FI" #1$% !& us, the chances of catching the world record bass are far

more remote than a shot at winning $100 million in the Powerball draw-

ing. But each season Mike Long’s chances of topping the world record
are probably closer to the odds on winning a TV at your kid’s fundrais-
ing raffle, and perhaps better than that.

Lest you think this an exaggeration, consider the facts.

Long lives in the San Diego lakes area, regarded as the mecca of
monster bass. The unique combination of transplanted Florida bass, a

year-round growing season, and a forage base that includes stocked rain-

bow trout enables these small, heavily pressured waters to produce
supersize bass. More documented catches of bass heavier than 16
pounds have come from this area than from all the rest of the world’s
waters combined.

Long possesses other advantages, tangible and intangible — a tem-
pered hunter’s instinct; a carefully pruned bass fishing grapevine to
keep him dialed in to the hot lakes; well-selected tackle and tools; and,

last but hardly least, a meticulously kept diary of his fishing, a magnum

opus in progress that he draws from for understanding of big bass and
the patterns that catch them.

The numbers are his best credentials. His 20.75-pound catch at Lake

Dixon in 2001 fell only 1.5 pounds shy of George Perry’s record catch.

His log chronicles catches of 15-pound-plus bass every season. In 2006,

when BASS assembled an unofficial list of the 100 All-Time Largest
Documented Bass, Long had 27 of those spots and 31 of the top 106.

Here’s what Long has learned from some of the more notable catches.
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“] BELIEVE SHE WANTED TO EAT HIM.”

Background: No doubt you've heard of
“Dottie,” the grande dame of big bass. She spent
her entire life in Lake Dixon, a 76-acre water sup-
ply reservoir near Escondido, Calif. Mac Weakley
foul-hooked and released the fish in 2006 after
weighing her in at 25 pounds. She was found dead
in spring 2008. Photographic evidence suggests she
was the same fish caught and released by Jed
Dickerson in May 2003 at 21.7 pounds and three
times by Mike Long. The last time Long released
Dottie, she weighed 20 pounds, 12 ounces. When
BASS compiled a list of the largest-ever bass in
2006, the catch ranked ninth.

LongOs accounfohn Kerr, Long’s fishing bud-
dy since childhood, spotted the fish during a photo
shoot and alerted Long. Long failed to locate the
bass on his first two trips to Dixon that week, but
five days after Kerr’s sighting, he finally spotted her
on a flat “one-third to one-half a football field” in
size at the 25-foot depth.

“She had maybe 20 or 30 males up on that flat
— juvenile males spawning,” says Long. “She was
roaming, but I noticed she was constantly relating
to an area about the size and shape of a bathtub. It
wasn't a defined nest. All I could see was a
lima-bean green fish down there and a small male
... and I don’t believe she wanted to spawn with
him. I believe she wanted to eat him.”

Fishing a white ProLine skirted jig, Long coaxed
a strike. He thought he had executed a good hook
set, too, but the giant female came unbuttoned.

“I was upset,” he recalls. “I saw her swim off to
deep water, and I thought ‘It’s done! Too much
stress on her. She’s done!” I just wandered around
the lake for about an hour. Finally, I called my
friend John Kerr, who had seen the fish in the area,
and told him ‘Man, I just lost a big one.” I was pret-
ty depressed, but John said, ‘Go back. She’ll proba-

bly be there.”
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Long took the advice of Kerr. This time he
nosed the boat on shore “as far away as I could”
and stayed low and motionless as he waited her
out. He tied a 6-inch Castaic FPT original sinking
swimbait on one rod. But he allowed more than an
hour to pass before he lofted a cast.

To his surprise, the bass bit again.

“When the lure got within a few feet of her, I
popped that lure and she went right down on it,” he
says. This time, she stayed hooked.

Lessons learned Long took away three bits of
wisdom from the 20-12: 1) to wait out a lost fish
and “give it a second chance,” 2) to come at the fish
from a different angle, and 3) to switch lures on
subsequent attempts.

The behemoth spooked at the sight of the white
jig when Long returned. “She wouldn’t get any-
where near it,” he recalls.

But she did respond immediately to the rain-
bow trout colored swimbait.

