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On a recent smallmouth bass fishing trip to the 
Menominee River a friend and I had marginal suc-
cess, but we overcame the challenges and ended up 
with the kind of day that we all expect to have on that 
river. 

 The first day things were okay, smaller fish and 
the numbers werenÕt anything like we experienced on 
prior trips to this great river.  We tried the usual fly 
patterns; poppers, murdich minnows, bad hair days, 
clousers, etc. All were fished with multiple techniques 
with hopes of attracting lots of big and small bass. 
Plastic baits were more productive than the fly pat-
terns that day.

 After a rainy night, a weather change to colder 
temperatures and no sunshine; fishing on the second 
day was worse. None of our patterns or baits worked 
consistently. Throughout the day we sporadically 
caught a couple of bass from holes and riffles. We 
didnÕt catch enough bass to make the day memorable 
though. We actually wanted to forget the whole day. 

 Sunday morning, while enjoying a really good 
belly buster breakfast at CharlieÕs CafŽ at the traffic 
light in Crivitz, we discussed the options we had on 
where to fish. The weather was warmer, the sun was 
shining, wind speed was low, and there hadnÕt been 
any rain overnight. With the strong possibility (we 
hoped) for clear water and not the dirty floating 
weedy water we had the day before, we elected to go 
back to the same launch site we used the day before 
and re-fish this part of the river.

Immediately the fly fishing improved over the two 
prior days.  However, it seemed that only one fly pat-
tern worked effectively and it outperformed the usual 

assortment of flies and a variety of plastic baits.  We 
caught good numbers of bass and some that were 
even of photo quality. The biggest was 19 inches.

Here is the story behind the title to this note. The 
successful fly pattern was part of the collection of flies 
I acquired at the 2009 Wisconsin Smallmouth Alli -
ance Trash and Treasure Auction. My bids won two 
fly boxes filled with some of Steve WintersÕ best flies, 
including his sparkly ÒWiggle MinnowÓ pattern.  

The winners are: 
Steve Winters for tying and donating these flies to 

the auction.
Dick Dragiewicz for buying these flies and having 

a really great day fishing the ÒWiggle MinnowÓ.
The Wisconsin Smallmouth Alliance for using 

these monies to promote and support smallmouth 
bass fishing.

All the smallmouth bass that were caught and 
promptly released and are ready to be caught again.

Everyone Wins!
by Dick Dragiewicz
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Catch and Release Works!   by Tim Holschlag

This month’s speaker gives us some of the science behind the practice

Success stories:

Pallette Lake

Pallette is a 176-acre lake in Wisconsin used by 
the state fishery department for research. The state 
controls access to the lake, but for many years they 
allowed unrestricted angling to measure the affects 
on the smallmouth. As a result of this heavy kill, av-
erage fish size was only 9 inches. Then the researches 
implemented a 16-inch minimum size. Even though 
the fishery had been heavily exploited for decades, 
within several years the average smallmouth size 
climbed to 14 inches, even though angling pressure 
remained substantial. This is a 5-inch increase in size 
and is regarded as a dramatic improvement by biolo-
gists and anglers alike. This is especially impressive 
for a lake like Pallette, which is a very infertile slow-
growing body of water.

Sylvania

Here's another catch-and-release success story I 
know well. Michigan's Sylvania Tract is a cluster of 15 
small, beautiful lakes nestled in a 20,000-acre parcel 

 hile most serious smallmouth anglers 
diligently practice catch and release, unfortunately we 
also know that some guys still keep lots of their 
smallmouth and oppose regulations that mandate 
release. And one of the tactics that kill anglers use to 
confuse the issue and to derail catch-and-release regs 
is to say that it does little to improve a fishery.

So to increase acceptance of catch and release, 
and to increase the amount of C&R waters, we should 
understand the biology behind releasing smallmouth 
and be able to clearly explain it to others.

For smallies, the primary result of catch and re-
lease will be to increase average size of the fish. Only 
in limited situations (mostly in places where angler 
harvest is high and reproduction low) will reducing 
harvest also lead to a major increase in overall abun-
dance of fish.

The biology goes like this: In many places with 
good reproduction, even though there are moderate 
levels of angler kill, the pounds of smallmouth per 
mile of river is already around the biological maxi -
mum (for example, 200 pounds). But the average fish 
size is low (say half a pound) because most fish are 
kept when they reach a foot or so. And at the half-
pound average size it means there are 400 smallies 
per mile. On the other hand, if that river got C&R 
regs, the biomass of fish may well remain around 200 
pounds per mile. And if the average size increased to 
2 pounds there would only be about 100 fish per mile.

But of course, very few anglers are happy just 
catching 9-inchers (half-pounders) even though there 
are lots of them per mile. In fact, the great majority of 
those who deliberately target smallies would much 
rather fish a stream where the average is 15 inches (2 
pounds) even though that water has less total fish.
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of old growth forest. While Sylvania's smallmouth are 
exceptionally slow-growing and angling pressure is 
very high, the fish are protected by "artificials only, 
no-kill" angling regulations. And despite the fact that 
Sylvania is a very popular smallmouth destination, 
average fish size is outstanding, and high numbers 
over 18 inches are landed every year.

Upper Mississippi

Yet a third example of highly successful catch and 
release is the upper Mississippi just north of Minnea -
polis. Just a medium-sized river this far north, the 
Miss is next door to 2.5 million people.

