' By Spencer Berman, Field Editor

n 2012, I wrote a two-part article about Lake St. Clair. Part 1 laid out the history of
the lake and how different environmental factors have changed this amazing fishery
over the last 40 years, while Part 2 discussed fishing techniques, including how the
trolling bite had evolved over time. St. Clair had arguably the best musky population of
any lake in the world when the articles were published, but that was six years ago.
. This begs the question: How has the lake changed biologically, and how has fishing pres-
- sure affected the “bite” on the lake?

Biological Changes

Despite only six years since my article, Lake St. Clair has seen several major environ-
mental changes. Some have had a dramatic effect on how the lake fishes and others have

aused licdle change.

The first major change to the fishery was the water level. In 2012 the deepest natural

- part of the lake (not including the dredged channel) was just less than 20 feet of water. At

 that point the Great Lakes were at an all-time low, and since St. Clair is part of the Great
Lakes, it is no surprise that it also was extremely low. Today, the Great Lakes are close to
an all-time high water mark and St. Clair is at its second-highest level in history with the
deepest part of the lake just over 24 feet. Average depth went from 11 to 15 feet. This rep-
resents a 36 percent increase in the overall water depth. Despite this rise, the lake remains
roughly the same size at around 274,000 surface acres.

One major change brought by the higher water levels is current traveling through the
system. The average speed of both the St. Clair and Detroit rivers has increased more than

one mile per hour each. Although the lake’s current speed varies depending on your prox-
imity to the channel, it still has increased. This has led to dramatic changes in the move-
ments of fish which relate to current-based areas.

Another biological factor that hit St. Clair in the spring of 2017 was a breakout of VHS
virus. As many remember, this virus hit the lake in the early 2000s with a musky mortality
rate of 30 to 40 percent. On the surface the die-off seemed horrific, but it ended up

- strengthening the musky genetics of the lake. The most recent kill was nowhere near as
deadly: Most guides believe the mortality rate was less than five percent.

Fishing In 2018

The biological changes have had an impact on different aspects of the lake. The biggest
biological change that impacted musky fishing is the increase in water levels, which led to
clearer water. The lake has been very clear since the introduction of mussels to the St. Clair
system in the mid 1990s. “Stained” water now comes from wave action rolling up loose
sediment. v

The increase in water levels has made this much more challenging. When the lake’s av-
erage depth was 11 feet it took only two- to 2%4-foot waves to roll the water column over
and create the desired green water color that muskies and shad seem to favor. Now, with
the depth average being closer to 15 feet, it takes much more substantial wave action to
roll the water column over. The lake is now much clearer on average.

- Also, with water levels going up, the average summer water temperature of the lake has
fallen considerably. This decrease in temperature is due to both the increase in the lake’s
volume as well as the clearer water holding less of the sun’s heat.

These changes have not necessarily hurt the musky fishing but have caused the move-
ments of the fish to change. The learning curve involved with these changes has caused




giant muskies, including
this 55-inch monster caught and relsased by the author.
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Release Tools & Stuff

Knipex Hook Cutters
The best hook cutters available. Perfect for cutting
hooks from badly-hooked fish. New compound
action cuts any hook easily. $59.95

16-Inch Long Nose Pliers
Keep your hands far from harm’s way! A whopping
16” long, with plenty of jaw strength. High carbon steel
jaws, comfort-grip handle Available with straight jaws
or jaws bent at 90-degree angle for leverage. (Please
specn‘y when ordering.) $19.95
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- Catch and Roloase.

The Grabb-it8..
No more hooks in the hands,
Grfz and lock the hook.

- B
Grabb-It Unhooking Tool
Grabb-It keeps your hands away from sharp

hooks and teeth. Simply grab and lock the hook. Musky Measure
All-steel constructlon $29.95 60-inch long plastic musky measure stick to get the
1 length of your next trophy. It floats for in-the-water

measurements! $19.95

. MHM Boat Towels
LOVE} ng: ET:JES L Terrific for drying your
| hands after that trophy

High tech micro-

fiber design protects
your hands from gill
rakers yet provides

a sure grip to quickly
and safely release
your musky of a
lifetime.
$14.95

| release, or for keeping

| things tidy in the boat.

i 100% cotton towels with
L “Muskies! Other Fish Are
| Just Bait” logo, grommet
| and clip. Navy or black.
 Large, 14x18-inch size.

| $7.95

Z 7 H’
Other Fish Are
Just Bait

MHM Tape Measure ,«m,
Perfect for measuring or girthing your ~ /
giant musky. Retractable tape measures
60 inches. $2.95 (Includes 5,
shipping)

Musy Babies
Stuffed muskies perfect for kids (age 3 & up), or
your buddy who can't catch one on his own. Dark

water (top) or clear water (bottom) muskies. Musky Hunter Boat Decal
17-inch size $15.95  10-inch size $6.95 Dlehcut \é;%l !e;asny applies to your boat. 18x2.5
inches

Stylish, comfortable, License Frame r—-—u—
Assorted colors. $4.95 know you fish Fas

Chums Sunglass Retainer wuskies:
100% cotton straps keep ¢ Plastic license plate

glasses on your face. R : frame lets the world

(Sunglasses not included) ww for muskies. $6.00 (/ncludes shipping)
: usky Hunter Gear Order Form

Name
Address

City State ZIP
Check VISA M/C Exp. Date
Card No.
Signature
Daytime telephone

Qty.