“It’s always good to have an arsenal of different
spawn and prespawn tools,” Long adds.

———— H
I — (Continued)
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Background: “This was an interesting fish Date:
because I saw her come out and I could see how big 2002
she was,” he remembers.

Big fish gather frequently at the 30- x 30-foot dock
at the mouth of a cove on this 140-acre lake. With
favorable light and a good viewing angle, the fish are
sometimes visible.

LongOs accountThe California native anticipated a
postspawn swimbait bite. He cast a Huddleston ROF 12
swimbait to the bank and retrieved it parallel to the dock.

His first cast attracted the bass’ attention but not enough
to prompt a strike. Subsequent casts failed to draw any
interest at all.

He left the area and returned several times with 15- to
20-minute intervals between dock stops. He cast close to
the dock on each return. After a number of return trips
and “one-shot” casts, his persistence paid off.

“It was incredible to see her come out,” he recalls.

“When that fish hit, my knees buckled. It doesn’t matter
how many big fish you've caught. You're never really ready
for it.”

Lessons learned The catch underscored the importance
of angle of presentation, casting accuracy and getting a bait
inside the fish’s strike zone, Long recalls. It also reinforced the
importance of “being persistent” once you've located a giant.
On each return to the dock, he modified the drop rate of his
swimbait. He also tried to position his boat so he could pass the
swimbait as close as possible to the dock.

“I got lucky,” assesses Long. “I recognized a pattern. The fact
that she would come out each time and look at it told me there was a chance she would bite. I real-
ized I could make her drop her guard one time (and one time only) on each approach, ... that I
would get one shot.

“How many times could I have played this game with her? I don’t know. But each time she got
interested in the bait and came out, she would see me and go back under the dock. So it was very
hard to get her to commit.”

THE “BIG BASS” MINDSET
Hunting truly giant bass is I’'m not fighting a clock; I'm dropoffs for hours at a
markedly different from fishing fighting against the fish.” stretch, and uses his elec-
tournaments — a point Long Once he’s on a big fish, or  tronics to identify specific
emphasizes to everyone seri- confident he has located a types of fish-holding cover/
ous about catching elite fish. holding area, the hunt is on! structure combinations.
“Tournament fishing is And it truly is a hunt. Boat position is critical.
about the clock,” says Long. He’'ll stalk big fish for days He frequently uses two
“You only have so much time. or more. He stakes out key anchors to hold position for
But | have all the time in the transition areas near proven precise casting angles and to

world to hunt for a big fish. | spawning flats and migration ensure that he remains at a
can spend days, weeks — a routes, sight-searches shore- tactically safe distance from
season. There’s no time limit.  lines and adjacent flats and his target.
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LONG LINE AT THE TROUT TROUGH

Background: Long grew up in Poway, Calif., and
of all the lakes in the San Diego area, he knows Lake
Poway most intimately.

His home lake yielded bass of roughly 17 pounds
in both 1998 and 1999. One taught him the tech-
nique of long-lining.

Long®s accountWater poured into 60-acre
Lake Poway from a feeder creek following heavy
rains. When the water cleared, Long noticed that
trout had moved to the mouth and giant bass were
guarding the edge, preventing the trout from
returning to the lake.

“I couldn't fish it from the edge,” recalls Long.
“The bass saw me and spooked. Interestingly, they
were keeping those trout locked inside that creek
mouth, but it was almost as if they were trying to
block me from going up that stream, as well.”

Long-distance casts were critical. By chucking
his Castaic SBT swimbait (trout pattern) well up the
feeder creek and even onto the bank itself, he trig-
gered strikes from six giant bass.

“The trick to the retrieve was to rip and crank
the bait as hard as I could as soon as the bait came
off the edge of the sandbar and dropped into deeper
water. That’s where the bass reacted and struck,”
Long explains. “The first day there, I caught a 10-,
12- and 14-pounder. I didn't tell anybody about it,
not even John Kerr.”

When he returned the following day, only two
fish remained.

“One was gigantic,” Long recalls. “I couldn’t
believe it. She was right on the edge waiting for a
trout to come out. With her was a second bass of
about 8 pounds.”

