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Days Lake

7:20 a.m. It’s 18 degrees as
the day begins. “This morning
is going to be more about

survival than fishing,” he says.

9:58 a.m. Walker hangs a good fish on a crawfish
crankbait.
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If you are man enough to fish in the brutal
cold, take notes out of David Walker’s play-
book. Big bass are willing to take the field

BASSMASTER’S “DAY ON the Lake” series puts Elite Series
pros on small lakes they've never seen before, then gives them
seven hours to crack the code and catch bass. This month,
David Walker takes the challenge. The 48-year-old Sevierville,
Tenn., angler has fished B.A.S.S. events for 15 years and has
qualified for the Classic nine times. Here’s what transpired on
Dec. 12, 2013, when we put Walker on Lake N, a small reservoir.
Here, learn how to catch bass when the calendar says late fall
yet midwinter conditions prevail.

» 6:30 a.m. It’s clear and a bone-chilling 18 degrees when |
meet Walker at his motel. A high of 40 is forecast for later in the
day. The pro is towing a Ranger 1862 center-console aluminum
boat equipped with a 90-horsepower Evinrude outboard, Minn
Kota trolling motor, Lowrance electronics and twin Power-Pole
anchors. “What'’s up with this cold weather?” Walker wonders.
“Winter doesn't officially begin for another week! It's going to be
all about survival out there today, especially if the wind kicks
up.” We head out for Lake N. (Continued)
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» 7:14 a.m. We arrive at Lake N's boat ramp. A group of
duck hunters has just launched their boats; water from
their trailers has already frozen on the ramp. “Man, it is
freakin’ brutal out here,” Walker says, shivering. We both
don extreme cold-weather gear and prep the Ranger for
launching.

7 HOURS LEFT

» 7:20 a.m. We launch the aluminum rig, and Walker
arranges his arsenal of G.Loomis rods equipped with
Shimano reels while his outboard warms up. What's his
strategy for the day? “This is the first sunny day this re-
gion has had for over a week, and if the wind doesn't
blow, that could bring the fish up shallow. Wintertime
fishing is different than other seasons; bass really like
the sun now, plus they’re often suspending, and they can
see your lure at a much greater distance when there’s
good solar penetration. I'll probably look for vertical
structures like channel banks and rock bluffs early in
the day; bass usually want deep water close by now. It's
so cold this morning, the upper ends of shallow tributar-
ies and little pockets off the main lake might be iced up,

constant temperature. Later on this morning, bass
might move into the shallower/flatter areas of the lake
to take advantage of the sunlight.” He checks his graph’s
surface-temp reading. “It says 39 degrees right now, but |
don't think it's quite that cold. East Tennessee small-
mouth anglers fish the float-and-fly (a tiny hair jig below
a bobber) when the water temp dips below 40 degrees.
Hopefully, | won't have to resort to that method.”

» 7:35a.m. Walker takes off on a mercifully shortruntoa
steep bank, where he makes his first casts of the day with a
Koppers LiveTarget Bait Ball jerkbait in the brown shad
pattern. “These Bait Ball lures have created a sensation
since they were introduced earlier this year. They feature a
clear plastic body with multiple baitfish images inside,
sort of like the ‘ship in a bottle’ concept. They mimic a
small school of baitfish, yet in a much more compact and
easy-to-fish manner than an umbrellarig.” He checks the
water clarity. “Wow, the water looks really clear, even
though | heard they had three inches of rain here just the
other day. You definitely want clear water for jerkbaits.”

» 7:40 a.m. The temp readout on Walker’s bow graph
now shows 42 degrees as he continues fishing the jerk-

bait. “That’s a relief; any water temp with a ‘3’ in front of
itis bad news as far as I'm concerned!” The
front deck of his aluminum boat is slick with
ice. “I'm really having to watch my footing. |
definitely don’t want to fall in the lake today!”
» 7:45 a.m. The surface temp readout has sta-
bilized at 43 degrees. “That’s a heat wave com-
pared to 39! They should get a little more ac-
tive once the sun gets over the treeline.”
Walker is still looking for his first strike on the
channel bank. I ask him about his jerkbait re-
trieve cadence. “Right now I'm fishing it with
two short jerks and a medium pause. | know
guys who pause it long enough for them to eat
a sandwich and a bag of chips, but | don't have
that luxury since | need to cover some water.”
» 7:51 a.m. Walker pitches a homemade

but the deeper areas of the lake should have a more

“They should get a little
more active once the
sun gets over the
treeline.”
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black-and-blue 1/2-ounce jig with a green pumpkin
Z-Man Turbo Crawz trailer at a boat dock. No takers.

