A Tale of Two Fishermen

Two fly rodders, a rookie and a pro, make their first
attempt at taking Lake Michigan tributary salmon.

By JOHN BETH

almon snagging is no
S longer legal in Wisconsin;

it’s history, water over the
riffles, so to speak. Unfortu-
nately, though, a good number of
fishermen continue to believe the
rationale underlying the folly
that continued on Lake Michigan
tributary streams for so long —
that salmon, once in their mig-
ratory, breeding condition, could
not be caught by anglers using
conventional hook-and-line angl-
ing methods.

Nothing could be further from
the truth. Anglers on the Pacific
Coast and the Atlantic Coast had
been catching migratory salmon
in rivers and streams, using con-
ventional angling gear, for years
before the first salmon was ever
planted in Lake Michigan.

It is true that salmon, once
they enter tributary streams to
spawn, do little if any feeding.
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They do, however, take lures and
baits. What triggers the strike
reaction in these fish, as in many
other species of fish, both in the
Great Lakes and in our warmer,
inland lakes, need not be hunger.
Curiosity, aggression, or reflex
may be the cause, but whatever
the reason is, it is really not im-
portant to the angler as long as
he knows the fish will take his
bait.

I have many friends who enjoy
catching king salmon in Lake
Michigan tributary streams each
fall. Still, many anglers are re-
luctant to even try this type of
fishing. Only recently I was able
to convince two more fishermen
that salmon in our Lake Michi-
gan tributaries offer one of the
most exciting angling oppor-
tunities available in Wisconsin.

Mike Hansen had never
caught a salmon in a Lake
Michigan tributary water. This
may not sound unusual, except
for the fact that Mike is best

known and respected as the
DNR’s Great Lakes Sport Fish-
ing Specialist. In his position in
the DNR, Mike is largely respon-
sible for the fact that this type of
angling is even available to state
outdoorsmen.

A few years back I walked into
a cubicle at the Madison DNR
headquarters to meet the re-
placement for another old fishing
buddy, Chuck Krueger (one of
the best yarn fishermen I ever
met). Mike was sitting behind
what once was Chuck’s desk.
After introducing myself, T im-
mediately tried the “do they
bite?” question on him.

Fortunately, in this somewhat
serious, initial meeting, Mike
was quick to share information
on his father’s success in fishing

Above: Gary Borger, a world fam-
ous fishing author and video pro-
ducer, plays a king salmon on a
Lake Michigan tributary stream.
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salmon with a fly rod in Alaska.
I felt I was halfway home al-
ready. He was also well aware of
the controversy surrounding
tributary snagging.

In the year that followed, Mike
and I spoke at length of the
many aspects of the fishery, and
I finally decided he had been
doing enough paper work and
needed to enjoy the fruits of his
labors. Instead of being waist-
deep in paperwork, I told him, he
would look better waist-deep in a
river. I offered him the use of a
fly rod, reel, and flies, and told
him I would take him fishing
when he could find the time to
go.

So it was that one cool autumn
morning near Lake Michigan he
picked up one of my fly rods and,
smiling at me, admitted, “I really
don’t know the first thing about
this, John.” I instructed him that
when the king grabs the bait and
takes off, “Don’t drop the rod,
don’t fall down, and, by all
means, don’t get nervous.” Mike’s
face tightened and then gave
way to a full-fledged smile.
“Don’t worry,” he assured,
“you’'ve already made me nerv-
ous.” .

Our day started out filled with
anticipation. Mike was patient
and understanding as I showed
him the fine points of using the
‘equipment and how to present
the bait. I told him to not waste
time by casting to anything but
dominant male salmon. These
fish are readily evident in the
clear shallow water, where they
can be seen aggressively trying
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Author John Beth is a long-time advocate of tributary trout and salmon
fishing. Over the last several years he has written about this type of fishing
and extolled its virtues at many fishing seminars. He has caught hundreds
of trout and salmon in Lake Michigan tributaries on conventional fishing
gear. Gary Borger Photo

Left: Gary Borger muscles a king salmon during a fall trip with the au-
thor. Right: The big salmon is finally subdued. The bandage on Borger’s
thumb is evidence of the care that must be taken when removing hooks from
a salmon’s toothy mouth. .
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Flash-a-bou streamers are some of Beth’s favorite fall patterns for king sal-
mon. A variety of brightly colored spoons and plugs fished with spinning gear
will also take migratory salmon in tributaries.

to obtain or defend females.

Mike retained the conserved,
scientific demeanor I had ex-
pected of him throughout his
tutelage. Later that morning,
however, after we had separated
a short distance to fish, I heard
his voice, clearly excited, over
the rush of the river and the
splash of his first king salmon.
As the fish ripped down the rif-
fles, tight on Mike’s line, hys-
teria and elation became one.

“Hold on!” I yelled. “Keep the
rod tip up! Get back slack line
when you can! Keep it away from
that tree on the left! Follow it
downstream! Watch your footing!
Wait ’till T get below you with a
net! Don’t try to land it too soon!
RELAX!!! DON'T PANIC!