He cast repeatedly up the
creek from the deep water of
the bay, drawing the atten-
tion of the 8-pounder each
time. “But I would pull the
bait away because I noticed &
that every time the 8-pounder )
came out, the giant bass was
right behind.”

He considered catching the
8-pounder first but feared it
would spoil his shot at the big
female. Then inspiration struck.

“I had two rods on the deck
with swimbaits attached,” he
relates. “I cast one, reeled it back
and got the 8-pounder to chase.
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But as he started to close in on the lure, I dropped the
rod, engaged the reel and let the bait sink. As the
8-pounder followed it down, I pitched the other lure
way up the creek and started my retrieve. As soon as
the swimbait hit that edge from shallow to deep
water, I ripped it. The 17-pounder just crushed the
lure!”

Lessons learned Long has never been able to
repeat the bait-and-switch ruse he pulled on the 8-
and 17-pounders. “I never, ever re-created that situa-
tion again, and I may never again see it in my life-
time. But I was there for that one moment, and it
was awesome,” he says.

He did, however, develop the long-lining tech-
nique he has used to catch many a monster bass
from that experience.

Long theorizes that an angler can put a wary
bass more at ease by backing the boat from an area
and employing very long casts beyond the target. If
it thinks you are at a safe distance or have left the
area altogether, its guard goes down. “If he’s at, say, a
Level 7 alert, that may go down to a Level 5 or what-
ever level he’s going to settle at — perhaps even a
Level 2 or 3,” says Long. “That means you will have a
higher percentage opportunity to catch that fish.”

Long-lining works well with swimbaits cast
upon a bank or left with painful patience to sink and
sit before the retrieve. He has even placed lures on

the bank and eased out line
with the boat.
“Long-lining is a great
technique, but most people
won't do it,” assesses Long.
& “We are all programmed to

- . cast and retrieve, cast and
retrieve. But sometimes you
have to out-think the fish.

It’s like a chess match.
Once you get a bass to
drop its guard, you have a
better chance of catching
t. ... By the way, I went
back and caught that
8-pounder, too!”
(Continued)

Lake Poway, 1999, 1154 lbs
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WAITING THEM OUT

Background: Long fished a jig for two consec-
utive days and tallied two fish. One weighed 9
ounces. The other tipped the scales at 17 pounds, 2
ounces — still the Lake Jennings record.

During a brutal southern California drought,
Long scouted Lake Jennings and made note of
every detail of bottom structure he could see.

Long®s account‘The lake was down 30 or 40
feet in midsummer, and [ was walking around the
lake with Hugh Marx, the lake ranger. I had so

much faith in one area, with its ledges and its rela- Drop it. Let it sit. With stitching, you are just trying

tion to the main points of the lake. I said, ‘Hugh,
I'm going to get a big fish here.” He just laughed.
“When the water level came back up, I worked
that rocky area with a 1/2-ounce black jig (and
black/red flake Yamamoto jig trailer) all day. The
lake record was the big payoff. I just sat there and
stitched the area. I would scratch an edge (of the
structure), drop the jig, let it sit ... Stitch an inch.

LONG’S SWIMBAITS

Mike Long’s go-to swim-
baits are the Rock Hard and
Catch22 (both of which he
helped create), respectively
the premium hard and soft
swimbait lines of Castaic.
ROCK HARD

Castaic has a tradition of
realistic hard baits that extends
back to swimbait pioneer Ken
Huddleston and lure designer
Jason Scott. Rock Hard extends
that tradition with representa-
tions of the favorite prey of big
bass — rainbow trout, tilapia,
golden shiner, bluedill, threadfin
shad and baby bass, all weight-
ed, balanced, and accurately
shaped and painted. In Long’s
San Diego-area waters, rainbow
trout has been the most effec-
tive finish.

The bait is most effective
fished at a moderately paced
retrieve.

“You generally don’t want
the fish to get too good a look
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to irritate a fish into striking.
“And the thing is, most of the time that fish is not
there, so you have to wait it out until the fish is in.”
Lessons learned “Like that fish at Poway, this
fish taught me to have patience in an area that has
all the right elements — and to believe in it. I fished
in the same spot for a day and a half. That’s the kind

\Locatiow:
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THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

Background: “I lost a fish on Lake
Murray that I know was a world record,”
says Long. “I saw the fish.” Date:

Long®s accountte was fishing
4-pound-test line near but well away
from some tules when the fish hit.
Despite the very low water, the bass made a run toward
the emergent vegetation.