This exceptional fishery, next to a major urban 
area, is due to the 12- to 20-inch protected slot regula-
tion the river has had the past 15 years.

Though it's fished hard for smallies, the numbers 
of fish over 17 inches remains outstanding, and 20-
inchers are regular catches. This exceptional fishery, 
next to a major urban area, is due to the 12- to 20-
inch protected slot regulation the river has had the 
past 15 years.

These and dozens of other situations where pro-
tective regulations allowed the smallmouth popula -
tion to flourish should be clearly pointed out to an -
glers, fisheries departments and state politicians 
alike.

The Right Way
To be successful, C&R regs must implemented the 

right way and on the right waters. Marginal small -
mouth rivers and lakes often have such poor habitat 
or severe environmental problems that they likely 
won't see much improvement no matter the angling 
regulations. And extremely heavy live bait use can 
also limit how much a fishery improves because of the 

high number of gut-hooked fish, which will die from 
hooking mortality.

Widespread cheating (where a significant portion 
of the anglers don't comply with the regulations) will 
also significantly reduce the effectiveness of them. 
One other danger to watch out for are wishy-washy 
regs. Sometimes timid state agencies propose mini-
mal regs (like a 14-inch minimum or 12- to 16-inch 
slot) because they're afraid anything stronger will be 
opposed. Generally, these limited protections only 
lead to modest improvements in fish size.

Assuming good regulations are implemented on 
waters with at least adequate habitat and environ-
mental factors, there are a couple of things concerned 
anglers can do to maximize the effectiveness the new 
protection. Most of all, everyone should help educate 
others about the regs and help enforce them.

Peer pressure and active involvement by 
conservation-minded anglers is the best way to make 
sure other folks understand and comply with the regs. 
Don't hesitate to talk to others you meet on the water. 
And certainly don't hesitate to turn in poachers, 
which are what those are who don't comply with the 
law.

Another way to maximize the effectiveness of 
catch and release is to encourage everyone you know 
to use artificials, rather than live bait. Treble-hooked 
lures are fine, but really try to get your Uncle Joe, 
your cousin Bob or your neighbor Fred to quit using 
the easy-to-swallow stuff like nightcrawlers.

Not every river or lake can be turned into a 
smallmouth nirvana, but the fisheries on many more 
waters can be significantly improved by reducing an-
gler kill. What about improving some of your local 
waters?

This article, and more can be found on the 
author’s website smallmouthangler.com and is used 
by his kind permission.

Catch and release alone not enough
A recent conversation with a DNR fisheries biolo-

gist reminded me that in addition to limiting the fish 
we kill through angling pressure, we still need to be 
keenly aware of the effects of water quality and loss of 
habitat.

He pointed out that the single greatest factor re-
sponsible for the smallmouth fishery that we enjoy on 
the Menominee River has been the regulation of peak 
flows of the many power dams along the river, espe-
cially during the spawn.

Whatʼs on your plate?
At the urging of a newspaper reporter, a Florida 

geneticist sampled the DNA of over 100 fish entrees 
served in restaurants. The results: over half did not 
match the menu description. Catfish and tilapia were 
often substituted for the costlier grouper and snapper 
that was advertised.

Makes you wonder if your Friday night fish fry is 
really lake perch, or its cheaper European cousin, the 
zander.
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Right: Tim Patula proudly displays one of 
the giant smallies that he caught on 
Chequamegon Bay during his annual 
Lake Superior trip with guide, Roger 
LaPenter.

Below: Larry Powers and guide, Nick 
Volk with Larryʼs biggest ever, fly rod 
smallmouth. They were fishing close to 
home on the Wisconsin River.

Below: Taking a lunch break on the 
senic Menominee River are Ray Mi-
rande, Jeff Christenson, Rick Reese 
and Andy Davidson.

Also on the trip were Bob Selk, who 
can be seen in the far background, 
and Dan Johnson who took the 
photo.

A variety of watercraft  works well on 
Wisconsinʼs many smallmouth rivers.



Our Next Meeting:

Upcoming Events

Tuesday,
September 15 th

Tuesday, September 15th 7:00 P.M

Mapletree Restaurant, McFarland

Monday, September 28th 7:00 P.M

Mapletree Restaurant, McFarland

WSA Monthly Meeting
Tim Holschlag on smallmouth techniques.

BFF Monthly Meeting
Tom Smith on his saltwater grand slam.

Tim Holschlag has fished more small-
mouth rivers than any known angler, nearly 
300 different rivers across North America. 
He is the author of the popular books, 
Stream Smallmouth Fishing, and Small-
mouth Fly Fishing, and over 600 magazine 
articles. Additionally, he is the producer of 
the new video, Stream Smallmouth Fishing: 
the Movie.

Tim is nationally recognized for his en-
cyclopedic knowledge of smallmouth bass. 
His programs have educated and impressed 
audiences from Indianapolis to Los Angeles.

 In his September program, he will ex-
plain his primary smallmouth techniques, for  
both fly and spin tackle. These include the 
"Crayfish Hop" and the "Minnow Swing." As 
a bonus, Tim will give away some of his fa-
vorite Midwest locations.

This promises to be one of our best pro-
grams ever!

Tim Holschlag on Smallmouth 
Techniques