Have fun!”

I know he never heard a word
I said. But I knew he wouldnt —
it’s always like that when you
have a salmon on the other end
of light tackle.

When the king was landed,
Mike shook a little, puffed a lit-
tle, and smiled a lot.

“Take my picture with it?”

“Sure,” I said.

Mike’s fish was lip-hooked; he
had already learned how to avoid
foul hooking salmon in this situ-
ation. Foul hooking is a frustrat-
ing but common occurrence,
especially for beginners who drift
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a fly or bait through a congrega-
tion of kings and simply wait to
feel a “bump” on their line. Un-

fortunately, all too often that
bump is caused by a fish swim-
ming over the line or leader,
thereby falsely indicating a
strike. The inexperienced angler
will then set his hook, invariably
hooking the fish in the fin or in
the body.

Controlling a foul-hooked sal-
mon is a ridiculous task at best
and will not only waste fishing
time, it will spook potential “hit-
ters.” The easiest way to avoid
foul hooking is to simply sight-
fish for a specific king and exclu-
sively give it your attention,
never taking your eyes off your
fly or bait. Much like hunting,
sight-fishing demands careful
stalking, and in this case, good
casting and line control, and con-
centration. This allows you to see
exactly when to set the hook,
and besides, if you deny yourself
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seeing the king crush your fly in
its jaws, you have cheated your-
self out of the most exciting vis-
ual element of this sport.

Since our initial fishing trip,
Mike has improved his technique
and has acquired a fine rod, reel,
flies, waders, and all the other
equipment indicating a fisher-
man who, himself, has been
hooked.

But if Mike, who was an inex-
perienced river fisherman, can
get hooked on this type of angl-
ing, what about veteran fisher-
men who have never tried tribut-
ary salmon angling? That’s
where the second angler in this
story enters the picture.

If it can be said of any fly
fisher that he has “done it all,”
Wisconsin’s Gary Borger would
come as close to fitting that de-
scription as anyone I know. Gary
works as a college professor, but
in fishing circles is known for his
fly-fishing articles and books,
producing fishing videos, and for
his innovative fly and other fish-
ing equipment designs.

So, how would a man of this
reputation, who has fished the
finest waters in the world, re-
spond to the opportunity of fish-
ing a Lake Michigan tributary?
He found the idea quite exciting.
I had asked him several years
ago if he had ever fished migrat-
ory king salmon in Wisconsin.
He admitted that he had never
really tried it, largely because
he, like many other fishermen,
was put off by the then legal
snagging. The change of rules
that eliminated snagging, how-
ever, resulted in a great fishing
trip for the two of us last fall.

The fall had been unusually
dry, leaving the rivers and
streams very low. We worked our
way along the lake shoreline
through several counties, looking
for water first and fish second.
‘When we eventually found a
river with enough water to allow
upstream movement of salmon,
Gary’s eyes twinkled, his lips
tightened, and his favorite ex-
pression told it all.
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“Holy cow! Look at those fish!”

Watching him adapt to “my”
type of salmon fishing was a
treat. He casts with clockwork
precision and impeccable style,
even though the heavy salmon
flies on what I would have gues-
sed to be a bit undergunned 6-
weight rod might have given the
average caster problems. He
moved like a heron in the river
and carefully approached each
new fish-holding area.

For the next few days we
stalked the river’s salmon. It was
always a treat to hear his fly reel
drag screeching, followed by an
excited “Holy cow!” each time he
hooked a fish. His enthusiasm
for this type of angling, consider-
ing his vast experience, was
amazing.

Gary commented on how the
river environment, water condi-
tions, and fish behavior com-
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pared to his regular salmon fish- ' ” '
ing areas in Alaska. With the in-
credible abundance of fish and
rivers there, it is understandably
a bit more spectacular. Still,
many of our own tributary rivers ,
and streams have a singular 7/ D N L I E
beauty all their own. Each river I
has its own charm, mysteries, g I

challenges and rewards, and
each etches its own memories in

the mind of an angler. I doubt if Since 1945, no other lure has

Gary will be cancelling any trips been responsible for as many kills

to New Zealand, Alaska or Mon- ] : . :

tana, but I do think the next as Pete Rickard’s Original Indian

time I give him a call about some Buck Lure. Indian Buck Lure can

G i (ow) o sellon stop a running buck dead in his

runs he’ll give it serious consid- Gt :

eration. tracks, giving you time for that all
During the times I spent fish- important shot.

ing with Gary and Mike, I

sensed that Mike was not a DNR The First. . .The Oldest.

specialist, nor was Gary a fishing
celebrity — the river and the fish
reduced us, or elevated us, to a
common denominator. There on
the water in those October hours
we had much in common.
Perhaps there is much to fishing
salmon in our tributary streams
that one does not sense at first,
but one need only look closer,
longer and deeper, and into
themselves to find it. &
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