TO ORDER:

Mail this form with your
payment to:

Musky Hunter

P.0. Box 340

Tax (W1 55%) St. Germain, WI 54558

Shipping Charges: Subtotal VISA & MasterCard users ca
U.S.: $7 one item, $2 each additional ftem Shipping = i

Canada: $13 one item, $3 each add'l item Total 1'800'23'M USKY

T r—‘ Outside the U.S. 715-477-2178
| Thank you for your order! |

www.muskyhunter.com = 1.800.23. MUSKY

ltem Name Price Total

Lake St. Clair Revisited

many fishermen to struggle at times, as
spots that held fish in previous years have
gone dry.

The first major change we have seen in
musky habits is the movement of more
muskies to the east and southeast portions
of the lake, which tend to have darker
water due to harder bottom and less weed
growth. Also, the east end gets most of its
water from the Thames River which tends
to be darker stained than the rest of the
lake. whose water comes from Lake
Huron. These areas heat up quicker in the
spring and attract fish, so many muskies
migrate there in the spring to spawn. Since
this area conwins everything a musky
needs to live, many of the fish remain in
the east end all year.

The other major shift in the musky
movements on Lake St. Clair concerns the
area known as “the middle.” Also known
as the weather buoy area, the middle used
to be the place to fish in July and August
because the current flow from Lake Huron
is dramarically cooler. In the meantime,
cter of St. Clair would get too
d and muskies to live comfort-
ably. However, with the increase in water
levels. we seldom see the perimeter of the
lake geming warm enough to drive
muskies to the center in the same numbers
as in the lower water period. Although we
do see plenty of fish in the middle in July
and August, it definitely isn’t the only
get bites in midsummer.

ery exciting biological impact we
g right now are the benefits of the
] ur break in the mid 2000s. The year
classes of fish after VHS are some of the
strongest the lake has ever seen, and start-
ing in 2018 these fish should be reaching
50 in Jles In 2017, nearly every guide on
the lake saw a huge number of muskies

ust under that standard.

Trolling

Opver the past six years, the trolllng bite
on Lake St. Clair has not seen many
changes compared to the casting bite, but
the top captains have made some tweaks
to adjust to the new conditions.

First, slightly slower trolling speeds tend
to produce better in colder lake tempera-
tures. Whereas 5 mph was the standard in
the early 2000s, and 4.2 mph in 2012,
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now most top trolling charters would
agree that 3.7 to 4 mph is most common.
Also, due to the increase in water clarity,
most trollers have noticed fewer bites on
rods run straight behind the boat while
rods rigged with planer boards have pro-
duced more fish. This change is assumed
to be due to the muskies being warier in
clearer water.

Another major change we have seen is
in lure selection. Lake St. Clair Captain
Jason Quintano says “today the cooler lake
temperatures combined with the musky
crankbait evolution has definitely had an
impact on our selection. In the summer-
time our crankbait selection used to con-
sist of almost all six-inch baits due to their
super erratic nature. Now, with the inven-
tion of such lures as the Headlock and
Mattlock, we are using 10- and 12-inch
baits all summer long with great success.
These baits have the same erratic motion
as the smaller lures which was something
we hadn't seen before.”

Another change Quintano noted was
the shift in bucktail colors from mostly

The

solid colors to a variety of color combina-
tions. “A few years ago you only really
needed to run lavender and “Hulk
Hogan” (a light chartreuse color) colored
buckeails, but today we see all different
colors going ar certain times and in certain
conditions. Now you must have a large va-
riety of colors to adjust to the water con-
ditions and fish preferences for that day.”
For buckrail selection, double tens still
seem to get the nod with Musky Mayhem
Trolling Girls being a top choice.

Casting

In 2010-2012, the casting bite on the
lake was very much untapped. I would go
weeks and sometimes months on the
water without seeing another caster, but
those days are pretty much over. Despite
this, the lake’s overall size and the incred-
ibly high number of muskies virtually en-
sure that the increased pressure won't serve
to overpressure or educate the fish.

One major impact the increase in JpIes

r.umber of figure-8 bites. Today we see 20
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The exciting 12th season is now
available on DVD. Over 4 hours of
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to 40 percent of our strikes coming on fig-
ure-8, versus 2012 when it was virtually
unheard of to get a fish boatside.

Rubber baits such as Bull Dawgs and
Medussas maintain their stranglehold on
the lake. Other baits, such as bucktails and
paddletail swimbaits, have fallen off
slightly as the pressure increased. One
change, however, is in the color of the baits
that seem to be working. Water clarity im-
provement now requires natural colors
such as walleye, sucker and cisco.

Lake St. Clair’s musky fishing remains
some of the best in the world, and with
great year classes of 50-plus-inch fish com-
ing up combined with a better under-
standing of the lake in higher water
conditions, we hope to have record years
ahead of us. Lake St. Clair should remain

at the top of everyone’s list.

For more about Field Editor Spencer
Berman, visit spencersanglingady.com

plus $ 'ppmg & handlmg

wwmskvhuntercom

MuskyHunter.com = August/September 2018 43



