GETTING THOSE FAT GIRLS TO GO!
 I watched as John’s spinnerbait neared the boat. Trailing behind was a monsterous beast, looking to be in that 4 foot range. Just then, John noticed the serpent and stopped reeling to drop the lure right in her face. She paused for a second, then slowly turned giving us a good look at her. In an instant, she had disappeared back into the depths from which she came.

 This scenario plays out time and time again on all waters known to hold muskies across the country. The question many anglers ask themselves is,”What could I have done to make that fish eat?” I truly do not believe there is a solid answer for this. Nor do I believe that there is a way to get every following fish to eat. However, I do believe that there are certain things one can do to trigger some, if not a large number, of the fish into striking.

 By now, everybody’s heard of the figure eight. I’ll have to admit, I’m not the best at “eighting” fish. It’s definitely an art that every muskie fisherman should learn. I’ll talk more about it later, but triggering techniques should happen well before the bait is boatside!
Speed

 Muskie trollers have known for years that speed is a fantastic trigger for getting the toothy critters to go. It’s not uncommon for these guys to troll at speed of 5 MPH or more. Last fall in 46 degree water, I had a beautiful 40” fish inhale a swimbait that I was reeling just as fast as I could. So, don’t let colder water slow you down. When you think you’re cranking fast enough, kick it up a notch. Going from fast to faster just might get you some new teeth marks in your bait.

 Another speed technique I use works especially well with bucktails and spinnerbaits. It involves giving the rod a fast downward sweep, then slowly moving the rod tip to it’s original position. Kinda like working a jerkbait, but you never give any slack and you never stop reeling. That downward snap gives the bait’s skirt a nice pulsating action, and I believe a following predator perceives it as a meal frantically trying to escape.

Hovering
 Side to side gliders and walk the dog topwaters have a rhythmic dance that seem to mesmerize big fish. I’ve seen them follow a topwater for sixty yards only to take off at boatside. For me, stopping the bait would only produce a fish that would take off like a rocket from where it came. Again, the technique I’m about to suggest doesn’t work all of the time, but I don’t believe any technique does. Whether it be a glider or a topwater, when the bait gets about twenty feet from the boat, I try to make it dance in place. I do this if a see a fish following or not. Numberous times, I’ve had muskies come up and crush a topwater that I didn’t even see. Last season, I spoon fed a following twenty pounder by getting a manta to hover in her face. The idea is to try and get your bait to walk back and forth with little or no forward movement. This can be done by giving the bait extra slack line on the upswing of the rod. Either cut your reeling in half or try not reeling at all for a couple of sweeps. It takes some practice to get it down, but I guarantee it will put more fish in the boat.

Contact

 Bass fisherman have known for decades that making your bait come into contact with cover is a great triggering tactic. This is a great tactic for all freshwater predators. Ripping a minnowbait off of a cabbage stalk, grinding a crank over rock, or bumping reed stalks with your spinnerbait are all great muskie triggers. Some may not know or sometimes forget that making surface contact with subsurface lures is also a great method of getting the big girls to eat. I’ve had days when the only strikes I got is when my glider just grazed the water’s surface. Boiling spinnerbaits and bucktails by lifting up on the rod is also an excellent way to get them to go. I believe cover contact is a far underutilized tactic in muskie fishing.
“The 8”

 There are many muskie guys that rely and catch the majority of their fish on the “figure eight”. Unfortunately, I’m not one of them, but I’m learning. This is, without a doubt, an exciting and fantastic triggering tactic when done correctly. Longer rods of 7 1/2 feet or more give the angler a distinct advantage when executing the eight. The longer rods enable you to start the eight way out and keep it deeper and away from the boat. A smooth transition from the retrieve into the “figure eight” is key. It allows the following fish to keep your bait in its radar. I also tend to do big circles instead of an eight, but do whatever you feel comfortable with. Remember, don’t slow the lure down at boatside. If anything, speed it up.
Bait Modification

 It may be as simple as adding flash tape to a spinner blade, bending the tail on a suick, or adding weight to get a bait to rise a little slower. Bait modification can be that extra something to get that fish to go. One of the easiest lure enhancements is adding a curly tail grub to your bait. Many fisherman do this to their spinnerbaits and bucktails, but I wonder if they’ve thought about adding them to other baits? Last year, I added half a grub to the rear hook on my manta. Surprisingly, it didn’t effect its glide at all! Plus, it turned what I would consider a poor “figure eight” bait into something I have confidence in working boatside….. and we all know confidence is key to catching fish.

 When on the water this year, please try and keep these techniques in mind. Hopefully, they’ll help you get a fat girl to go next time you…… Raise the Beast!
