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FLW IS IN MY
BLOOD, TOO

EDITOR’S NOTE

Ireally liked something David Dudley said on stage during the 2019 FLW Tour
Angler of the Year award presentation back in June.
“Actually, one of the fish kind of cut my finger earlier today, and the letters

F-L-W came out of my blood. I don’t know what that means, but I bleed FLW.”
I feel the same way as Dudley, and while I might have worded my

thoughts a little differently, I couldn’t have said it any better.
As fans of tournament bass fishing, you know all about the changes that have

taken place in this industry in the last year. We’ve had to endure a lot of rumors
and a lot of talk about entry fees and payouts and the business behind big-time
bass tournaments. All the chatter has, at times, drowned out the fishing.

I don’t know what all is in store for the sport of pro bass fishing in the
next few years, but I know that despite any changes that have already
occurred, one thing has stayed the same. It’s what Dudley was getting at on
stage: Here at FLW, we’re all one big family. 

This organization is still comprised of some of the best anglers in the
world – people like Dudley and our new FLW Cup champ, Bryan Thrift – plus
a staff of hard-working, honest people who love bass fishing and love FLW’s
customers – you. 

I’m proud to be part of the FLW family. I grew up here. I was only 22 when
I started in the editorial department. When I attended the 2007 Cup at Lake
Ouachita in Hot Springs, Ark., not only was it my first bass tournament with
FLW, but it was my first bass tournament of any kind. 

My bosses at the time, possibly to test how badly I really wanted to do
this job, sent me out on the water with Dudley during practice. Dudley is
what you might call an “interesting cat.” He has a lot of personality. There’s
no one like him. He could obviously tell how green I was that day, which I
guess is why he picked on me the entire time. Whenever I’d write a note on
my pad, he’d pretend to narrate: “At 9:30 a.m., David scratches his butt.” He
also referred to me by my full name all day long. 

At one point, when he snagged a favorite crankbait on the bottom, Dudley
dove in after it. I couldn’t believe it. The water was 16 feet deep, which appar-
ently wasn’t too deep for Dudley. He worked his way down his fishing line,
rooted around the bottom, and eventually surfaced with a potato sack full of
rocks; his crankbait snagged in the fabric. That was my first “Dudley experi-
ence.” The photo I took of him showing off his crankbait stuck to that sack is
still one of my favorites from my career.

I’ll never forget that day. Despite the ribbings I took (I delivered a few, too),
I had a lot of fun. He showed me every detail of how he planned to catch his
fish that week, and I got to see a master at work. Though I’d started my job a
couple months earlier, I think that’s when I officially joined the family. 

Now, 12 years later, we’ve just wrapped up another Cup in Hot Springs.
Dudley is still at the top of the sport, and I’m still lucky to be writing about
him – two things I’m glad haven’t changed. 

Thanks, David, for sticking with FLW, and for not leaving me on the bank
that day. And congratulations from the entire FLW family on winning your
fourth FLW Tour Angler of the Year.

Curtis Niedermier, Editor-in-Chief
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At age 15, Brennon McCord and
his dad, Neil, won a bass boat in
an Illini Team Trail Classic. Seven

years later, the McCords – father and
son – celebrated an even bigger
moment with an on-stage embrace
after Brennon was crowned 2019 T-H
Marine FLW Bass Fishing League All-
American champion at the Potomac
River. As fathers are wont to do during
hours spent in a bass boat, Brennon
says his dad taught him about hard
work and commitment, which are obvi-
ously important traits for any aspiring
champion. 

PHOTO BY MATT PACE

FATHERLY LESSONS
IN BASS FISHING

They say every ounce counts in
tournament bass fishing, and that
was certainly the case for Blake

Albertson and Adam Puckett, members
of the Murray State University fishing
team, when they won the 2019 YETI
FLW College Fishing National
Championship on the Potomac River.
Shown here on the final day of the
championship, the Racers needed every
fish they could get to outlast a charging
Bethel University team by just 3
ounces. For reference, 3 ounces is
about the equivalent of a deck of play-
ing cards, and playing this fish perfectly
made the difference in Puckett and
Albertson earning the win and berths in
the 2019 FLW Cup at Lake Hamilton.

PHOTO BY JODY WHITE

RACING AHEAD 
BY OUNCES
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Don White’s career BFL earnings total a little more than
$1,500, but his earnings as an FLW Marshal are substan-
tially higher now. At the FLW Cup in Hot Springs, White’s
name was drawn to win a new Ranger Z518L powered by
a 200-hp Evinrude in the first-ever Marshal boat giveaway.

The Columbus, Miss., man participated in the Marshal
program at the FLW Tour event at Lake Chickamauga and
the FLW Cup at Lake Hamilton, earning four entries (one

per day) into the boat drawing. A total of 683 marshals
were entered in the drawing. 

“I’ve still got some tournaments back home. I’m fishing
the BFLs back in Mississippi, and my kids have been want-
ing me to move up from co-angler to angler,” White said
during an FLW Live interview on day three at the Cup. “I’ve
always said, when I win the boat I’m moving up. So, there
you go, I guess I’m moving up to boater next year.”

WHITE WINS MArSHAL bASS bOAT GIVEAWAy

u.S. SWEEPS GOLD MEDALS AT PAN AM
kAyAk CHAMPIONSHIP

The 2020 FLW Tour schedule was
announced at the FLW Cup pre-tourna-
ment banquet in Hot Springs, Ark., in
August. The season kicks off in January
and wraps up with the seventh stop just
ahead of Independence Day weekend. 

The full schedule is as follows: 

1. SAM rAyburN rESErVOIr
January 23-26 — Brookeland, Texas
Hosted by the Jasper County
Development District

2. HArrIS CHAIN OF LAkES
February 20-23 — Leesburg, Fla.
Hosted by Lake County, Fla.

3. LAkE MArTIN
March 19-22 — Alexander City, Ala. 
Hosted by the Alexander City Chamber
Of Commerce

4. CHErOkEE LAkE
April 2-5 — Jefferson City, Tenn.
Hosted by the Jefferson County 
Chamber of Commerce

5. LAkE HArTWELL
April 23-26 — Anderson, S.C. 
Hosted by the Anderson Convention 
& Visitors Bureau

6. LAkE DArDANELLE
May 14-17 — Russellville, Ark.
Hosted by Russellville Advertising 
& Promotion Commission 

7. DETrOIT rIVEr
June 25-28 — Trenton, Mich. 
Hosted by Detroit Sports Commission

2020

Capt. Blake Smith, an FLW Tour pro from
Lakeland, Fla., was presented with the 2019 Forrest
L. Wood Sportsmanship & Community Leadership
Award by the award’s namesake at the FLW Cup pre-
tournament banquet in Hot Springs, Ark., in August. 

A father of four, Smith travels the Tour with his
family and participates in FLW community outreach
programs in communities the Tour visits. He also
hosts about 30 outreach events of his own each year. They include
Christian programs and Meet the Pros nights. Smith is known among his
peers as a hard worker and a gentleman who’s always willing to lend a
hand for a good cause. 

Team USA dominated the Pan American Black Bass Kayak
Championship on Center Hill Lake at the end of May. FLW Tour pro Eric
Jackson (center) won the individual all-around gold medal with a two-day
catch of 21 bass that totaled 191.5 scorable inches as U.S. anglers
claimed the top five spots and eight out of the top 10. Drew Gregory (left)
won silver, with the bronze going to Emily Jackson (right), daughter of
Eric, who also won the individual women’s gold medal.

Anglers also fished in three-person men’s and women’s teams. Eric
Jackson’s team, which included Gregory and Matt Ball, won the gold
medal among the men. The U.S. women’s team of Bridgett Howard,
Shannon Williams and Jenn Nolan also won gold. 

In the overall event, the U.S. earned gold medal honors among the
eight competing nations, followed by Canada with silver and Costa Rica
with bronze. Other participants were Mexico, El Salvador, Puerto Rico,
Honduras and Dominican Republic.

For complete results, visit usabass.org.

SMITH HONOrED FOr 
SPOrTSMANSHIP, LEADErSHIP

SCHEDuLE



FALL 2019  I  FLWFISHING.COM 11

PH
O
TO

 B
Y 
M
AT

T 
PA

CE

SECOND HIGH SCHOOL FISHING CAMP DrAWS 300 ATTENDEES

FLW and Costa welcomed 230 high school
anglers and 70 adults for the second annual
High School Fishing Camp at Murray State
University and Kentucky Lake. Campers were
coached by about a dozen FLW Tour pros plus
FLW tournament directors, local guides and FLW
media staff on subjects such as boat maintenance,
tackle selection, fishing techniques, electronics use, fish
care, angler etiquette, social media and fishing industry
career planning. The adults in attendance were mostly
parents and club advisors who participated in seminars
on best practices for managing high school fishing teams.

In all, it was another successful venture in preparing
the next generation of professional bass anglers. 

“The 2019 camp left everyone in atten-
dance feeling energized for our sport and
excited to put the newfound knowledge to
work on the water,” says FLW National
Youth Director Scott Ellison, who led the

planning efforts for the camp. “It’s a tremen-
dous sight to see young anglers from every cor-

ner of our country come together with a shared
desire for the sport of fishing. We certainly expect to
see this camp continue to grow and provide more
opportunities for young anglers to pursue their fishing
passions.”

Details about the 2020 summer camp will be made
available in the spring.  
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     1        Tue           6:50     12:40          7:20       1:05
     2       Wed          7:45       1:35          8:15       2:0
     3        Thu          8:45       2:35          9:10       2:55
     4         Fri            9:40       3:30       10:15       4:00
     5        Sat         10:40       4:30       11:10       4:55
     6        Sun        11:30       5:20        —:—       5:45
     7       Mon        12:00       6:05       12:15       6:30
     8        Tue        12:45       6:50          1:00       7:15
     9       Wed          1:30       7:30          1:40       7:55
   10        Thu          2:10       8:10          2:20       8:35
   11         Fri            2:50       8:50          3:00       9:10
   12        Sat           3:25       9:30          3:40       9:50
   13        Sun          4:05     10:05          4:15     10:20
   14       Mon          4:35     10:50          5:00     11:15
   15        Tue           5:30     11:40          5:50     —:—
   16       Wed          6:15     12:05          6:45     12:30
   17        Thu          7:05     12:55          7:35       1:20
   18         Fri            8:00       1:50          8:30       2:15
   19        Sat           8:55       2:45          9:30       3:15
   20        Sun          9:50       3:45       10:25       4:10
   21       Mon        10:50       4:40       11:30       5:15
   22        Tue        11:45       5:35        —:—       6:05
   23       Wed        12:20       6:30       12:40       6:55
   24        Thu          1:10       7:20          1:30       7:45
   25         Fri            2:00       8:10          2:20       8:35
   26        Sat           2:50       9:00          3:10       9:25
   27        Sun          3:40       9:50          4:00     10:15
   28       Mon          4:30     10:35          4:45     11:05
   29        Tue           5:20     11:35          5:45     —:—
   30       Wed          6:15     12:05          6:15     12:35
   31        Thu          7:20       1:05          7:25       1:40

     1         Fri            8:10       2:00          8:45       2:30
     2        Sat           9:15       3:05          9:45       3:30
     3        Sun        10:10       4:00       10:40       4:25
     4       Mon        11:05       4:55       11:35       5:20
     5        Tue        11:50       5:40        —:—       6:00
     6       Wed        12:15       6:20       12:30       6:40
     7        Thu        12:55       7:00          1:10       7:20
     8         Fri            1:35       7:35          1:45       7:55
     9        Sat           2:10       8:15          2:25       8:35
   10        Sun          2:50       8:55          3:05       9:15
   11       Mon          3:30       9:30          3:40       9:55
   12        Tue           4:10     10:15          4:25     10:35
   13       Wed          4:50     11:05          5:15     11:30
   14        Thu          5:45     —:—          6:15     12:00
   15         Fri            6:40     12:30          7:15       1:00
   16        Sat           7:40       1:30          8:10       1:55
   17        Sun          8:35       2:25          9:15       3:00
   18       Mon          9:45       3:35       10:15       4:00
   19        Tue        10:40       4:30       11:10       4:55
   20       Wed        11:35       5:25        —:—       5:50
   21        Thu        12:05       6:10       12:20       6:35
   22         Fri          12:50       7:00          1:10       7:25
   23        Sat           1:40       7:45          1:55       8:10
   24        Sun          2:25       8:30          2:40       9:00
   25       Mon          3:15       9:20          3:30       9:45
   26        Tue           4:00     10:10          4:20     10:40
   27       Wed          4:55     11:10          5:20     11:40
   28        Thu          5:55     —:—          6:25     12:10
   29         Fri            6:50     12:40          7:20       1:05
   30        Sat           7:50       1:40          8:20       2:05

     1        Sun          8:45       2:35          9:15       3:00
     2       Mon          9:40       3:30       10:05       3:50
     3        Tue        10:30       4:20       10:55       4:40
     4       Wed        11:15       5:05       11:40       5:25
     5        Thu        11:55       5:45        —:—       6:05
     6         Fri          12:20       6:20       12:30       6:40
     7        Sat         12:55       7:00          1:10       7:20
     8        Sun          1:35       7:35          1:45       8:00
     9       Mon          2:15       8:15          2:25       8:40
   10        Tue           2:55       9:00          3:10       9:25
   11       Wed          3:40       9:45          3:55     10:15
   12        Thu          4:30     10:35          4:45     11:05
   13         Fri            5:20     11:40          5:50     —:—
   14        Sat           6:20     12:10          6:55     12:40
   15        Sun          7:25       1:15          8:00       1:45
   16       Mon          8:25       2:15          9:00       2:45
   17        Tue           9:20       3:10          9:55       3:40
   18       Wed        10:25       4:15       10:55       4:40
   19        Thu        11:20       5:10       11:50       5:35
   20         Fri          —:—       5:55       12:05       6:20
   21        Sat         12:35       6:40       12:50       7:05
   22        Sun          1:20       7:25          1:35       7:50
   23       Mon          2:05       8:10          2:20       8:40
   24        Tue           2:50       9:00          3:10       9:30
   25       Wed          3:45       9:50          4:00     10:20
   26        Thu          4:35     10:45          4:55     11:10
   27         Fri            5:25     11:45          5:55     —:—
   28        Sat           6:25     12:15          6:55     12:40
   29        Sun          7:15       1:05          7:45       1:30
   30       Mon          8:10       2:00          8:35       2:20
   31        Tue           9:00       2:50          9:25       3:10
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PACIFIC
STANDARD TIME

MOUNTAIN
STANDARD TIME

CENTRAL
STANDARD TIME

EASTERN
STANDARD TIME

OCT.                             AM                        PM             Moon
Date      Day       Minor     Major      Minor    Major     Phases

SOLUNAR TABLES® are designed to forecast the daily active feeding periods of fish. They are formulated from the position of the earth in relation to the sun and moon. The major periods last
for approximately 2 to 3 1/2 hours, and the minor periods last for approximately 3/4 to 1 1/2 hours. To determine the start of major and minor times for your area, find the bold time-zone rule on
the map. If you are located in the area left of the time-zone rule, add the number (in minutes) at the top to the corresponding time on the chart. If you are located in the area right of the time-zone
rule, subtract the number (in minutes) at the bottom from the corresponding time on the chart. Add one hour to all times during daylight saving time.