“Now the first thing I normally do when I get a big fish
is move the boat out to deep water — away from structure
and cover — where I can fight the fish. But this bass made
arun toward the bank. I thought that would work out OK
because, with low water and her size, I didn’t think she
could reach the tules. Better yet, she beached herself! But
when I tried to reach her, the trolling motor hit the muck.
Still, I figured I had some control with the bass lying on her
side in the shallows. But I only had 4-pound test, and the
bass weighed maybe 23 or 24 pounds.

“She managed to turn herself around and then flop, flop,
flop ... I couldn’t believe she could pick up any momentum
in that shallow water. But somehow she did and made her

1 Lake Hemet, 2009
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way to deep water where she got
inside a concrete pipe on deep
structure and snapped me off.

- “She was a giant fish. I had
landed a 17.95 bass out of Lake
Murray that spring and, believe
me, this fish was a lot bigger.

This bass not only had the big head and a big, long frame,

she also had enormous girth to go with them.”

Lessons learned Preparation is the lesson we usually
learn too late — and often forget again later anyway.

“Always go out and be prepared to land a big fish,” Long
advises. “Know what you are going to do. Know which way
you are going to go. Have your net ready. Prep yourself on
what you are going to do. ... You have to think it all the way
through for all circumstances from start to finish. That’s
huge! That day I didn’t think things out. In retrospect,
should have jumped in ... just jumped on the fish with the
net. But when that trolling motor hit ... Face it. Youre F=
not always thinking of everything.”

To see more giant bass from the Mike Long files, log on to www.
bassmaster.com/mikelong.

L Lake wunvay, 16 lvs.

at a swimbait,” he says. “That’s
one reason | work them at a
moderate speed most of the
time. ... A lot of guys want to
burn it, and it will burn OK, but
— day in, day out — it performs
best at a moderate speed.”

A lot of fishermen program
themselves to repetitive cast-

and-retrieve fishing, Long says.

And working the Rock Hard
over a point with long casts
and the wind at one’s back is
quite effective. “But for really
big fish, you need to fish tar-
gets — often deep water tar-
gets,” says Long.

CATCH22

Soft swimbaits have a his-
tory of taking giant bass. But
they also take a beating in
combat, frequently shredding
under bass attack.

An upgrade of Castaic’s
Platinum series baits, the
Catch22 is guaranteed to
remain swimming and fish-
worthy through a minimum of

of commitment you need to the ‘right’ spot!”

22 bass. Long had suggested

a fabric base within the plastic,
and Castaic took the concept a

step further, adding a Kevlar
internal base structure
(InnerArmor).

“With the first Catch22
| used, | took 20 or 30 bass
before a giant blue catfish
broke my line,” recalls Long.
“As these baits break in, they
swim even better.”

The Catch22, which comes
in nine specific trout/baitfish
shapes and color patterns,
also features a modified treble
hook (patent pending Tri-
Claw), configured to hold flat
to a magnet on the belly of the
bait. With a line-through
design, the lure separates
from the hook during the fight,
greatly increasing the
hookup-to-landing ratio.

Note: Reaction Strike, of
McCordsville, Ind., purchased
the assets of the Castaic
brand in October.

e

THE PRAYING MANTIS SYNDROME

Mike Long believes that, after they reach 15 pounds,
most bass lose their urge to merge. Despite that, he
thinks pheromones of fertile fish continue to draw them
to spawning areas in spring. i

And though they are not in love, they are, never-
theless, hungry.

“We’ve actually counted the males in a spawning
area and watched a big female on her spawning flat.
The next morning we’ve come back and counted one
or two males gone and then seen that big fish with a
bass tail sticking out of her mouth.

“l don’t think that inside them is a primary
urge to eat each other. | think (their cannibalism
at these times) is a last-ditch effort. It’s more
likely that a giant bass instinctively knows that,
to retain its size, it needs to go to Plan C, and it
executes it.”
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