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Bass in the Big Lakes 

By: Ramon J. Ross 

For years I had been tripping forth lightly on the opening day of the bass season, 

expecting to come home lugging an armful of monster Largemouths. I even had 

lain awake the nights before the opening, thinking of just how I'd flick out that 

plug, how I'd twitch it, and how I'd wrestle the behemoth who would smash it 

lopsided- until he, gills flattened, would slide without protesting anymore into my 

net.  

For years I'd been disappointed. Not that we didn't occasionally catch bass, and not 

that some of them weren't a pretty fair size; but the huskies I'd dreamed about were 

elsewhere when my plug landed on the water. Either that or they were strangely 

bashful for fish that have the reputation of providing more thrills per angler than 

any other in existence.  

But all this was before my bass-gathering education became-ah, for me - complete.  

When my wife and I drove into - Carl's camp on Lower Bay Lake in northern 

Minnesota, the day before the bass season opened, I again was all agog. This was 

it! This was the year! It was going to be like the book said.  

"Where do we go tomorrow?" I asked Carl. "Johnson Lake? Sand Lake? Widow?"  
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Carl grinned and shook his head, "None of them,” he answered, "We fish right here 

on Lower Hay.” 

"Huh?" I growled. "Look – I‟m not going pike fishing tomorrow and you might as 

well get that through your head. I'm going to catch the doggonedest biggest bass 

you ever saw, scads of 'em! Whatcha think I drove 500 miles for? …A wall-eye?"  

"You'll get bass," Carl said calmly.  

 "Bass - here in Hay?" I couldn‟t believe it, Hay is no pond and it channels into 

Whitefish, a whopper of a lake. They're wonders for wall-eyes and northerns, but 

who ever heard of fishing for bass in them? "Why,” I said, "Where would a guy…“ 

"That's what I mean!” Carl broke in. "That's what you're hiring me for. You'll find 

out in the morning. I'll knock on your door at 4 a.m." 

"FOUR A.M.?" I practically yelled. "What you going to do? Sneak up on these 

bass in the dark and scare 'em to death?" 

Carl shook his head."Where we‟re going to fish, we gotta get 'em before the sun 

warms the water top. Unless" - he paused significantly – “you want to still fish for 

'em?"  

I don't know what I threw at him . . . but I threw it.  

 It was exactly 4:30 when Carl and I climbed in the boat, after a hasty cup of coffee 

and something- or -other else. The morning was cold for mid-June, and the breeze 

that added a tiny lilt to the water bit deeply. Even the motor stuttered awhile until it 

warmed up. 

Over the rim of white pines on the eastern shoreline, the sky was tinging orange 

and white vaporish clouds, far up, were scudding along ahead of the glow. Pretty 

soon Carl swerved the boat into what appeared to be a little inlet in the shoreline, 

steered it around a bend – and brought us out on a big spread of water completely 

hidden from the lake proper.  
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It was an overflow, the kind that breeds mosquitoes. In its center whitened tree 

trunks, long past their prime, jutted out of the water. Around the edges rushes 

protruded, swaying with the gentle breeze in this secluded spot. The water didn't 

seem to be more than five feet deep, and in another month the weeds on the bottom 

would be so close to the top that it would be difficult to row a boat through the 

place. 

It was in this unlikely neighborhood that Carl cut the motor and said. "Let's get to 

fishing."  

"Here?" I snorted. "The only fish in here would be perch!"  

"Maybe I'd better explain," Carl said grinning, that know-it-all grin. "These big 

lakes are full of bass - real bass. Only people don't fish for „em. Too much water to 

cover – and too deep. But in the spring, the lunkers come into overflows like this to 

spawn. After they spawn, they stick around for a couple of weeks. So here and now 

is your chance to catch a big bass - and it you don't believe it, try it!"  

I stared. The blond Norsky knows as much about fishing as anyone I've ever met. 

Suppose there really were big bass in this mud-hole, this rush-in-fested mosquito 

incubator?  

If so, bass fishing. Was about to undergo a revolution. For years I, and all the 

people I knew, had been fishing for bass in bass lake. No one had even considered 

trying to find them in a pike lake. 

I attached a gray mouse plug,  

"In here," Carl remarked, "a black-and-white mouse works best."  

I glared at him. Couldn't I even pick out my own plugs? I cast the gray mouse. I 

was either going to be a hero, or the butt of a joke I hoped my fishermen friends 

back home would never hear about. Just imagine fishing for bass in a… 

The thought was unfinished, for at that precise moment something slapped my plug 

silly, knocked it a foot off the water. We heard the triple hooks clatter against the 
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mouse's sides. I saw a swirl, heard a splash as if someone had thrown a rock into 

the lake… 

And that was all. My plug came down again and rode the water in an eloquent 

gesture of repose.  

I did nothing; absolutely nothing. I just sat there and stared at that little gray mouse 

sitting all alone out there.  

Then I looked at Carl. "A northern?" I asked.  

Carl shook his head. "Bass!" he said.  

While I stared at Carl, unbelieving, my shoulders busted all to pieces. My wrists 

were jerked out of kilter, and my knuckles took a rapping like a boxer repeating a 

fancy left jab at them. I almost lost my grip on the cork handle of the rod.  