NOV.                            AM                        PM             Moon
Date      Day       Minor     Major      Minor    Major     Phases

SOLUNAR TABLES
OCTOBER, NOVEMBER, DECEMBER 2019

DEC.                            AM                        PM               Moon
Date     Day       Minor     Major      Minor    Major      Phases
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“I let Gary go first.
My daddy taught
me to respect my
elders.”
After weighing in
behind Gary
Yamamoto (age
75; Houston is 74)
on day one at
Seminole

“One of the good
things I figured
out by these two
days I’ve been
here is I haven’t
been fishing
around any other
boats. I think
that’s kind of a
bad deal. I proba-
bly should have
gone out there
yesterday morn-
ing and looked
for a couple of
boats and pulled
in there and start-
ed fishing.”

“I called him 5
pounds. You
want to check
that again?”
After weighing in
his lone fish for 
the day which
measured to be a
4-pound, 15-ounce
largemouth

“I figure I’m
going to do pret-
ty good tomor-
row. I should
have a good day
out there. One
thing I can figure
is I’m not going
to have much
competition.”
After finding out he
probably missed
the top-30 cut at
Chickamauga

“I’ve been catch-
ing a lot of little
bitty fish [in prac-
tice]. I caught one
the first day, and
Chris [Houston’s
wife] caught
three, and then I
caught three and
she caught six,
and then I caught
four and she
caught 10. But I
didn’t take her
today, so I caught
them all.”

“As long as you
got those blue-
birds and
canaries that are
flying south and
not north this
time of year, you
can usually get a
few bites on a
spinnerbait.”

Edited by
Justin Onslow

“I don’t have
any trouble
being humble,
because I’m
married and I’m
a tournament
fisherman. If
you got any
pride and you’re
those two deals,
you’re divorced
and you’re
broke.”

SAY WHAT?
BASS FISHING LEGEND JIMMY HOUSTON IS ALWAYS
QUICK TO MAKE US (AND HIMSELF) LAUGH OUT LOUD

There may not be a bigger personality in the history of bass fishing than the one and
only Jimmy Houston. From his signature blond locks to his colorful quips and metaphors,
the bass fishing icon has made a career of catching fish and being incomparably enter-
taining in the process.  

Houston’s career has spanned six decades, and it would be impossible to pin down all
of his greatest quotes and jokes from the water to the weigh-in stage. But, even in 2019 –
51 years since his first professional tournament – he’s still giving us pure gold every time
he has a microphone under his nose and a camera in his face.

Here’s Jimmy Houston, in 2019, from the FLW Tour weigh-in stage.

THE MILK RUN

FLWFISHING.COM I FALL 201918
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One Man’s Trash is Everyone’s Trash
The Great Pacific Garbage Patch (also known as the Pacific trash vortex) is the

“largest accumulation of ocean plastic in the world,” according to theoceancleanup.com.
Located between Hawaii and California, the incomprehensibly large mass of floating
debris (mostly in the form of discarded plastic) is somewhere between 1.15 million and
2.41 million metric tons in total and growing every day.

Recently, a number of environmentalists did their part to reduce that total, if only by a
fraction. In June, the group removed more than 40 tons of fishing net, along with about
two tons of other plastic that was donated to local artists to use in artwork to increase
awareness of ocean plastic pollution.

The 25-day expedition was carried out by volunteers of the Ocean Voyages Institute
and cost about $300,000. The group plans to carry out a longer three-month expedition
next year.

To learn more about Ocean Voyages Institute’s mission, visit 
oceanvoyagesinstitute.org. PH
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Heartbreak on The
Heart River

After an investigation by the North
Dakota Game and Fish Department
(NDGFD), Tom Volk’s potentially record-
setting catch was not to be.

The Lincoln man would have shattered
the North Dakota walleye record of 15
pounds, 13 ounces (previously set by Neal
Leier in 2018) by close to a pound with a
16-pound, 9-ounce behemoth walleye
caught on April 21, but the NDGFD deter-
mined the fish was foul-hooked and there-
fore not eligible to be considered for state-
record status.

Volk, for his part, was fishing with a jig
and plastic and said he mouth-hooked the
fish, which then became tangled in the line
while he was fighting it. The fish was ini-
tially certified by the NDGFD but was later
reconsidered due to further investigation.
The agency has since changed its record-
keeping policies to implement a two-week
waiting period before any potential record-
setting catch is verified.

Light Line, Large Fish
There’s more than one way to catch a dou-

ble-digit bucketmouth.
Back in April, California angler Tracy Hartman

did something few bass anglers would even
dream of doing: She landed an 11-pound, 8-
ounce bass on 2-pound-test line.

During a trout tournament on Dixon Lake,
Hartman was casting around a Berkley mini jig on light line. When the jig hit bottom, she felt
the thump of a big bite and set the hook on a massive largemouth – her new personal best.

After a five-minute fight and some assistance from a fellow angler (who lent her a net)
and her son, Carson (who did the netting), Hartman found herself face to face with a
potential women’s world record for 2-pound-test line, pending International Game Fish
Association approval.  
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FIshInG
PROFESSIONAL ADVICE FOR BECOMING A BETTER ANGLER

What’s InsIde:
AOY profile: How David Dudley found a
new source of motivation
Why patience is important in anyone's
quest to be a bass pro
Matt Becker’s best advice for accurately
fishing offshore in big water
We reviewed the Strike King KVD 1.5 Deep
The swimbait strategy a Chickamauga
guide uses to catch giants
Tom Monsoor breaks down the nitty gritty
on jigs
How to burn less fuel in your tow vehicle
Winning techniques from FLW’s summer-
time championships

Though they didn't win
by much, Northlake
Christian High School
(La.) anglers Sam Acosta
(left) and Christopher
Capdeboscq caught all
they needed to claim the
2019 High School Fishing
National Championship
on Pickwick Lake. The
champs beat out run-
ners-up Colin McCullough
and Justin Hamlin of
Cedar Bluff High School
(Ala.) by a margin of
only 1 ounce.
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avid dudley had been wrestling with it for
quite a while. he, like everyone else, had
always been told there’s no substitute for time
on the water when it comes to success as a

tournament angler. 
It makes sense. the simple fact of being older means

more hours logged on the water and more things learned
than some 23-year-old rookie. 

then he’d look around. he’d check the standings and
see names of anglers fresh out of college far above the
veterans. he’d see some in their 20s holding up champi-
onship trophies. he’d look at himself, 43 years old and
going on seven seasons since his last tournament victory,
and wonder if he was already on the downslope of his
career, despite the old adage saying otherwise.

“why is it these young guys are out-fishing the old
guys?” says dudley. “old guys are supposed to be wiser
and smarter. shouldn’t they be dominating? how come
they weren’t contending for more wins or angler of the
year titles?

“this is something I’ve wrestled with a long time, but
especially in the last few years. what is it you lose?”

the situation irritated him, mostly because he couldn’t
put his finger on what was going on.

It wasn’t physical. a 55-year-old pro can still physically
drag a worm, pitch a jig or cast a crankbait as well as a
25-year-old. 

could it be mental? but again, that goes against the
adage of having mental superiority through experience.

then what?!

STILL NOT SATISFIED
By Sean Ostruszka

D
david dudley’s historic aoy season and how he got here
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dudley claims he still doesn’t fully know. then again, in
talking with him after having just won his fourth flw tour
angler of the year title – the first angler to win four in the
tour’s history – you come to realize he may know more
than he thinks. by adapting his approach to the fishing
business off the water, he’s learned to do the same thing
on the water, showing that he can stay as relevant as ever
while capitalizing on decades of experience. and there’s
something else he definitely knows for sure.

“My first three angler of the year titles were awesome,
don’t get me wrong,” says dudley, “but this title means
more to me than my first three.”

a cot and youtube 
In trying to figure out how dudley just pulled off his

historic aoy run, it’s important to see where he’s been, as
well as where he’s going.

dudley’s road started almost 25 years ago. 
“a guy who lived in town with me, steve lloyd, actually

drove down to birmingham, ala., and slept on a cot out-
side the b.a.s.s. office,” dudley says. “this was back when
registering was busy signals on the phone and everything.
so he drove down, slept outside and then was the third
person in the door when they opened. he signed he and I
up for the bassmaster Invitationals. I was 18 years old.”

dudley enjoyed a fast start.
“Most people don’t know this, but I won angler of the

year,” dudley says. “the invitationals are considered triple-
a now, but back then, all the big guys fished them – denny
brauer, roland Martin, all of them – and I beat them.”

at 19, he fished his first bassmaster classic, fished his
first full year on the flw tour and won a bassmaster event.
at 28, he won the flw cup, and five years later he won his
first flw aoy. he added two more in 2011 and 2012. 

so, at the ripe old age of 36, he’d won a championship,
four pro-level aoys and five tour events. 

that’s about when the changes started.
for a number of years after his 2012 aoy, dudley still

cut checks and qualified for flw cups, but he wasn’t con-
tending for wins like he did earlier in his career. 

“I reckon I hold my standard high,” dudley says. “a lot
of guys are happy just to cut a check. Me? I’m mad. I want
to compete. I want to win.”

that came to a head last year, when he finished 38th
in the standings (not terrible at all, but his lowest finish
since 2009) and failed to make a single top 10 for the first
time since 2005.

something had to change, and he found it in the most
unlikely place.

“My kids would bug me to watch these videos on
youtube,” dudley says. “before two years ago I probably
hadn’t watched two minutes of youtube videos, but little
by little I’d start watching more and more. I’d be surfing
around realizing all the stuff you could learn.”

dudley was so taken by the scale of youtube and its
reach that he did something he never thought he’d do:
he became a “youtuber.”

“there’s probably not too many 40-year-olds trying to
become youtubers, but that’s exactly what I decided to
do,” dudley recalls. “I realized just how big this thing is,
and I can honestly say it’s changed my entire perspective
of not just myself and how I fish, but even in shifting my
career to the digital side.”

suddenly, the man who used to talk your ear off about
the intricacies of salt content in soft plastics was now
talking at length about engagement rates and follower
demographics on youtube, and about growing his follow-
er base to 300,000 and his digital goals off the water.

for those that have known him for a while, it’s quite
the shift, but it may be the shift he needed.

dudley’s 2019 season Recap
en route to his historic fourth flw tour angler of the

year title, david dudley was able to constantly adapt and
show off what makes him one of the best tournament
anglers in history. his performances can also teach any
tournament angler some valuable lessons.

sam Rayburn Reservoir – 13th
“I survived because of one hole. I didn’t have much

going, and I’ve learned that sometimes you can find fish
and repeat the pattern elsewhere, and sometimes you
just have that one spot. I just had the one hole and
milked it for all it was worth.”

lake toho – 21st
“that’s one where experience played a big factor,

just in being patient. I about left an area and decided to
stick it out a little longer. I caught 23 pounds in an hour,
just from being patient.”

lake seminole – 74th
“I can say at that one I didn’t do well due to a lack of

exploring all my options. I checked the rivers and vari-
ous areas, but I didn’t check a particular area of the
lake. that’s where all the big weight came from. If I’d
checked it, I probably could’ve found something more
than I had.”

Grand lake – 25th
“that one was definitely patience. It was so tough. I

decided in practice to try and find an area where I could
put my trolling motor down for eight hours and get two
to three bites. It took me three days to find it, but once I
did, I went into survival mode and grinded it out there.”

cherokee lake – 12th
“that was a fun one. everything was developing dur-

ing the week. It basically was just back-to-your-roots
bank fishing.”

lake chickamauga – 5th
“that was a tournament of leftovers. we were catching

the leftovers of fish that just got done spawning or left-
overs from the shad spawn or leftovers of the fry
guarders. sometimes, you just have to pick out what’s left
in the fridge instead of trying to cook up something new.”

lake champlain – 7th
“that was all about being able to erase history. I

checked a lot of history in practice, and I wasn’t com-
fortable with what I was seeing. so I switched it up. I’m
really proud of myself for that one, to not get caught up
with what I knew.”
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adapting the Want for more
after almost 25 years of professional fishing, an angler

might think there’s little left to learn in the sport. for
dudley, there are probably few scenarios he hasn’t dealt
with; few lakes he hasn’t fished; few techniques he hasn’t
mastered. 

Not surprisingly, it’s often at this moment of experien-
tial mastery, when the time-on-the-water adage is at its
peak, that the worst thing that can happen to an angler
(or any competitor) happens: he grows complacent. 

he stops practicing as hard, opting to rely on history.
he stops trying the newest techniques, figuring what
worked before will work again. 

