger Lakes: Jonathan Evans, (607) 857-6269, http://www.fishingthefingerlakes.com


  	Reel Hooked Up Charters: Sean Brown, (607) 742-6287, http://www.reelhookedup.com


  	Seneca Chief Charters: Jim Morgan, (607) 582-6089, http://senecachiefguide.com


  	Short Hook Charters: James Stewart, (607) 426-1915, http://shorthookcharter.com


  	Tennity’s Guide Service: Frank and Melody Tennity, (585) 229-4843, http://www.mudlines.com



  Keuka Lake


  	Bobber’s Fishing Excursions: Thomas Beers, (607) 569-2791, http://www.bobbersfishnex.com/


  	Finger Lakes Angling Zone: John Gaulke, (607) 319-0450, http://www.fingerlakesanglingzone.com


  	Fishing the Finger Lakes: Jonathan Evans, (607) 857-6269, http://www.fishingthefingerlakes.com

  	Reel Hooked Up Charters: Sean Brown, (607) 742-6287, http://www.reelhookedup.com


  	Short Hook Charters: James Stewart, (607) 426-1915, http://shorthookcharter.com


  	Tennity’s Guide Service: Frank and Melody Tennity, (585) 229-4843, http://www.mudlines.com



  Canandaigua Lake


  	Fishing the Finger Lakes: Jonathan Evans, (607) 857-6269, http://www.fishingthefingerlakes.com


  	Happy Hooker Charters: Bill Reeser, (607) 522-5564, http://canandaigualakecharters.com


  	Hookjaw Charters: Nick DeMuth, (607) 857-8314, http://www.hookjawcharters.com


  	NY Bassinaction: Kirk McMullen, (412) 760-1694, http://www.nybassinaction.com


  	Reel Hooked Up Charters: Sean Brown, (607) 742-6287, http://www.reelhookedup.com


  	Short Hook Charters: James Stewart, (607) 426-1915, http://shorthookcharter.com


  	Tennity’s Guide Service: Frank and Melody Tennity, (585) 229-4843, http://www.mudlines.com



  Honeoye Lake


  	NY Bassinaction: Kirk McMullen, (412) 760-1694, http://www.nybassinaction.com


  	Tennity’s Guide Service: Frank and Melody Tennity, (585) 229-4843, http://www.mudlines.com



  Canadice Lake


  	Tennity’s Guide Service: Frank and Melody Tennity, (585) 229-4843, http://www.mudlines.com



  Hemlock Lake


  	Tennity’s Guide Service: Frank and Melody Tennity, (585) 229-4843, http://www.mudlines.com



  Conesus Lake


  	Crazy Yankee Sportfishing Richard Hajecki, (585) 704-7996, http://www.crazyyankeesportfishing.com/

  	First Class Bass Charters: Terry Jones, (716) 875-4946, http://www.1stclass-bass.com


  	NY Bassinaction: Kirk McMullen, (412) 760-1694, http://www.nybassinaction.com


  	Tennity’s Guide Service: Frank and Melody Tennity, (585) 229-4843, http://www.mudlines.com
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