“If it’s March, it’s the Illinois River”

By Mark Komo

 
Yep, when March rolls around, the Illinois River starts heating up.  Sauger and
Walleyes start the migration to spawning grounds to put on the feed bag.
 
A scant 85 miles from Chicago, the Illinois River boasts a world class Sauger and
Walleye fisheree, visited by the likes of the IWT, RCL, and FLW Professional Walleye
Circuits.
 
Access is simple, with multiple launch throughout the river system. Match the bite with  the launch to cut down on the travel. Peru, Spring Valleye, Hennepin and Henry have quality launch facilities.  Bait is nearby, as are various lodging and dining options.
 
Big river fishing, though, takes a special breed.  With weather patterns nothing short of unstable, be prepared for the worst.  Weather and fish patterns, change all the time. Be sure to have your equipment and gear up to speed.
 
Basic Patterns Evolve 
First and foremost the vertical jig pattern is king here.  Start by using a 3/8 oz short shank Northland Fireball in either chartreuse or orange. Next be sure to use meat. The Illinois River is vey bait dependent, a big, juicy, fathead better be at the end of the line, even if using plastics. As for line, the typical presentation is Fireline in either 8/2 smoke or crystal. A 6 foot rod in extra fast tip, medium light with your favorite spinning reel is a good start.
 
Pulling 3 ways is another successful option.  A 4 foot leader tied to a floating Phelps jig head, with a fathead  is key. Keep your dropper short, opting for either a 1 oz fuzzy grub or pencil weight. Be sure to have the guy in the front have the heavier weight to avoid tangles. Here, a 6 to 7 foot Med baitcaster works great.  A "flipping " is best, however, baitcasters work too.
 
Lead core is another option, if conditions present themselves. With clearer water, and slowly reducing current and depths, leadcore cranks will get  you bigger fish.  Start by using 18lb leadcore on a line counter real and a soft tipped trolling rod in both 9 and 5 feet. You want the “spread” as  your work your pattern. Key cranks include the walleye diver and #5 shad rap.  Contrasting colors the key, as Pink is a top color on the Illinois.