In the process, he stops adapting, which is something
younger anglers do better than most as they try to gain
an edge over older anglers.

Much like many of the veteran greats before him,
dudley admits he’s dealt with the complacency issue. It’s
hard not to when you’re flw’s winningest angler, and
even your second-best performance is still cutting checks
and qualifying you for championships. 

fortunately, dudley is not wired like most. he’s far
smarter than he lets on; far more introspective and
adaptable, too (see: his growing youtube channel). 

so, yes, he became complacent for a little while. he
wrestled with it. then he put it in a sleeper hold and
pinned it, with his fourth aoy as his title belt. a big rea-
son why it all worked out is something dudley remem-
bers from his youth that’s always driven him.

“I’m never satisfied,” dudley adds. “My motto is to
never be satisfied, and if you’re going to be like that, you
have to adapt and evolve.”

that’s why this aoy is so special to him. he was able
to adapt and regain the fire he had when he was that 19-
year-old who stood toe-to-toe with the previous genera-
tion of veterans and won aoy.

the scary part is, now that the fire is back, we may be
on the verge of seeing something really special – a tour-
nament angler with the time-on-the-water advantage of a
veteran and the adaptability and fire of a rookie. dudley
knows it, too.

“I’m not satisfied with just four angler of the year
titles,” dudley says. “I want No. 5. I want No. 6.

“when my career is over, I want to make it really hard
for someone to beat my records, and I hope to go down
as one of the best.”
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H i g h  P e r f o r m a n c e  G r i p p i n g
Instantly Enhance The Feel and Performance 
of your Rod and Reel

Easy-to-apply, and great 
for all-weather conditions!

winngrips.com | 1.877.854.7601 | #fish2winn
WinnGrips.com, Winn, and the Winn Brand Symbol is a registered 
trademark of Winn Inc. © 2019 Winn Inc. All Rights Reserved. 

Standard wraps available in 96” and 44”

Slim wraps 66” designed for split grips and shorter handles

Slant Barrel Straight

Easy-to-apply, and great 
for all-weather conditions!

winngrips.com | 1.877.854.7601 | #fish2winn
WinnGrips.com, Winn, and the Winn Brand Symbol is a registered 
trademark of Winn Inc. © 2019 Winn Inc. All Rights Reserved. 
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There’s a reason they say, Curse like a sailor. 
That’s why we offer basic plans starting at $100 a year with 

options that won’t depreciate your watercraft and accessories*.

1.800.PROGRESSIVE | PROGRESSIVE.COM
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FISHING
TOURNAMENT ADVICE

By Joseph Webster

Imight’ve had the skills to com-
pete on the flw tour when I was
in my 20s, but it’s a good thing I

didn’t rush it. I wasn’t ready. Instead,
I was patient and waited until the
time was right. 

then, when I was 41, I won the
2016 the bass federation National
championship and got my opportuni-
ty to fish the flw tour through the
“living the dream” program. I learned
a lot in those years in between, and I
was ready to take advantage of the
opportunity and be a professional
angler when my time came.

I’m not saying everyone needs to
wait until they’re in their 40s to fish
the tour. when you’re
ready, you’re ready, and I
know a lot of young
anglers really are ready. all
I’m saying is, you really
need to be dang sure your
fishing skills, your finances
and your life are all in
order.

If not, I’m telling you,
you’d better grow up in a
hurry when you get to the
tour level, because those
boys will eat your lunch.

I worked my way up to
the tour gradually, starting
with fishing bass tourna-
ments in North alabama
with my dad and grandpa before I
was even a teenager. then, I fished
the costa flw series as a co-angler
for several years, which is a great way
to learn your skills. I actually learned
how to sight-fish in the costas, and
that’s how I won the tbf National
championship on table rock as a
boater. 

I was a good fisherman when I
was young, and I probably wanted it
a lot more in my 20s. I just wanted
other things, too. I got married to my
wife, deah, and raised two daugh-
ters, Mariah and olivia, who are now
20 and 15. I built an insulation busi-
ness that I’ve run for 12 years, and I
kept fishing the bfls and federation,

hoping I would get a little lucky and
win the championship. It didn’t come
easy. I made four tbf Nationals
before I won.

taking my time really helped me
financially. My business pretty much
runs itself when I’m gone, so I’m not
building debt in order to fish. 

I know some young anglers who
ran up major debt trying to make it,
and they failed. that’s debt they might
never recover from. I’m telling you,
when you’re broke, all you’re worried
about is making a check to pay the
bills. If your bills are paid, you can
focus on trying to win. and if you
think you’re going to go out and solely

make a living fishing at first, you’re
probably wrong. you need a way to
make money when you’re not on the
road.

that’s why I encourage a lot of
young people to consider the con-
struction trades. there’s good money
in it and a lot of demand for skilled
workers. handymen can name their
price these days, and, eventually, if
you can work for yourself, you’ll have
the flexibility to go fish tournaments.
Not a lot of jobs offer that.

because I run my own business, I
also understand what sponsors are
looking for when they pay someone
their hard-earned dollars to go to
work for them. If they’re going to pay

you up front, before you even start,
you had better give them an honest
day’s work, or it’s not going to last
long.  

that’s why I try to work for spon-
sors that are close by where I live, or
that I can support without a lot of
extra travel. I just can’t do as much as
some other pros when I have to be
home running my business. that’s
ok, though. you have to be honest
with yourself and your sponsors. 

during those years, I also learned
to be patient, which helps in a 170-
boat tournament, when you know
you’re going to find other anglers in
the places you want to fish. I learned

to be confident in myself
as an angler, and to apply
my skills instead of chas-
ing dock talk.

I also learned to not
fish scared, which wasn’t
easy at first. when I joined
the tour, I fished to sur-
vive. I’d be right at the cut-
off line to make a check,
and I’d think, “If I just catch
another limit tomorrow, I’ll
make a check.” ten thou-
sand dollars is a lot of
money, but a lot of times,
fishing with that attitude, I
didn’t catch them. I’ve
since learned to fish a little

more on the edge.
I share my story not to tell you

how you should live your life, but
because everything worked out so
well for me, and I think it can work
out for others, too. there are more
opportunities now than ever before
to compete in bass fishing, and there
are plenty of success stories about
anglers who made it at the top when
they were young. 

but there are also good reasons to
be patient, to wait until the time is
right and to not give up if you don’t
get your break right away. when it’s
your time, and you do it on a sched-
ule that works for you, you’ll be a lot
better off in the long run.  

PATIENCE CAN PAY OFF
photo by kyle woodDON’T RUSH YOUR RUN FOR THE TOUR; WAIT UNTIL THE TIME IS RIGHT
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FISHING
BASS SKILLS

Big-water boat control has gotten a major shot in
the arm from today’s high-tech bass-boat acces-
sories. thanks to powerful batteries, the Minn kota

ultrex trolling motor and incredibly precise electronics,
the days of dragging drift socks and tubes across large
swaths of water are basically gone. It’s now a precision
affair, even when the waves are rolling.

still, that doesn’t mean just anyone can show up at
lake erie with an ultrex and hit a rock pile with a drop-
shot in 4-footers. It takes proper technique, even if the
techniques have changed in the last decade or so.

1. the trolling motor
like most flw tour pros, great lakes fanatic Matt

becker rigged his tournament boat with an ultrex. If you
have one and the waves are about 3 feet tall or less, just
point the bow into the breeze, punch the spot-lock but-
ton and you’re locked in place. with other motors, the
same concept applies, but you’ll have to control the
trolling motor.

regardless of the trolling motor you choose, get the
longest shaft that will fit your boat. the more you can keep
the head in the water, the more efficient you’ll be. becker
has the 52-inch model.

2. mini-drifts
when the waves are too big to hold the boat in place

with a trolling motor, becker performs short, accurate
“mini-drifts” over his waypointed spots.

a drift starts upwind of the spot by lining up parallel
with the waves using the big motor. once in place, becker
shuts down the outboard, then cranks it toward the
upwind side of the boat as far as it’ll go. during the drift,
as waves push against the canted motor, the force of the
water helps direct the bow back toward the waves. this

3 TIPS FOR BIG-WATER
BOAT CONTROL

By Curtis Niedermier

HOW TO HIT YOUR BEST SMALLIE SPOT
IN THE WIND AND WAVES
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little trick helps with keeping the bow aligned and makes
small directional changes easier with the trolling motor. 

“you always want to be making adjustments and even
just slowing down a little bit,” becker says. “sometimes you’ll
drift at 2 or 3 mph and it’s way too fast to fish effectively.”

then it’s just a matter of steering over the spot and
catching fish. becker mostly fishes vertically, or he makes
short pitches to bass he marks on the graph.

“If I see a fish on my graph, I’ll pitch out to where I think
my trolling motor was when I passed over it,” becker adds.
“If I’m blind-fishing and know I’m in a good area, I’ll pitch
directly in front of the bow of the boat so there’s no ten-
sion on the line as the bait sinks. I’m never making a long
cast; it’s 50 feet at the most, just letting my line out and
opening my bail so the bait can sink straight down.”

3. Realigning
once becker figures out where to start his drift in order

to pass perfectly over a spot he adds a second waypoint
on his starting point. this makes repeat passes easier.

getting back to the starting point at the end of a drift
isn’t always fun in the waves. becker advises not driving
straight back over your fish. Instead, you’ll stay drier by
zigzagging back to your starting point. 

“I usually at least try to jump up on plane,” he adds.
“that way you’re not getting wet. or at least plow at 10
mph or so and get the nose of the boat up. It all depends
how big the waves are.”

Go with the Flow when Graphing
becker suggests idling with the wind when searching

big water with electronics. 
“you’ll get a better read and not be bouncing around,” he

says. “It allows you to scan more smoothly. It may be a little
harder to get lined up with them, but it’s worth it to run or
plow – whatever you want to do – to get lined up.”  

3DB® PENCIL
Big Topwater Walk-The-Dog Action 

BONE

PRISM 
GOLD BLACK

PRISM 
CHARTREUSE 
SILVER

NEW! Larger 5” version! 
The irresistible walk-the-dog action mimics larger baitfish. Loud one-knocking 
sound chamber attracts big fish. The three sturdy treble hooks increase landing 

ratio. Available in 4” and 5” sizes, and nine prism and painted finishes. 

Yo-Zuri.com

BRAXTON SETZER
Yo-Zuri Pro Staff
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STRIKE KING KVD 1.5 DEEP By Matt Williams

product development
experts at strike king
didn’t reinvent the

wheel with the kVd 1.5
deep crankbait, but they
did add a new dimension to
the company’s square-bill
lineup that takes the hunt-
ing, wandering talents of its
most popular shallow-diver
to a depth range typically
filled by magnum square-
bills, coffin bills and other
medium-diving plugs.

First Impression
the 1.5 deep’s body is

made with an identical
mold as the shallower-div-
ing 1.5 square-bill, resulting
in a familiar body shape.

both crankbaits also fea-
ture the same premium
components, including
VMc trebles, stainless o-
rings, 3-d eyes and an oval
line tie. 

but there are some dif-
ferences, the most obvious
being the 1.5 deep’s inch-
long squared bill that caus-
es the bait to dig deeper in
the water column and do
an erratic dance as it
deflects off stumps, rocks
and other hard objects 8 to
10 feet beneath the sur-
face. It’s also noticeably
heavier thanks to an inter-
nal weight that bolsters
casting distance but doesn’t
appear to take away from

the bait’s action. the finish-
es are above average in 25
attractive color schemes.

In action
the beauty of a good

square-bill crankbait is the
way it triggers reaction
strikes as it hunts and
deflects off hard objects
such as rocks, stumps and
pilings, or traverses sub-
merged grass. for testing, I
took the 1.5 deep to a trio
of east texas lakes, includ-
ing lake Naconiche, a 692-
acre reservoir full of timber,
stumps and brush. while
the bait fooled a few fish
and navigated the jungle
fairly well, it did snag a few
times, but I always got it
back. It also did a good job
of popping free from deeper
grass and bumping around
riprap and dock pilings. 

the 1.5 deep lacks the
buoyancy of the standard
1.5 square-bill crankbait, so
it doesn’t float up and out
of cover nearly as quickly
when paused. I compared

the buoyancy of the two
lures in 2 feet of water. It
took three seconds for the
standard model to rise to
the surface; the 1.5 deep
took six seconds. 

as castability goes, the
bait cuts the wind and sails
like a rock.

Final thoughts
prior to the 1.5 deep,

the only way to apply a
square-bill presentation
on rock, shell, wood or
grass that’s too deep for
standard models was to
go with a larger-bodied
“magnum” crankbait. Not
anymore. 

the 1.5 deep is adver-
tised to dive to 10 feet on
10-pound-test fluorocar-
bon, and you can shallow
it up using monofilament
or a larger-diameter fluoro
line. It should be ideal for
when you need to reach
structure and cover out in
that medium-depth zone
and want to stick with a
square-bill presentation.

photos by Matt pace

FISHING
PRODUCT REVIEW     



Fall 2019  I  FlWFIshInG.com 35

performance advice
square-bill crankbaits usually

shine the brightest when they are
crashing or bumping into stuff. It’s
critical to pay close attention and stay
in contact with this bait during the
retrieve, especially when it’s bumping
and banging through heavy wood
well below the surface. It’s not as
buoyant as the shallower strike king
square-bill model, so it could get into
trouble in really dense, branchy stuff.

other than that, throw it with your
favorite cranking rod and 10- to 12-
pound-test fluorocarbon.

+ casts long distances,
even in the wind

+ comes through cover
well

+ deflects and hunts when
crashed into hard objects

+ Great color assortment
+ Good hooks 
– less buoyant than most

standard square-bill
crankbaits

• banging around riprap, wing
dams, gravel or shell beds

• deflecting off stumps and
dock pilings

• probing submerged grass
beds and brush piles

• targeting suspended fish

• fishing in windy conditions

• covering water quickly

APPLICATIONS

HITS & MISSES

LONG LIP:
an extended square(ish) bill helps
the bait dive to depths of 8 to 10
feet without sacrificing its ability
to wander, hunt, deflect and per-
form other tricks good square-bill
crankbaits are famous for.