I snapped my head around. There, standing on his tail above the water and in the 

very act of spitting a plug at the inside corner of my left eye, was the kind of bass 

you read about in bluebooks. It was Mr. Lunker in person; the impresario of 

fishland on a bender-- only I was the guy who did the bending, to dodge that plug 

he so expertly spit at me.  

Rapidly I reeled in the plug, and then peered at Carl. He was casting a black-and-

white mouse - and trying valiantly to hold back that silly grin of his.  

I cast again.  

The big bass didn't come up again. Neither did Carl get a strike. We moved on a 

bit.  

"A deep hole around this little neck," Carl said, pointing to the shoreline. "With a 

wind, the drift carries the water around there fast. I've seen some mighty big bass 

lying in the cove."  

 I could hardly wait to get a plug in there. My gray mouse went sailing through the 

air. I'm not sure it even hit the water. If my eyes weren't deceiving me, just before 
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it splashed something black lashed out of the water and caught it in mid-air, then 

dived. I jerked.  

You've heard about the fury of a woman scorned? Brother, the woman in question 

had nothing on my bass! The barbed hooks must have stung him good and proper, 

for he went into a St. Vitus's dance that almost scared me, so fiercely did he shake 

and shimmy. He practically slapped all the water out of that pool. But fortunately, 

he stayed on the hook.  

All I did was lean back hard, and if something busted, it would just have to bust. 

That bass was moving fast - first away from me, then toward me, and then up into 

the air, then down to the bottom. Finally he slowed enough for my rod to unbend a 

trifle and let me give him a spot of line.  

I don't remember much else. When he came alongside the boat, I was on my knees 

in the bottom and all the line was reeled- in, and Carl was netting him. Then I 

breathed for the first time since the millennium.  

That bass weighed four and a quarter pounds. He had a frame like Atlas. He was 

twenty-and-one-half inches long. His belly was as thin as a knife, so we knew that 

he - I mean, she - had spawned recently and lost a lot of weight.  

I looked over my gray mouse. "Won't work, huh?" I chortled. "Need a black-and-

white one, huh? Man you're crazy!"  

Carl kept right on casting his black-and-white thing. Actually, though, he didn't; he 

cast only twice. On the second heave the water blew up as a sister bass to mine 

took hold. It came out of the water about three feet - I never in all my life saw a 

largemouth jump so high - and then rode roughshod away, streaking line off Carl's 

reel. That one, when the battle ended, proved to be just a shade smaller than mine.  

We worked on around the overflow, casting at the stumps in the middle and at the 

rushes on the sides. I had a couple of rises, but it was Carl who caught the fish. 

Twice more, as he brought that black-and-white rascal in, or let it lie atop the 

water, a big black plug-ugly tried to gobble it - and wound up, after a series of 
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capers, in the net, breathless and smoldering. Both scaled between three and four 

pounds.  

Then, grudgingly, I put on a black-and-white mouse.  

I think it was on the third cast that the roof fell in again. This was no tender-

tempered fellow, either. He was just as mean as my first, only he did more dashing 

and darting. Ever fight a bass in three feet of water? That's the depth we now were 

in. It's a whale of a lot different than fighting a bass where there's deep water in 

which he can dive, or a drop-off over which you can pull him.  

In shallow water you can't afford to let him run. You try your best to hold on while 

he changes directions like a snipe in flight, and when you give him line you'd 

better be prepared. Chances are he's going to come to the surface. Mine did. And 

that's the way I finally lost him.  

I lost yet another before I figured out that this all-shallows stuff requires a special 

technique. In five feet of water you can let the fish write his own ticket and sooner 

or later he'll tire. In three feet of water-mister, you'd better be on top of the battle or 

there won't be any more battle. The fish, like my third one, will just swim under the 

boat at a mile-a-minute clip and keep right on swimming. Or he'll shift like a 

halfback-and leave you so off balance that he can rattle the plug loose almost 

without trying and then swim tranquilly away.  

You've Got to Run the Show 

After I learned that I had to boss the bass and not let him boss me, I caught 

another, a frenzied four-pounder who got down in the weeds, around a tree stump, 

and under the boat before I finally won out. 

We cast for perhaps half an hour more. In the first ten minutes we had a couple of 

rises; swirls at the plug-butting it. Then things quit; A pair of loons, sojourning 

back in this lagoon, had quit their broken-winged flapping about to lure us from 

their nest and had settled to the water peacefully. The mallards had quit flying from 
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the rushes. Blackbirds were settling down to light in shoreline trees. The sun was 

waist-high on the horizon.  

"Bass fishing's over for the day," Carl said. "Early morning, before that sun gets to 

burning into this shallow water, is the best time to catch these fellows. Evening 

comes second. Don't waste time during the day."  

We went home to breakfast. I'd learned two lessons: Bass can be caught in a big 

pike lake; but when you are in shallow water you've got to be the boss.  

And do you know what? We had five bass that weighed seventeen pounds. That's 

the best opening-day string I ever saw!  

 

THE END 

 