CLASSIC BODY
SHAPE:
the body is identical in shape and
size to the shallow-diving kVd 1.5
square-bill.

FIXED INTERNAL
WEIGHT:
strike king strategically placed a station-
ary internal weight to aid in casting and
to promote maximum diving depth while
enhancing the hunting action.

>> ON THE WATER

DETAILS
MSRP:
$7.59 at
tacklewarehouse.com

Size:
7/16 ounce

Length:
3 3/8 inch (bill to tail)

Hooks:
VMc No. 4

Contact: 
strikeking.com  �
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FISHING
COLUMN

In order to make a living, a fishing guide
must stay flexible. after all, the goal at
the end of each day is a boatload of

happy clients, anxious to sign up for
another trip. If those clients are satisfied
with catching little fish, so be it.

I get the impression that, at times, billy
wheat has to remind himself of this con-
cept. a full-time guide on tennessee’s
famed lake chickamauga, wheat is one of
the most popular – and heavily booked –
commercial operators on the lake, requir-
ing him to keep the rods bent at all costs.

but, I think he’d rather just fish for one
bite.

“you can catch a big fish at any time
here,” wheat says. “but, if you’re out chas-
ing schoolers, or finesse fishing, or just
out to catch fish, it’s a no-go.”  

big-bass fans will recognize
chickamauga as the Mid-south’s premier
lunker destination, thanks to aggressive
trophy management by the tennessee
wildlife resources agency. florida-strain

bass-stocking efforts began in 2000, but
were tweaked a few years later to ensure
better survival of the fingerling stock. the
results were magnificent. by 2012,
chickamauga was home to loads of bass
exceeding 10 pounds apiece. catching
them, however, is never as simple or easy
as it may seem.

locating loners
wheat believes the entire procedure

for targeting chickamauga’s monsters is
different from the norm. he says even the
most predictable big-bass locations are
only occupied for short windows, for rea-
sons we may never know. finding them
starts with understanding their habitat
preference.

“they’re the most isolated,” he says,
referring to both the biggest bass and their
preferred locales. “It may be one big, isolat-
ed stump. a single big fish will set up there.
but you might have to visit that stump 20
or 30 times before you’ll catch it.” 

BIG
BASS
QUESTB

A
LO

G
’S

Joe BaloG
joe balog is an accomplished
tournament fisherman from
the upper Midwest who relo-
cated to florida to scratch his
lifelong itch to chase trophy
largemouths.

photos courtesy bIlly wheat

BIlly Wheat’s chIcKamauGa GIants
HOW A TENNESSEE GUIDE KEEPS HIS CLIENTS ON TROPHY BASS

Driftwood Custom Baits Swimbait
and Super 8 Weedless Jighead
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the guide begins his search for prime areas by graph-
ing, but he does his searching for winter in May. that’s
because the water at chickamauga is drawn down each
year starting in early fall, leaving prime cold-water areas
too shallow to properly graph late in the year. Instead,
wheat prefers to look in late spring, before much aquatic
plant growth occurs, and when water levels are high
enough to allow him access to areas that set up right for
prespawn bass.

he focuses on isolated current breaks on river bars,
usually in 3 to 12 feet of water. 

“on every tennessee river lake that’s drawn down –
every one – the big fish are shallow in the winter,” wheat
adds. 

usually the band of water with the ideal depth range is
very narrow; about as wide as a bass boat is long. 

“the front of the boat will be in 3 feet; the back in
about 12,” wheat says. “It’s like a 20-foot-wide trough.”

these “troughs” on the sides of river bars feature the
best current flow, broken up by the best cover objects. 

“ditches, tongues, current breaks, shell beds, stumps,
drops – anything different out there on that river bar,” says
wheat, referring to ideal targets that he’s searching for.

shell beds are particularly attractive.
“living mussels will only exist in places out of the cur-

rent and with hard bottom,” wheat explains. 
what he describes are naturally good places to come

in contact with a giant. they might also exist in the small
current breaks created by other objects, such as a stump,
or a swing in the overall bottom contour along the “wall,”
or side, of a river ledge. 

wintertime fishing usually coincides with a steady cur-
rent flow compared to the fluctuations of summer, when
power generations vary. wheat insists the biggest fish live
on the ledges throughout the year, and they simply ride
out the conditions, setting up on the best places to hunt
large, main-lake forage. 

despite conditions that, at times, seem like a raging
river, if you’re throwing in the right spot, says wheat,
there’s really not that much current – the benefit of locat-
ing current breaks.

Riding the Bait
beginning in November, wheat spends the majority of

his time out on the drawn-down river bars, keeping his
lure in the realm of the giants. 

“you have to be patient,” he says. “you’ve got to stay in
that zone; on that wall.”

wheat will often use his Minn kota trolling motor’s
spot lock feature to hold on the down-current side of a
given target so he can present casts naturally with the
angle of flowing forage. he describes the proper presen-
tation as “riding the bait.” 

“you’re really managing your line,” he says. “your line
gets pulled by the current, and you have to keep your
lure on that wall.”

as the line flows down, the lure trails, often tumbling
down into the mouth of trophy bass lurking below. 

Not surprisingly, wheat’s arsenal of lures throughout
the year consists of oversized offerings, including flashy
umbrella rigs and jigs with bulky trailers. however, in win-
tertime, a driftwood custom baits swimbait nearly
always gets the call.

the 5-inch driftwood bait is a favorite among
chickamauga stalwarts. wheat fishes it on the company’s
super 8 weedless jighead, aptly named for the head’s
robust 8/0 hook. It has a screw-lock bait keeper and chin-
weighted design.

“It’s a front-loaded head that can fish through any-
thing,” wheat says.

he insists naturally swimming options replace any bot-
tom bouncing that goes on in the postspawn. 

“In summertime, you slam everything on the bottom.
In winter, you swim everything through the column,” he
explains.

the driftwood swimbait is key for this presentation
because, according to wheat, it swims at any speed, and
it swims on the fall, which is critical when the bait is tum-
bling through the current. 

wheat’s rod of choice is a heavy-power denali just under
8 feet in length, matched with a high-speed daiwa reel. 

“the big fish want to go back to that timber, or what-
ever they’re on,” wheat says. “you need to hit them and
pull them away from that, out into the current.”

a hunter of Big Bass
all throughout the year, billy wheat continues to work

toward his passion of “pushing people to become better
big-bass fishermen.” he doesn’t hide the fact that he
enjoys educating his clients on the lifestyles of the fish,
how to read current and the importance of being patient,
as well as understanding nature and the underwater
environment as a whole. like just about every big-bass
expert I’ve interviewed, wheat is a hunter and a student
of the game.

that passion flows into each outing. 
“I know where to put people – and what to put in their

hands – to give them the best shot at a big fish,” wheat adds.
“that’s what I love to do. that’s my love for the sport.”  

Billy Wheat with a pair
of Chickamauga giants.
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FISHING
THE TACKLE JUNKIE

there may be no lure simpler
than a jig.

take a hook, mold some lead around it
and … ta-da. you have the most effective
fish-catcher in the history of fishing. 

of course, if it were really that simple,
there’d be no reason for this article. 

like many things, the simple has
become insanely complex. head shapes,
hooks, skirts, weedguards – there’s no
shortage of specialization. then there are
the real intricacies; things like eyelet-to-
shank angle, how the eyelet is turned,
lead composition, weedguard angle, trailer
keeper, skirt attachment and on and on.

but do all these things really matter, or
are they just marketing fluff to sell fisher-
men? what really makes a good jig?

I’d love to say I had the answers to
these questions, but I don’t. with all the
personal preference inherent to jig selec-
tion, it’s probable that no one has all the
answers, but if anyone is going to come
closest, it’s flw tour pro tom Monsoor. 

Monsoor studies jigs like it’s a science.
he’s obsessed with them, really. Monsoor
pours more than 2,000 jigs a year and has
been designing jigs for more than two
decades. through all that time, he has dis-
sected some key nuances that he says do
separate one jig from another, regardless

of personal preferences or fishing style.
let’s break them down.

the head
a good jig is all about balance –

between the head’s shape and its size,
and between the head’s weight and the
size of the hook. 

If a jig is out of balance, it probably
won’t perform nearly as well as it could.
luckily, this isn’t something you need to
worry about much unless you’re designing
jigs at the extremes of hook and head size. 

“honestly, just keep it simple with the
head shapes and sizes,” Monsoor says.
“you see all these new shapes and odd
sizes. stick with traditional shapes and
sizes. they’ve been around a long time for
a reason.”

the hook
the reason Monsoor started designing

and pouring his own jigs decades ago
was because he wanted the best-quality
hook he could get for his jigs. jig hooks
often take a pounding, so a quality hook
is a must, but many anglers mistake size
or strength for quality. Not Monsoor. to
him, a quality hook is one that will stay
sharp and can be sharpened easily if
needed. 

By Sean Ostruszka
sean ostruszka is a lure
designer whose baits
have been sold by various
tackle companies. he’s
also a freak for tackle
details.

THE
TACKLE
JUNKIE A JIG IS A JIG IS (NOT) A JIG

TOM MONSOOR HAS LEARNED MORE ABOUT JIGS THAN ALMOST ANYONE
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“you actually want the lightest-
wire quality hook you can get away
with for any technique,” Monsoor
adds.

your jig’s hook might be a gaff, but
a hook that’s too strong or thick also
has the propensity to dull easier and
have a harder time penetrating a
fish’s mouth, both of which cause you
to miss more fish.  

the Weedguard
denny brauer once mentioned to

me that a good jig fisherman can
work a jig without a weedguard
through a brush pile and never get
hung. by that standard, most of us
are probably not good jig fishermen.

still, he was onto something: a
weedguard is not always necessary.
In fact, Monsoor will often go with-
out a guard at all unless he knows
he’s fishing cover. even then, he
wants the lightest guard he can get,
because a guard is designed to keep
things off the hook, and it doesn’t
“know the difference” between a
weed and a fish’s mouth.

If you are going to use a jig with a
weedguard, make sure the angle
between the guard and the hook
shank is 45 degrees or less.

“you don’t want the guard sticking
straight up,” Monsoor says. “you’ll
never hook a fish.”

and don’t be afraid of wire or thin-
ner guards. you want a guard just
strong enough and angled enough to
protect the hook but also light
enough so it doesn’t restrict the hook
point from penetrating a bass’ mouth.

the skirt
In Monsoor’s eyes, jig skirts are

more style than substance. 
yes, color is important, and so can

be material, but most skirts are pret-
ty decent quality. what separates
one jig from another is the strand
count and how it’s held to the jig.

you’ll actually get more action
from a skirt with fewer strands, and
while most production jigs are
secured to the shank by a rubber
band, skirts held on by wrapped wire
are more durable in the long run. 

the eyelet
there are two key aspects to the

eyelet: angle and turn.
It’s not always easy to see the

specific angle of the eye to the shank
because where the eyelet bends up
(assuming it does) is covered in lead.
still, a 45-degree angle is best for
most applications. you can get away
with less for swim jigs, but too low
an angle can cause issues with hook
penetration, depending on the tech-
nique being used.

Meanwhile, the eyelet can either
run parallel to the hook shank or be
turned perpendicular to it. In general,
if you’re fishing cover or swimming
your jig, go with the straight/parallel
eye since it comes through cover bet-
ter. If you’re dragging your jig, a per-
pendicular eye will keep your knot
dead center and may reduce snags.

there’s a lot more to choosing jigs,
but a lot of jig fishing is personal pref-
erence, and this brief guide is a good
start. hopefully, Monsoor’s advice sim-
plifies what has become a not-so-sim-
ple staple in every angler’s arsenal.



FlWFIshInG.com I Fall 201944

FISHING
BOAT TECH

professional bass fishermen are
road warriors. while fly guides
log more miles on foot, and

salty captains rack up the hours on
their outboards, no angler puts in
more time behind the wheel than a
touring bass pro.

through decades of travel, many
have learned how to squeeze a few
more miles out of each tank, often
saving thousands of dollars a year at
the pumps. let’s uncover their
secrets.

Billy mcdonald: 
King of the odometer

often recording in excess of
50,000 miles annually – the bulk of
them with a bass boat trailing
behind – flw pro billy Mcdonald
knows a thing or two about the finer

details of towing. his truck of choice
is a half-ton toyota tundra with a
short bed and the largest cab avail-
able. Mcdonald’s latest toyota fea-
tures a 5.7-liter V-8 engine, produc-
ing 381 hp and 401 foot-pounds of
torque.

regarding fuel efficiency, the 5.7-
liter tundra advertises 13 mpg in the
city, and 17 highway. with boat and
gear in tow, Mcdonald reports an
average of 10 mpg. he cites two neg-
ative impacts to his setup. 

“gas mileage is a factor of how
you put your foot in it,” he jokes, “and
mine’s not real good at staying out.” 

I can personally confirm that most
vehicles feature a fuel economy
“sweet spot” when towing. My chevy
suburban, for example, gets far bet-
ter mileage at 68 mph than it does at

72. It’s worth experimenting on your
next road trip to try and find your
rig’s sweet spot. 

Mcdonald also partially blames
some aftermarket modifications. a
lift kit coupled with larger, aggressive
tire treads adds to the cool factor of
his rig, but robs him of a mile or two
in fuel efficiency. 

a stickler for details, Mcdonald
makes up for the shortcomings the
best he can by monitoring every part
of his system. 

“tire pressure is a major deal,” he
insists. “tires are made to be full.” 

In fact, Mcdonald confirms that
proper tire inflation not only allows
for maximum mpg, but it’s a strong
factor in preventing tire failure. 

“In 30 years, I’ve blown only one
tire that I can remember.” 

HOW TO SAVE FUEL WHILE TOWING
THE FLW TOUR’S ROAD WARRIORS HELP YOU MANAGE YOUR BASS BUDGET By Joe Balog

IllustratIoN by joe Mahler
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Mcdonald is a supporter of the
general tire brand, and changes out
his factory boat trailer tires to
altiMaX rt43s. he says he easily gets
35,000 miles out of a set.

all tires on his truck and trailer
are properly balanced at a service
station to ensure best performance
and even wear. and a b&w
adjustable hitch allows for the per-
fect tongue height, with the boat
level on the hitch and a significant
amount of weight toward the front,
thus preventing any trailer sway.

proper loading of the boat in tow
is also important. In general, tongue
weight should equal 15 percent or
more of the overall trailer weight,
and 60 percent or more of the load
should be in front of the axles. 

while modern bass boat trailers
feature wheels placed very near the
rear, remember, the heaviest item on
your trailer – your outboard – is in the
far back. Improve weight distribution
by placing the heaviest parts of your
load up front, including heavy tackle
items (tungsten), extra outboard oil,
coolers filled with drinks and ice, and
bulk bags of soft plastics.

Brian latimer: 
Go diesel, stay diesel

gas or diesel is a common debate
among the bass boat-towing crowd.
flw pro brian “b. lat” latimer opted
for a 2016 chevy truck featuring a
duramax diesel.

he didn’t go that route because it
was the trendy thing to do.
remembering his rookie season,
where a truck camper and heavy
load required gas stops every couple
hours, b. lat eventually went the way
of the heavy haulers. he was imme-
diately impressed.

“the big thing is that I don’t notice
any real difference in mileage, no
matter what I’m hauling,” latimer
says, though he’s quick to dispel
claims of 20-plus-mpg fuel economy.
he says mileage in the “teens” is
common, even with boat in tow and
a camper on top.

those considering the diesel
option would be wise to do the math
based on fuel costs. currently, gaso-
line is priced about $.30 per gallon
less than diesel, but the efficiency
difference can outweigh that cost. 

using our pros’ reported mileage
(10 mpg for Mcdonald’s gas burner

and 14 mpg for latimer’s diesel), and
the u.s. average fuel prices per gal-
lon at press time of $2.82 for gas
and $3.15 for diesel, we can see the
difference over a 500-mile trip.

Mcdonald would burn 50 gallons,
while latimer would burn 35.71 gal-
lons. latimer pays more per gallon,
but less per mile. In this example,
Mcdonald would spend $141 to tow
500 miles, and latimer would spend
about $112, for a savings of about
$29, which could really add up over a
long season.

Negative factors must be consid-
ered, as well. diesel trucks are more
expensive to purchase than compara-
tive gas models. service issues can be
much more costly, including trans-
mission flushes and filter changing,
and modern diesels demand def
fluid for emission control.

this seemingly archaic environ-
mental fix-all is likely the biggest
downside of diesel engines, as def
monitoring errors can result in a
total shutdown of the engine. In
addition, def fluid must be added
regularly; my figuring equates to
about $20 worth of def fluid for
every 100 gallons of diesel fuel. 

latimer is a fan of diesel, regard-
less of any negatives.  

“the biggest benefit is the power,”
he says. “I can pull my boat any-
where in the country and never take
my truck out of cruise control.” 

research confirms the torque –
and, therefore, the ability to pull a
heavy load – of latimer’s duramax
diesel motor is in a whole different
category than comparable gasoline
engines, coming in at 765 foot-
pounds.

In addition, diesel engines last
much longer than gas – quite often
reaching hundreds of thousands of
miles – resulting in higher resale
value. In all, consumers must consid-
er how often they tow extra-heavy
loads, what they tow them through
and how long they plan to keep a
truck.

finally, consider additional ways
to gain a 1/2 mpg here and there.
avoid filling fuel tanks on your boat
until you reach your destination. a
full tank on a ranger Z520 comes in
around 330 pounds. this could
reduce fuel efficiency by as much as
1 mpg. 

the same goes for aerodynamics.
some boat covers ride high and
catch the wind. removing pedestal
seats can further streamline a boat’s
profile. and consider a pick-up top-
per to add a slip-stream benefit to
your trailing rig. for some long-bed
trucks, the topper increases mileage
quite a bit.

gas prices go up and down
beyond our control. but you can do
the research to maximize mpg. It all
adds up in the end.
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FISHING
WINNING TECHNIQUES

eric olliverson, lampe, Mo.
a local guide, olliverson knows table rock better
than most, and he executed a perfect combo of
smallmouths in the morning and largemouths in
the afternoon. the former tour pro caught smallies
in offshore areas off points on the lower end using
a keitech swing Impact fat 3.3 on a 6th sense
divine swimbait jighead and a 6th sense dogma
115 walking topwater. the largemouths came flip-
ping or on the topwater around shallow brush.

table rock lake — May 9-11
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Kyle Grover, rancho santa Margarita, calif.

grover got dialed in on a key rock pinnacle and a
particular stretch of sloping bank along the rocky
shoreline of henderson point to catch two stout 20-
plus-pound stringers. he tossed a brown/green
pumpkin phenix football jig with either a strike king
rage bug or a 3-inch berkley powerbait chigger
craw trailer. a 3/8-ounce jig was his go-to, but when
the wind blew, he upsized to 1/2 ounce or mixed in
a Norman dd22 crankbait in the chili bowl color. 

clear lake — May 16-18

ph
o

to
 by ro

b M
atsu

u
ra

w
IN

N
IN

g
 p

at
te

rN

46lbs, 3oz 66lbs, 13oz

Brennon mccord, west frankfort, Ill.

Mccord caught his winning fish in Mattawoman
creek, fishing different targets each day: a small
milfoil patch on day one, a patch of grass behind
an island on day two, and a combination of the
same plus some pads adjacent to deep water on
day three. key baits were potomac favorites: a 3/8-
ounce Z-Man/evergreen chatterbait jack hammer
with various trailers, and a texas-rigged reaction
Innovations sweet beaver.

potoMac rIVer — May 30-june 1
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adam puckett & Blake albertson,
Murray state university

keeping it simple worked for the racers. puckett
and albertson caught their fish from a grassy flat
and some bank laydowns up pomonkey creek. the
team’s winning baits included a reaction
Innovations spicy beaver, 1/2-ounce white/char-
treuse Z-Man/evergreen chatterbait jack hammer
with a gene larew sweet swimmer trailer and a
3/8-ounce black and blue jack hammer with a
green pumpkin lake fork live Magic shad trailer.

potoMac rIVer — june 4-6
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45lbs, 11oz 51lbs, 3oz
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casey scanlon, lake ozark, Mo.
scanlon had a milk run of shallow points and
grassy areas near ticonderoga, but within his rota-
tion he junk-fished to catch winning stringers of
largemouths. the Missouri pro fished rock and mil-
foil with a 3/8-ounce chartreuse/white Z-Man
chatterbait and a green copper shad luck-e-strike
series 3 square-bill crankbait. when he needed to
slow down, he texas-rigged a luck-e-strike pow stik
or flipped a black and blue bass pros shops tube.

lake chaMplaIN — june 27-30
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Kris Wilson, Montgomery, texas
wilson went wire-to-wire on rayburn and cruised
to a 13-pound, 15-ounce winning margin by target-
ing bass still in transition. he keyed in on hard-bot-
tom spots near the mouths of large creeks where
fish were on their way out to the main lake. his
biggest fish were situated next to bream beds and
stumps in 12 to 15 feet of water, where he targeted
them with a carolina-rigged red bug creature bait
and a texas-rigged red bug ribbon-tail worm. 

saM rayburN — june 13-15
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Bryan thrift, shelby, N.c.
thrift got his 11th flw win just weeks removed from
finishing third in the tour’s 2019 finale on the same
fishery. targeting mostly offshore grass flats in
Missisquoi bay and the Inland sea, the shelby, N.c.,
pro used 4- and 5.5-inch damiki stingers on Neko rigs
and texas rigs to do most of his damage. thrift also
mixed in a topwater bait and a small swimbait
throughout the event en route to weighing in 10 large-
mouths and five smallmouths for the tournament.  

lake chaMplaIN — july 18-20
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everyone knows that summer ledges get crowded
on pickwick and other tennessee river lakes, so
acosta and capdeboscq keyed on ledges and creek
intersections that were receiving less pressure. the
winning bass fell for a one-two combo of a 6th
sense cloud 9 c20 crankbait in sexified shad and a
3/4-ounce strike king jointed structure head with a
Zoom Magnum trick worm. the latter was key on a
calm, sunny final day.

pIckwIck lake — june 19-21
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35lbs, 12oz

sam acosta & christopher capdeboscq,
Northlake christian school
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clint henderson, rome, ga.
henderson won the inaugural dee Zee flw/kbf
cup presented by yakattack by finding a massive
school of largemouths hanging out around a main-
channel ledge, which produced 81.25 inches of bass
on day one and another 76.50 inches on day two.
after catching some of his fish on topwater and a
“flashy shad-imitating bait” the first day, henderson
turned to a junebug creature bait, which he texas-
rigged with a 3/4-ounce weight on the final day.

lake ouachIta — aug. 9-10
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marvin Reese, randallstown, Md.

potoMac rIVer — aug. 22-24
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38lbs, 15oz157.75
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FISHING
WINNING TECHNIQUES

despite weighing in just four fish for 8 pounds, 5
ounces on day three, reese had already given him-
self enough of a cushion to pull out his victory
thanks to consecutive quality bags on days one and
two. reese did most of his damage next to a big
pier near deep water with a 1/2-ounce green
pumpkin jig with a matching strike king rage craw
trailer or a 3/16-ounce shaky head with a green
pumpkin and green flake worm.  
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Lake Hamilton   AUG. 9-11
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It’s like any other morning at
the FLW Cup, though it certain-
ly isn’t the prettiest.
A humid fog clings to the south-

ern end of Lake Hamilton, pinned
there by a blanket of clouds above.
Flags barely flicker, begging for a
hint of breeze. This morning is still,
with everything cast in a grey
ambient light and covered in just
enough moisture to make a per-
son feel annoyingly sticky.

There’s energy in the air,
though. Hundreds of spectators
line the shoreline and docks. The
lights from the television cameras
cast a blinding glare under their
tents. And people constantly
bounce in, out and around a
small flotilla of boats, particularly
the 10 beached on shore.

Sitting in one of those boats,
Bryan Thrift seems his usual self. 

Thrift knows the drill, this
being the 67th top 10 of his FLW
career. His 14 rods are meticu-
lously arranged on his front deck;
reels all aligned in perfect sym-
metry, as always. He checks and
rechecks compartments, mostly
as a way to release pent-up ener-
gy. He’s already done his inter-
views for the morning; talked
about what it’s like to be leading
going into the final day; what it’d
be like to finally win an FLW Cup.

Now he just waits until he can
finally do what he does better
than anyone in the world. 

Thrift doesn’t know it, but in
less than 12 hours, he’ll be
crowned FLW Cup champion,
something everyone figured was
inevitable based on his greatness
as an angler. But for now, he sits in
his boat and focuses on something
he honestly believes before every
tournament and every takeoff.

“I’m going to bomb.”
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LOOKING
THROUGH
THE SMOKE
What makes FLW Cup champ
Bryan Thrift the best angler in the
sport (and maybe in its history)

By Sean Ostruszka PH
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Smoke and mirrors
It seems impossible for someone

as accomplished as Thrift to ever
think he’ll do poorly, and especially to
think he’ll do poorly every time. After
all, greatness and confidence often
go hand-in-hand. And, make no mis-
take, Thrift is great.

Even before winning the FLW Cup
at Lake Hamilton back in August,
Thrift had accomplished more than
most of the final 10 anglers com-
bined: two FLW Tour Angler of the
Year titles, 11 FLW tournament wins,
FLW Tour Rookie of the Year, nine top
10s at the Cup and $2.7 million in
career earnings. He holds records for
most consecutive limits across any
professional tournament trail and
most top-10 finishes on the FLW
Tour, among many others. 

Basically, Thrift is one of the
favorites in almost every tournament
he enters, regardless of the location,

and if he hung it up tomorrow, he’d
still go down as one of the most
accomplished anglers in the sport’s
history.

So how can a guy like that always
feel he’s on the verge of utter failure?

“He probably doesn’t want me to
tell anyone this, but it’s a mind game
he plays with himself,” says Bryan
New, a longtime friend and practice
partner of Thrift’s. “I mean, he knows
he’s going to be fine, but he makes
himself believe he’s going to bomb.
And he really does believe it.

“It probably wouldn’t work for any-
one else, but it works for him. It
makes him work harder.”

On the final morning of the 2016
FLW Tour event on Kentucky Lake,
Thrift, Jason Lambert and Terry
Bolton all started on the same ledge.
Lambert was on one side, Bolton on
the other, with Thrift sandwiched in



between. None of them was more
than 30 yards from another. 

Lambert started quick with three
fish, and Bolton had one. Finally,
Thrift got on the board, catching a 5-
pounder that spent as much time
out of the water as in it during the
fight. Everyone watching clearly saw
it was a big fish.

That’s when Lambert decided to
have a little fun.

“How big was that fish, Bryan?” he
casually asked his fellow competitor,
loud enough so everyone could hear.

“Oh, 2, maybe 2 1/2 pounds,”
Thrift replied upon reaching the
front deck after putting the bass in
the livewell.

“Yeah, and I’ve got only one fish in
my box,” Lambert jokingly shot back.

“That’s part of that mind game,”
New says. “He’s not lying to lie to
you. He’s doing it for himself.”
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IT PRoBABLY WoULDN’T
WoRK FoR ANYoNE ELSE,
BUT IT WoRKS FoR HIm.
IT mAKES HIm WoRK
HARDER. – Bryan New



A Routine of Preparation
After every tournament Thrift

parks his Ranger in his garage and
empties it. Like, all of it.

“I take everything out,” says Thrift.
“Rods, reels, tackle – everything. All
that’s left is a life jacket, prop, tools
and some rope. I examine everything
and put it all back in its spot.”

Thrift is a creature of habit, almost
on an obsessive level. He says he just
“likes things a certain way.” 

“My wife, Allison, messes with me
all the time,” Thrift says. “Like, she’ll
move the soap sponge from the sink to
the counter just to see how long it will
take me to notice and move it back.”

New got a taste of how particular
his friend can be back when they
were first getting to know each other.

“There were like 422 empty Plano
boxes stacked up perfectly,” New
recalls. “Well, I picked one up and just
set it back down, but not exactly per-
fect. He flipped out. I mean, he was
legitimately mad. 

“Fortunately, he’s calmed down a
lot from back then.”

Thrift may not lose his cool over
tackle boxes anymore, but his anxiety
in the week leading up to an event
doesn’t seem to have subsided. He
barely sleeps, spending seven hours a
day for up to four days on tackle and
boat prep. There’s a method to the
madness. Many pros get to an event
and still need to load their boats or
prep tackle. Not Thrift. He’s already
thought through every scenario his
hamster-wheel mind can formulate
so he can focus on fishing.

New says it’s one of the things
separating him from everyone else.

“Say a school of fish comes up bust-
ing unexpectedly,” New adds. “Most
guys are going to scramble because
they’re not prepared. If you replayed
the scenario 50 times, they might catch
a fish 15 times. Thrift is going to catch
a fish 45 out of 50. He’s already
thought of the scenario, so he’s always
prepared and ready.”

Bryan Thrift took the lead on
day one of the FLW Cup and
never relinquished it, weighing in
38-7 in three days. In a tourna-
ment where most pros settled on
one or two patterns and hesitat-
ed to adjust, Thrift did the oppo-
site. He capitalized on the best
opportunity each day, particularly
in the mornings, before finishing
each afternoon on a key shallow
point in Hot Springs Creek where
he culled fish every day.

Thrift started day one on the
bank with a buzzbait and quickly
picked off easy fish while the pick-
ing was good. Those fish would
eventually run out, but he knew it,
so on day two Thrift mostly fished
offshore brush. The final day, he
did something entirely new and
started on a schooling spot in the
lower end. The champ quickly put
a small limit in the boat to take
the pressure off.

Thrift’s winning baits could fill
a Plano box: a Damiki under-spin,
some swimbaits, a walking plug, a
buzzbait, a couple crankbaits.
What he caught them on was less
important than how he handled
the daily conditions and the fish-
ing pressure over seven days of
practice and competition. In hind-
sight, every move made sense,
yet Thrift was the only one with
the foresight to execute with such
perfection.

That’s why he’s the champ.
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THRIFT’S
WINNING
STRATEGY
By Curtis Niedermier



A Legend in the making
All the preparation in the world

can only take you so far. You need
talent to get the rest of the way.
Suffice to say, Thrift is talented.

“I’ve spent as much time in a boat
with him as anyone,” New says. “I
know everything he knows and do
everything he does. He’s just on a dif-
ferent level. I mean, it pisses me off
sometimes. He’s just that damn good.  

“He’s the best, and we haven’t
seen nothing yet.”

Thrift’s talent stems from his pas-
sion for fishing. All he ever really
wanted to do was fish. The man has
few hobbies. All he does is spend
time with his family and fish  – more
than 200 days a year on the water. 

Heck, the day after winning the
Cup, Thrift went out with FLW’s web
crew to shoot a short Day 5 video. It
was 100 degrees and muggy, and
Thrift could’ve easily just tried to
catch one fish and call it good. Nope.
Even when the FLW crew was done

filming, Thrift wouldn’t get off the
water until he’d caught a limit.

But when you bring up his acco-
lades, the records or his legacy, Thrift
just shrugs it off.

“I don’t think about it,” he says.
“Records were made to be broken.
My No. 1 goal has stayed the same
since when I started: I just want to do
well enough to make a living and pay
the bills.”

He’s certainly accomplishing that
goal, and it’s something he hopes to
be doing for a long time, too. 

“I want to be like Larry [Nixon],”
Thrift admits. “He’s still out there day-
light to dark enjoying himself. That’s
what I hope to be. I want to make a
long career of this, and as long as I’m
physically able, I’ll be fishing competi-
tively, cashing checks and taking peo-
ple’s money.

“Besides, I’m only 40. There’s still
a lot of techniques I need to get
more comfortable with. I still have
lots to learn.”

HE’S THE BEST,
AND WE HAVEN’T SEEN
NOTHING YET.
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chasing Down History
It’s finally time. 
The prayers and national

anthem now concluded, Thrift
slides his 5-foot, 7-inch frame
behind the console of his Ranger
and presses the start button. The
Evinrude roars to life, letting out a
soft rumble as he puts it in reverse
to back off the bank.

The fog has started to lift a lit-
tle, which is more than can be said
of the humidity. Perspiration is
already seeping into his long-faded
ball cap. 

Over a loud speaker, Thrift’s
name is called out as the leader
going into the final day. Along with
it, emcee Chris Jones lists his
career resume of accolade. Thrift’s
is by far the longest introduction
of the morning.

Fans on a long pier near the
takeoff ramp squeeze together to
get a glimpse of him as he idles
past. They want to see the best
angler in the world on the verge of
the greatest feat. They want to see
greatness.

Thrift had always said the only
thing stopping him from winning a
Cup was having one bad day. So
far, he hasn’t had that yet. He’s led
for two days. Of course, that wor-
ries him and hangs in the back of
his mind as he gets in line with the
flag boat. He’s ready.

With the go-ahead, Thrift hits
the throttle, and his boat responds
in perfect unison, shooting him off
into the hazy fog. Fans on shore
watch the man known as “Smoke”
fade into the mist.

Will today be the day he falters,
or will he finally earn the last jewel
in his crown? 

No matter what he’s telling
himself as his Evinrude screams
behind him, Thrift won’t bomb.
And somewhere, deep down, he
knows it, too.  

/// 2019 FLW cUP
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2 KYLE WALTERS | GRANT VALKARIA, FL
A pair of kickers during each of the first two days gave Kyle

Walters a chance at catching Thrift, but Walters never got the big
bites on Sunday. He spent the tournament on Hamilton’s lower
end rotating through 60 brush piles in 15 to 25 feet of water. The
best brush was on breaks close to deep water, and Walters had to
hit some piles several times before the fish would fire. He used
classic summertime brush baits: a Texas-rigged 10-inch worm and
a SPRO Little John DD crankbait in citrus shad.

DAKoTA EBARE | DENHAM SPRINGS, LA
Current was critical to get the fish to set up and eat in the cold,

clear tailwaters below Blakely Mountain Dam and Lake Ouachita,
where Dakota Ebare spent his tournament. When it was flowing,
Ebare caught 70 percent of his keepers firing a weightless water-
melon magic Zoom Salty Super Fluke to inside grass edges, lay-
downs, docks and other current breaks. He says downsizing to 8-
pound-test line was critical. The rest of Ebare’s catch came by skip-
ping a weightless Zoom Trick Worm under docks and any shady
cover nearby.

JEREmY LAWYER | SARCOXIE, MO
In the mornings, Jeremy Lawyer threw a River2Sea Whopper

Plopper 130, Freedom Tackle Buzzbait with a Zoom Horny Toad
trailer or 3-inch Livetarget Glass Minnow BaitBall Popper around
the backs of docks located in the front half of coves and creeks.
Ideal docks were close to a riprap bank, seawall or some other
type of hard structure and had 3 to 4 feet of water under them.
Later in the day, he fished brush piles in front of docks in 12 to 18
feet with a Zoom Swamp Crawler on a drop-shot or a Texas-rigged
Zoom Magnum Trick Worm.

ScoTT mARTIN | CLEWISTON, FL
Scott Martin fished some of the same water in Hamilton’s

upper end as Ebare, but in addition to a wacky-rigged Googan
Baits Slim Shake or Googan Baits Lunker Log, Martin employed a
unique presentation with a few big glide baits, which he changed
out each day to constantly give the fish a new look. The baits
included a Duel Hardcore Twitch’n Ninja Glider, River2Sea S-Waver
168 and a custom model. The Florida pro pitched the gliders
around dock corners and other current breaks, plus anywhere he
saw cruising bass. He mostly skipped the worms under docks.

CUP TOP 10
2-10
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33lb, 6oz (15)

32lb, 2oz (14)

31lb, 6oz (15)

31lb, 2oz (15)
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7 JoSEPH WEBSTER | WINFIELD, AL
It was strictly a brush pile tournament for Joseph Webster, who

keyed on about 15 brush piles in 15 to 20 feet of water. Webster
settled on those piles because he saw life – bait or bass – around
them on his graph. Catching them was straightforward. He either
cast a plum-colored Zoom Ol’ Monster that he’d Texas-rigged with
a 3/8-ounce weight and a 5/0 hook or dropped vertically into the
brush with a morning dawn 6-inch Roboworm on a drop-shot with
a 3/8-ounce weight.

RYAN SALZmAN | HUNTSVILLE, AL
Each morning, Ryan Salzman went to the bank and picked off

shallow bass with a 3/8-ounce War Eagle Buzz Toad Buzzbait and
an Evergreen OB Popper. After a couple hours, he slid out to fish
brush piles, staying in the lower end of the lake for both patterns.
With about 60 of the tallest, widest brush piles marked on his
GPS, Salzman tore through a milk run, using Lowrance LiveSight
forward-looking sonar to line up and cast a Texas-rigged 11-inch
NetBait C-Mac Worm or a Reaction Innovations 6.95 Flirt Worm on
a drop-shot.

JoSH DoUGLAS | ISLE, MN
While Josh Douglas also caught some early fish on a buzzbait

during the first two days, he did most of his damage fishing brush
piles on Hamilton’s lower end. Most of his targeted piles were in
15 to 22 feet. His first casts to every pile were with a Texas-rigged
blue fleck Zoom Ol’ Monster with a WOO! Tungsten weight and a
5/0 Owner round-bend hook. Where he saw schoolers or bass
around the brush, Douglas threw a BioSpawn ExoSwimmer swim-
bait on an Outkast Tackle Goldeneye Swimbait Jighead.

JoRDAN oSBoRNE | LONGVIEW, TX
Summertime finesse was the recipe for Jordan Osborne

around both brush and docks, though brush piles certainly were
his primary targets. Osborne’s better brush was in about 15 feet
of water. He picked it apart with a 6 1/2-inch redbug Strike King
Perfect Plastic Finesse Worm on a Picasso Shakedown shaky head.
The dock pattern was secondary. In order to show fish something
different than a buzzbait, which a lot of anglers used, he skipped
a weightless merthiolate-colored Zoom Trick Worm and twitched
it back.

6 AUSTIN FELIX | EDEN PRAIRIE, MN
Austin Felix made it a point to stay above Hamilton’s “clear-

water line,” which was formed by the waters of Lake Ouachita
flowing through Blakely Mountain Dam. He caught most of his fish
from main-lake docks, brush piles or schooling spots, with a few
coming from a culvert. Felix skipped docks with a wacky-rigged 4-
inch Yamamoto Senko and fished for schoolers with a Keitech
Swing Impact FAT 2.8 on a 3/16-ounce All-Terrain Tackle Smallie
Smasher Swimbait Head. The same swimbait rigged on a shaky
head was his brush tool.
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30lb, 6oz (15)

28lb, 2oz (15)

26lb, 12oz (15)

26lb, 3oz (14)

22lb, 6oz (10)
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thmarine.com/makewavesFLW

COOLING, NON-SKID TRACTION PAD FOR HOT FOOT®

ALSO AVAILABLE FOR MOTORGUIDE (TOUR EDITION) & MINN KOTA ULTREX/FORTREX/MAXXUM



on the final day of the 2019
FLW Cup at Lake
Hamilton, the field of 10

anglers spread out onto 7,200
acres of competition waters to try
and chase down the $300,000 top
prize. Though, they didn’t exactly
spread out into every inch of
available water.

For the most part, the top 10
piled into two primary areas: 1)
the far lower end of Hamilton,
below the Central Ave./Hwy 7
bridge, and 2) the tailrace below
Blakely Mountain Dam, which
holds back Lake Ouachita up
above.

There were a few pros who
worked the waters in between,
but it was the extreme ends of
Hamilton where the patterns that
eventually contended for the win
were applied. The lower end, with
its deep brush piles, surprised no
one. Typical summer tactics
worked there as pros started the
day on schoolers or wound
buzzbaits around docks in the
morning before fishing, re-fishing,
and re-fishing again through their
best brush milk runs.

The cold, clear, current-driven
upper end presented a unique sit-
uation that many pros got wind
of, but only a handful actually
deciphered. What they learned
about the tailrace offers a lot of
interesting lessons in summer-
time bass fishing that will likely
play a part in future champi-
onship tournaments.

A unique cold-water fishery had the
potential to produce the win. Here’s
what happened.
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The Basics
The tailrace stretches from Blakely

Mountain Dam more or less to the
Albert Pike Road/US-270 bridge about
five miles downstream. This portion of
Lake Hamilton is narrow and riverine
and heavily influenced by the water
flowing out of the bottom of Ouachita.
The inflow is clear, supporting 10 feet
or more of visibility in some places, and
it’s cold enough that the water temper-
ature hovers in the high 50s to low 60s. 

Arkansas Game and Fish
Commission Fisheries Management
Biologist Sean Lusk says this area is
home to a diverse mix of fish species.
There are hoards of bream, big stripers
and enough walleyes that the state
pulls brood stock from the tailrace.
There’s even a seasonal trout fishery
that’s stocked beginning in the fall.
Lusk has also identified at least two
species of milfoil, Brazilian elodea, sev-
eral species of coontail and pondweed
in the upper section of Hamilton.

The Flow
Life is right below the Blakely

Mountain Dam, which, according to

Lusk, is regulated with a minimum flow,
meaning there’s always some water
coming through. Otherwise, water is
pulled when electricity needs are high
or water levels must be adjusted. 

On some satellite images, the effects
of the inflow are visible. The narrow
upper end is clear until the lake opens
up just past the bridge and the dirtier,
warmer waters of the main lake start to
mix. Finding this transition line and
staying within the clear-water zone was
critical for Austin Felix, who finished
sixth. Though Felix didn’t fish all the
way to the base of the dam like third-
place pro Dakota Ebare and fifth-place
pro Scott Martin, Felix stayed on his
bite by moving closer to the dam each
day as the clear-water line receded. For
Ebare and Martin, the flow itself was
more important than the clarity. 

“It was changing daily, and that was
working against us,” says Ebare. “When
we got there on Sunday to start practice
it [the cold, clear water] was probably
about to that last bridge. And then each
day it seemed like they cut back the cur-
rent a little more. When we first got there
it was running pretty much nonstop.”

HOW THE CUP
WAS ALMOST WON
IN THE TAILRACE

By Curtis Niedermier

The first couple miles of
Lake Hamilton below
Ouachita are narrow,
cold and clear with
heavy flows at times.
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Whenever the current quit, the
water mixed, and conditions changed.

“The water would actually back-
flow,” adds Ebare. “As soon as they
would quit flowing current, it would
backflow. The grass would actually
lean back toward the dam. That’s
what was causing that warm, dirty
water to flow back there.”

Ebare estimates that the flow
dropped off by about 75 percent by
the final day, and it kicked in later
each morning. 

The Pattern
Ebare spent his tournament keying

on the first two miles or so of the
lake, whereas in practice, he was able
to get bit clear down to the first
bridge. One reason for sticking close
to the dam was the current, but it was
also to counter fishing pressure on
the first day. Ebare figures 10 to 15
boats fished through the area Friday
morning. Once he found an opening
directly below the dam, he focused on
it for most of the tournament.

A couple of long, narrow creeks
that snake in from the east side also

held fish. There was some flow in
each creek (one of them connects to
the main river via a culvert), and
Ebare claims to have seen 20 pounds
swimming around in a wolf pack dur-
ing practice. During the tournament,
the creeks were mostly places for him
to catch a few little ones before the
current started moving. Once the
alarm sounded, indicating that the
flow would start, Ebare shifted back
to the main river.

He and Martin both had their best
luck on the main drag. With 10 or so
feet of visibility, the fish were easy to
see and tough to fool, but they were
most catchable when the current
forced them to set up in eddies or
current breaks. 

Ebare and Martin targeted the
inside grass line in 3 to 5 feet, “sand
spots” that formed where any little
creek or wash flowed into the lake
and scoured a depression, laydowns,
and docks.

The Hawgs
Overall, the tailrace had the poten-

tial to produce the winning fish. They

were there, and so were the right
ingredients, including bookoo
bluegills, big gizzard shad and a
smorgasbord of crawfish. 

Ebare saw gizzard shad up to 9
inches long up the two adjacent
creeks where he thinks runoff created
a situation of higher dissolved oxygen
that attracted the baitfish. Anywhere
he saw big gizzards (including the
backs of some creeks in other parts
of the lake) he found bass. The giz-
zards were less plentiful on the main
river, but bass in that area apparently
had a taste for crawfish. Each night,
Ebare’s livewell was full of craws that
the fish spit up. 

All that food and what Felix figures
was a slower metabolism due to the
cold water led to some real bruisers
swimming around. Ebare and Martin
both saw 5-plus-pounders during
practice and the tournament. 

On day one, Ebare had a 6-
pounder nose his Zoom Fluke, and a
4-plus nip at the tail three times. If
he’d caught those, he’d have been
right with Bryan Thrift, the eventual
winner.
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According to Dakota
Ebare, the best time to
get bit in the tailrace
was when the current
was strongest.
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The Weather
Outside of the current, the weath-

er also forced adjustment. During
practice, bright, high skies and long
periods of sunshine positioned fish in
predictable areas where docks and
overhanging trees created shade.
Pros were able to target bass effi-
ciently by target casting with finesse
worms. Clouds, fog and rain overtook
on day one and lingered on day two,
which prompted the fish to roam
(forcing adjustments from pros fish-
ing all over the lake, not just in the
tailrace). Moving baits such as Ebare’s
Fluke and a glide bait for Martin
became better tools for getting bit.

The inability to adjust might be
one of the reasons why most of the
pros who fished the tailrace on day
one struggled, then abandoned it
altogether on day two.

Sticking it out and making accom-
modations for the conditions helped
Ebare and Martin challenge for the win.

The Spawn
Big bass weren’t the only thing

people talked about while watching
Ebare and Martin fish the tailrace on
FLW Live. During one segment the last

day, fans watched Ebare attempt to
sight-fish a bass on a bed. 

Spawners, in August? Ebare
believes so. 

“I really feel like those fish had not
experienced water warmer than 62 to
65 degrees, and that’s why I found
some spawning,” he says. 

Considering that there are Florida-
strain genetics in the lake and Florida-
strain bass are known for staggering
their spawn from fall through late
spring, the theory could make sense.
Though Lusk, who watched it happen
on the live show, isn’t convinced.
While he says he can’t completely
rule out some spawning activity, Lusk
doesn’t believe that just having cold
water is enough to trigger bass to go
through with it. He thinks they might
have been set up on bream beds.

“What you have to take into
account is photoperiod,” he says.
“What really gets those fish spawning
is water temperature and photoperi-
od. In my personal opinion, I don’t
think they were partaking in any actu-
al spawning activity.

“It [a bass] has got a certain
amount of energy to contribute to
reproduction. They know when the

photoperiod is getting shorter that
that’s going into the winter. They’re
not going to put a bunch of energy
into producing young when those
fish aren’t going to make it through
the winter.”

Spawning or not, it was a cool
moment on FLW Live and another
part of the storyline of a unique sub-
fishery within Lake Hamilton.

The Takeaway
Looking back at the tournament,

the tailrace bite probably surprised a
lot of people, though it probably
shouldn’t have surprised any pros,
some of whom mistakenly wrote it off
the instant they felt the mass of cold
air over the water up in the tailrace.
Anytime conditions are stagnant and
hot in late summer, flowing water
attracts bass. 

“To me, it just made perfect sense
that that’s where I should fish, espe-
cially when I got up there and started
seeing all those fish,” Ebare says. 

He says a similar pattern can work
on other fisheries. As an example, he
points to Tommy Dickerson’s Fort
Gibson Costa FLW Series win last Fall
when Dickerson jumped shoals to get
into a creek with some flow. The tail-
race at the Cup isn’t exactly the same
and is an extreme example, but there
are similarities.

A couple of big bites turned out to
be all that separated Ebare, Martin
and Felix from Thrift and runner-up
Kyle Walters, who fished brush all
three days and benefited from a pair
of kicker bites each of the first two
days. It didn’t happen up the river
this time, but we’ve seen similar pat-
terns win Cups before. John Cox did
it at Wheeler a few years ago, and
Brad Knight did it at Lake Ouachita
before that. 

Those weren’t cold-water, tailrace
scenarios, and the winning areas
couldn’t support the amount of pres-
sure that the Blakely Mountain Dam
tailrace did this time. But upriver Cup
patterns still present interesting case
studies in late-summer fishing that
contradicts conventional wisdom.  
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Peter Thliveros
FLW Live host and former
Tour pro

What Surprised me
The biggest surprise to

me was the amount of
sight-fish in the upper end
of the reservoir. I think
those fish were a surprise
to everyone and that they
became a factor in the
event.

What Didn’t
I wasn’t surprised at

the eventual outcome.
Thrift is the consummate
professional and had the
right game plan for the
tournament. Before the
tournament I said it could
be won on a combination
of shallow and deep pat-
terns with brush piles also
playing a role. That’s how
he won.

Biggest Takeaway 
The biggest takeaway is

that it was Bryan’s turn to
make someone else be the
bridesmaid and take his
place in history. I’m sure it
won’t be the last time we
see him there.

Todd Hollowell
FLW Live host and former
Tour pro

What Surprised me
I’m surprised that docks

didn’t play more in the
event. With it being a late-
summer event, a lot of peo-
ple were expecting docks to
play a much bigger role at
Hamilton.

What Didn’t
I’m not surprised Thrift

won his first Cup at
Hamilton. In fact, I predict-
ed it earlier in the year in
this very magazine. In his
interview after day one, we
heard Thrift say that
Hamilton reminded him a
lot of Norman. At the last
Tour event at Norman (in
2016), I was leading that
event on the final day until
Thrift weighed in and went
on to win. When I heard the
word “Norman,” I knew
Thrift would likely take
home the Cup.

Biggest Takeaway 
These guys are so

good. Someone always fig-
ures something out that’s a
little off the beaten path.
I’m shocked at the success
some anglers had way up
the Ouachita River, focus-
ing on the cooler water.
With how good the field is
nowadays, you can never
rule out any part of any
fishery for a win. 

Joe opager
FLW Director of Public
Relations

What Surprised me
Polaris pro David

Dudley’s tough day two.
The reigning Angler of the
Year and former FLW Cup
champion weighed in a
respectable limit on day
one, but his day two didn’t
exactly go according to
plan. I guarantee Dudley
would have much rather
ended his season out on
the water on Championship
Sunday instead of following
along at the FLW Expo with
everyone else.

What Didn’t
The success of former

FLW College Fishing anglers
in this event. The last two
FLW Cup champions (Justin
Atkins and Clent Davis)
were both former College
Fishing anglers, and Dakota
Ebare (second), Austin Felix
(sixth) and Ryan Salzman
(eighth) all had fantastic
showings in this year’s
event.

Biggest Takeaway 
The 2019 FLW Cup will

go down in history as “The
Bryan Thrift Cup.” Every
fishing fan in the world
knew it was just a matter of
time as to when (and not if)
Thrift would hoist the FLW
Cup, and it just so hap-
pened it was his time this
year on Lake Hamilton.

Justin onslow
FLW Associate Editor

What Surprised me
Overcast conditions on

days one and two really
put a dent in a lot of
anglers’ plans. So many
pros were relying on the
brush pile bite, and cloudy
skies put a significant
damper on it. Still, I was
expecting more anglers to
make a quick adjustment
when the sun failed to
poke through very much
on those first couple days.

What Didn’t
Bryan Thrift winning it

all. No, I didn’t pick Thrift to
win prior to the Cup, but it
wasn’t because I didn’t
think he could or ultimately
would. Sometimes picking
the prohibitive favorite is
just too damn easy, espe-
cially when that favorite is
the best bass angler on the
planet. And make no mis-
take – Thrift is the best.

Biggest Takeaway 
I was surprised more

pros didn’t decide to trek
up the river, if only to
escape the heat and
search for something dif-
ferent. Hamilton isn’t a big
lake, and getting up the
river from takeoff doesn’t
take that long. Scott Martin
and Dakota Ebare made
the trip each day, and they
have top-10 finishes to
show for it. 

curtis Niedermier
FLW Editor-in-Chief

What Surprised me
I had no idea Hamilton

had so much grass. It’s all
over the upper end. I’m
really surprised that some-
one like Buddy Gross didn’t
make the top 10 by fishing
offshore in the green stuff.

What Didn’t
That Thrift won it with a

grab bag of patterns.
Hamilton is only 7,200
acres, and with four days of
practice, everyone knew
pretty much every pattern.
Thrift did them all, but won
because he chose the best
option for each day, like
when he caught the easy
fish on a buzzbait on day
one then shelved that pat-
tern – for the most part –
the rest of the event.

Biggest Takeaway 
I’m left believing that

no one in professional
fishing has the mental
capacity to juggle multiple
patterns, any scenario,
changing weather, 20 rods
and baits, and the pres-
sure of a major tourna-
ment as well as Bryan
Thrift. His quirky habits
and obsession with the lit-
tle details are traits we see
in many great athletes, but
there’s still only one Thrift
in pro fishing. I’m floored
by how great he is.  

CUP REFLECTIONS
SURPRISES AND LESSONS LEARNED AT LAKE HAMILTON

The FLW Cup doesn’t always play out as many would expect, but that’s what makes it such an exciting 
championship tournament. In this case, many did expect Bryan Thrift to claim his first Cup victory, but the how 

and where of it still surprised fans in a number of ways. The same FLW experts who weighed in with Cup 
predictions are back for some reflections on a tournament that saw Thrift cement his legacy and would-be heroes

come up just short on the waters of Lake Hamilton.



VISIT AFTCO.COM

JASON CHRISTIE
S I G N A T U R E  P E R F O R M A N C E  H O O D

UPF 50 blocks 98% of the 
sun’s harmful UV rays.

Stain resistant protection 
shields against accidents.
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wHaT’s MaKing
news in 

THE BASS 
FEDERATION

nthony cicero iv and dakota
snyder won the 10th annual
student angler federation

High school fishing world finals on
legendary pickwick lake in florence,
ala., June 19-22. representing
pennsylvania’s elizabethtown High
school, the 2019 victors topped a field
of 389 teams from 38 states and three
countries, including canada and
Zimbabwe. Teams were comprised of
two anglers and an adult boat captain,
pushing the total number of partici-
pants to more than 1,160.

cicero and snyder fought and
fished through three days of qualifying
rounds to secure a spot in the final day
of competition. all weights were
cleared on day four, and the pair
sacked up a 16-pound, 6-ounce three-
fish limit to seal the deal. anchoring
their limit was a 7-pound, 7-ounce
beauty that earned Big Bass honors.

“it’s absolutely unbelievable,”
cicero says. “emotions are running
high.”

This was the team’s first world
finals appearance, and the young
anglers not only had a trip of a life-
time, but walked away the best of the
best.  

“it still hasn’t hit me yet; it’s just
crazy to think about,” cicero adds.
“i’m just ready for the next one. i’m
going to try to become a pro. it would
be my dream come true.”

while many teams chose to ply
pickwick’s popular offshore ledge
offerings, cicero and snyder played
the shallow game. Targeting the
Mulberry creek area near Kroger

pennsylvania’s cicero and snyder win world finals

TBF
LATEST INFO

Cicero (left) and Snyder bucked the offshore trend and caught the winning fish up shallow.
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island, the team zeroed in on shallow
grass with woody cover and hooked
bass in depths ranging from 8 inches
to 5 feet. one such area was particu-
larly productive. 

“we were fishing a stump where we
caught a couple in practice,” cicero
explains. “we caught our three best
fish there today [the final day] and
ended it all.”

snyder notes that they enjoyed
their fastest action throughout the
tournament during the morning hours
and in overcast conditions – a trend
that continued on the final day. 

for the win, cicero and snyder
earned their choice of team scholar-
ship offers to go to a top school and
fish on the yeTi flw college fishing
team, including a $56,000 ($28,000 per
angler) scholarship offer from Bethel
University, a $100,000 ($50,000 per
angler) scholarship offer from Kentucky
christian University and an $80,000
($40,000 per angler) scholarship offer
from simpson University. snyder plans
to join the United states Marine corps
after graduation, but cicero says the

scholarship options could be life-
changing for him.

“This is an amazing opportunity,”
he says. “The doors are wide open
right now to three great schools, and i
have a lot of thinking to do.”

The record-breaking purse of more
than $2.85 million in college scholar-
ships, cash, gift cards and prizes has
elevated the standard not only for saf
High school fishing, but across all lev-
els of competitive bass fishing. 

in total, more than 60 scholarship
offers – some to specific schools and
some in cash to any school in the
country – were offered to top teams
at the event. all teams had to meet
eligibility requirements of each
school’s scholarship program.
contributing to the total scholarship
offers and prizes were $1.62 million
from simpson University in redding,
calif., $1.08 million from Kentucky
christian University, $96,000 from
Bethel University in Tennessee,
$10,000 from flw and $12,000 from
The Bass federation. Many of the
scholarship offers have already been

accepted by eligible students for the
upcoming semester.

“it’s great to see our sponsor part-
ners and these universities supporting
young people in fishing and outdoor
sports,” TBf president and ceo
robert cartlidge says. “This is one of
the reasons why we founded the
national high school program in the
U.s. back in 2007, so that young
anglers could live their dream and earn
a good education through fishing that
would be on par with any other sport.

“The future of these anglers and
the sport of high school fishing will
never be the same,” cartlidge adds.
“it was something to see, as multiple
colleges and university recruiters were
on site competing for top teams to
attend their institutions. whatever else
happens, that is a success for these
young people in my book.”

The 2020 High school fishing
world finals and High school fishing
national championship dual event is
set for la crosse, wis. full results and
information can be found at high-
schoolfishing.org.  

Fish Like a Pro.

Protect our lakes and rivers by recycling 
your worn-out soft-plastic baits at every 
FLW tournament. Just look for the FLW 

Foundation, Keep America Fishing Pitch It 
recycling container. It’s a simple action 

with a big impact. 

Visit pledgetopitchit.org & FLWFishing.com/foundation

PITCH IT.
Pledge to 



The new Mexico Bass federation hosted this
year’s d-21 national semi-finals event on navajo
lake June 22-23. anglers competed through hail,
rain, changing temperatures and rising water levels.

new Mexico boater Matthew adamson was
crowned champion with three fish both days for a
tournament total of 17.62 pounds. colorado’s top
stick on the boater side was veteran sam
Heckman with 16.45 pounds.

on the co-angler side, vanessa Berger repre-
sented new Mexico with a two-day total of 14.18
pounds. colorado’s Brian wiese caught 12.13
pounds to advance. 

The two colorado saf High school fishing
state champions, Brody sheldon and cole Miller,
competed on the co-angler side and finished in
the top 10 for their state.  
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NATIONAL
SEMI-FINALS
EVENTS HEAT
UP THIS FALL

The Bass federation’s
national semi-finals events
pair neighboring states’ top

anglers in close-to-home weekend
tournaments, which are show-
downs for berths in the TBf
national championship. one hun-
dred percent of TBf national
semi-finals entries are paid back
to anglers and their home-state
federations.

The winning boater and co-
angler from each state advance to
the championship. any co-angler
who can out-fish the top boater
also earns the right to advance as
a boater. Top finishers receive hefty
payouts, ranger cup and evinrude
contingencies, sponsor swag, tro-
phies, and more. competition for
bragging rights between states
heats up every year between the
districts as they compete for the
state pride award. 

Though, the championship
event is what TBf anglers work
toward all year. The TBf national
championship-winning boater
earns the $120,000 “living the
dream” prize package, which
includes a $20,000 cash prize, fully
paid entry fees on the flw Tour as
a pro, travel expense stipends for
each Tour event and use of a
wrapped ranger boat and a tow
vehicle for the year. The champ
also gets a spot in the T-H Marine
flw Bass fishing league all-
american and flw cup for a shot
at fishing against elite pros for the
biggest payday in the industry. The
national champion co-angler’s
prize package also includes a
$20,000 check and fully paid entry
fees into the costa flw series
division of his or her choice.

all 14 division champions from
the TBf national championship
also earn slots in the Bfl all-
american.

To learn more about competing
in the semi-finals and the full sched-
ule, visit bassfederation.com.

TBf of arkansas hosted this year’s d-6
national semi-finals event on Millwood lake
June 15-16. Team arkansas brought in 113.22
pounds to top oklahoma’s 113.04 pounds and
claim the state pride award. in the state pride
competition, the top four boaters and co-anglers
from each state are selected prior to the event,
and their weights are totaled to decide the win-
ning state.  

The weather cooperated, and the scale saw
535 fish over the two-day weekend event, but the
quality Millwood is known for was a challenge to
find for most. 

arkansas boater Blake wilson solved the puz-
zle with solid five-bass limits both days, bringing
his tournament-winning total to 36.08 pounds.
He also landed Big Bass honors with a 5.08-
pound lunker.  

The top boater and co-angler from each state
advance to the TBf national championship.
Joining wilson will be Michael Morris, who post-
ed a total of 26.06 pounds to lead the oklahoma
delegation. The d-6 co-angler champion was
oklahoma’s larry carter, who weighed a two-day
total of 20.09 pounds. arkansas’s Matt Tucker
had 15.15 pounds to advance from the host
state’s side.

arKansas, oKlaHoMa
BaTTle in disTricT 6
naTional seMi-finals

colorado, new Mexico Brave
condiTions in seMi-finals evenT

Michael
Morris

Matt
Tucker

Larry
Carter

Matt
Adamson

Sam
Heckman

Blake 
Wilson
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HIGH SCHOOL FISHING STATE CHAMPIONSHIP WINNERS

Arkansas – lake ouachita – May 11; fisher davis and 
fisher Bissell – lake ouachita Hs fishing 
Oregon – columbia river – May 11; Joshua Buller and
conner chase – Thurston Hs 
Ohio – ohio river – May 18; wyatt sipple and Josh faro –
gallia academy

Washington – Moses lake – May 19; Blake williams and
Jordan gregory – washington Bass association
California – clear lake – May 19; cooper goff and 
nathan phillips – lake county Hs fishing club 
Connecticut – Mashapang lake – June 1; lucas Baksay and
dan Massaro – fairfield prep
Indiana – Brookville lake – June 1; Max Hayse and Jacob
vestal – Mt. vernon Bass Team 
Massachusetts – Mashapang lake – June 1; stephen stroz
and Jacob swanson – good spirit Bassmasters
Michigan – devils lake – June 29; Matthew whitton and
Hunter denton – Titan fishing 

Vermont – lake champlain – June 29; riley Breen and caleb
Kirby – colchester Hs
Nebraska – Merritt reservoir – July 12; Jaron cooper and
Keegan oettinger – sutherland sailors
South Dakota – roy lake – July 13; cody neumann and
ashton oliver – flyer Hs

Ontario – georgian Bay – July 14;
Tristan Hiuser and Hudson schmidt –
waterloo oxford Hs
Delaware – chesapeake Bay – July
14; Joey warren and dillon peden –
first state Military academy 
Pennsylvania – chesapeake Bay –
July 14; gerald Brumbaugh and
Hunter Klotz – central Hs 
Maryland – chesapeake Bay – July
14; spencer grishkot and cameron
anderson – perryville Hs 
New Jersey – chesapeake Bay – July
14; Hayden reed and alec
fernandez – new Breed Bassers 
Idaho – anderson ranch reservoir –
July 21; devin caywood and Treysen
caywood – rocky Mountain grizzlies
Iowa – Mississippi river pool 8 – July
28; Kooper Tweite and lawson losee
– riceville, iowa, fishing Team
Wisconsin – Mississippi river pool 8 –
July 28; cole steinhorst and carson
steinhorst – elk Mound Mounders  

Idaho champs Devin and Treysen Caywood

Indiana victors Jacob Vestal and Max Hayse

Ohio winners Wyatt Sipple and Josh Faro

FLWFISHING.COM I FALL 201976



“T     

iaB
The bass capit   

idrbin
gia    tal of Geor

, Gedg
a since 2008”

groe G aig
T     The bass capit   

W
ahC

gia    tal of Georg   

Where
opim

a since 2008

e
son

are 
ahC
 mad

opima
 de!

son

egi ga.co



FLWFISHING.COM I FALL 201978

WAYPOINTS
INFORMATION & SERVICES

Visit Vance County, North Carolina

Home of KERR Lake 
“More fish than you can shake a lure at.” 

Request your Vacation Guide today. funlake.com • 800-Fun-Lake
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BACKLASH
Q&A

RON NELSON
BERRIEN SPRINGS, MI

Congrats on winning FLW Tour
Polaris Rookie of the Year. How do
you feel now that your first sea-
son was so successful?

Really grateful. I feel blessed to get
Rookie of the Year and survive the first
year on Tour. It was fun.

Were you surprised when you won?
Yeah, actually, I was. I really thought

Miles Burghoff would seal the deal on
Champlain, because typically you’ll
catch a 15- or 16-pound bag that time
of year fairly easily, and I figured he’d
stay ahead of me. 

Learn any hard lessons this season?
Oh yeah. In the first tournament (at

Sam Rayburn), you know, coming from
Michigan, coming from the snow and
the cold, I just decided to not do pre-
practice at all and just go straight
down. That was a little bit tough
because it was my first time being in
Texas and then also the first time fish-
ing a lake that was 10 feet flooded. 

But I felt really happy with my prac-
tice. I had some groups of fish and had
some flipping fish, too. I just let some
mechanical stuff get ahead of me and
kind of lost focus on the first day. I was
on the fish and should’ve not let it
bother me and not worry about it. 

Positive takeaways?
One thing that was kind of neat was

being roommates with Bryan Thrift and
Buddy Gross and a few others, for a lit-
tle bit. Seeing how prepared they are
tackle-wise; they pretty much haul a
tackle shop with them. I’m just not
committed to fishing for a living yet, so
on that level it’s a big difference. 

How’d you get hooked up with
Thrift and Buddy?

Oh, I met Buddy Gross at one of
the Costa championships that was on
Kentucky Lake, and we got along well.
Then we talked on and off about lodg-
ing. He said he thought he could

squeeze me in. I stayed
with Jimmy Brewer, who is a
super nice guy, a few times. I
stayed with Chad Grigsby and
a few other guys as well. I have
the utmost respect for those
guys. To see Thrift, he’s a machine,
and he’s a machine because he
spends all his time on his tackle, on his
preparedness. It’s still a little bit tough
on my level to come from home, from
work mode, to jumping in a boat that
hasn’t been touched since the last
tournament. The tackle prep and such
is not what it needs to be yet. 

What do you do for a living?
I have a painting business. I’m a

painting contractor. 

So what do you do in Michigan in
the winter if you can’t paint and
can’t go fishing? 

I try to convince my wife to let me
go south. 

I actually don’t fish much back
home, believe it or not. That’s why I
enjoy getting away and fishing the
Costa stuff. With work responsibilities
and fishing season being my prime
work season, as far as being warm
out, it’s tough to get out.

If you ever moved south, where do
you think you’d land?

Probably somewhere near Santee
Cooper or Guntersville. Of course,
Chickamauga is pretty close to the top
of the list too. That’s a sweet lake. 

Do you still prefer smallmouths
over largemouths?

No. I never have I don’t think. I like
them all.

Wait, really?
Oh yeah. I’m a bucketmouth fisher-

man, don’t get me wrong. I’m not real-
ly a drop-shot guy. I mean, I’ll catch
smallmouth, and I love power-fishing
for them.

On a scale of 1 to 10, how dumb is
a bedding smallmouth? 

It depends where you’re at. On
Champlain they can be probably about
as dumb as they can get. A 10. They’re
dumb. Back home they can be about a
1 sometimes. They can be gone from
that bed before you get to that bed,
and you’ll think the bed is empty but
the fish is actually there. These
Champlain fish tend to just sit there. 

What do you think about the
Flogger?

I don’t like it.

Why not?
To me, I would rather have it be

gone away with just for the fact that
there are more and more spawning
fish that get targeted now that didn’t
get targeted before. I think it puts
more pressure on fish that guys
wouldn’t normally see in that range,
and now they can. 

Have you had any weird wildlife
encounters when out on the
water?

I’ve had to take a deer to shore
before when it was stuck in the middle
of the lake and it was struggling to get
across. Me and another guy grabbed
ahold of the antlers and kind of
dragged it to shallow water so it could
walk out. Besides that, down south you
get snakes that want to come in your
boat once in a while, and I’m not a big
fan of that. I don’t mind the alligators.
They’re kind of neat to look at, and you
give them their space, but the snakes
are something else sometimes.  
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