> 7:56 a.m. He tries the jig around a concrete retaining
wall. “It drops off real quick to 17 feet here. Winter bass
will suspend around these vertical walls and feed on shad.”
» 8:03 a.m. Walker backs off the wall into 22 feet of wa-
ter and drops a 3/4-ounce Hopkins spoon around some
fish he’s spotted on the bottom. He hops the jigging
spoon several times, then says, “Whatever kind of fish
they are, they’re not hungry for a spoon.” A shotgun blast
sounds across the lake. “At least the

cranking speed down, but it's hard to keep it consistently
slow, so I'm also using a slow-speed 5.7:1 reel. The instant
| feel the lure hit bottom or a hard object, | slow it way
down. I've found bass are especially oriented to rock in
cold water, but flatland lakes like this one often don't
have a lot of rock, so wood is the next best thing.”
» 8:50 a.m. Walker idles a short distance uplake to a
mud point. He breaks out a box of LiveTarget jerkbaits
and selects one in a green shad pattern. “This color’s a
(Continued)

duck hunters are having some luck.”
» 8:05 a.m. Walker switches to a wa-
termelon craw LiveTarget HFC crank-
bait and retrieves it parallel to the re-
taining wall. “HFC stands for ‘hunt for
center’; this lure has an erratic ‘hunt-
ing’ action but always swings back to
true center, so it tracks exactly where
you want it to. It's an awesome crank-
bait in cold water. | fish all my crank-
baits on 10-pound Sunline
fluorocarbon.”

» 8:09 a.m. He switches to the same
lure in chartreuse craw. “Because
we've still got shade on this bank |
need a brighter color.”

» 8:16 a.m. The water near the end of
the wall is 44 degrees. Walker reverses
directions and retraces his path while
cranking the HFC.

6 HOURS LEFT

» 8:21a.m. There'salight breeze
blowing out of the south. Walker
cranks a couple of boat docks with the
HFC; his reel and rod guides keep ic-
ing up.

» 8:23 a.m. Walker runs the crank-
bait parallel to a dock and a bass
grabs it but instantly gets off. “That
felt like a good fish. The water may
have to warm up a degree or two be-
fore you can get one to really choke it.”
» 8:25 a.m. He casts the jig to the
dock. “Let’s see if | can tempt that fish
to bite again!” His line hangs in the
dock; when he retrieves the lure, he
also picks up a chartreuse spinnerbait
that was wedged between two boards.
“Aha, now we know what the locals
are using!”

» 8:30 a.m. The channel bank flat-
tens out, causing Walker’s crankbait
to dig up a wad of slimy snot grass.

» 8:39 a.m. Walker opts to move
straight across the lake to another
steep bank; he's sitting in 22 feet of
water and casting the chartreuse
craw HFC to the shoreline. | ask him
how he adapts his cranking style to
cold water. “I try to manually slow my
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little brighter than that other jerkbait |
was using. | need to wake these fish up.”
He also ties on a homemade umbrellarig.
“I hate these things! Umbrella rigs are the
angling equivalent of wearing sweat
pants — a sign that you've totally given
up!”

» 8:53 a.m. Walker casts the jerkbait to
the point, reels it down and hangs itin
some submerged cover. He breaks out a
plug knocker; this hangs in the cover, as
well.

» 9:04 a.m. After considerable tugging,
Walker pulls the object, an old tire, to the
surface and retrieves his lure and plug
knocker. “Look, whoever sank this tire ac-
tually cut sections out of the sidewalls to
stick brush in. Talk about somebody with
too much time on their hands!”

» 9:12 a.m. Walker runs back to the op-
posite shore to fish a clay point. He probes
a submerged tree at the end of the struc-
ture with the jig.

5 HOURS LEFT

» 9:20 a.m. The air temp is still frigid,
but the sun has finally melted the ice off
the decks of Walker’s boat. He’s moved
around the point to fish a series of lay-
downs with the jig. “I haven't had a bite so
far on any type of cover except a boat
dock. Given the clarity of this water,
they're probably suspending.”

» 9:25 a.m. Walker switches to a small
LiveTarget shad-imitating crankbait on a
spinning outfit. “Bass often feed on small
baitfish in cold water, and a lure this size
can usually get bites when bigger lures
can't. It's got a super-tight wobble. This
time of year, it can be more important to
determine what kind of lure the fish want
than to pinpoint precise locations where
they might be holding, because they're
probably suspending and therefore not
relating tightly to specific pieces of cover
or structure.”

» 9:26 a.m. Two bald eagles are perched
in a dead tree on the bank Walker is fish-
ing. “They’re probably waiting for those
duck hunters to leave so they can grab a
coot for lunch.”

» 9:30 a.m. Walker cranks the mini-shad
across another clay point.

» 9:31 a.m. Walker catches a nonkeeper
off the point on the mini-shad. “This fish
feels like an icicle!”

» 9:40 a.m. Walker moves uplake to
crank a retaining wall with the char-
treuse craw LiveTarget HFC. “I like this
spot; it's 7 feet deep along the wall, and
I'm feeling some rock down there.” The
water here is 43 degrees.

» 9:41 a.m. He catches a short fish on the
LiveTarget HFC.

» 9:46 a.m. Walker tries the mini-shad
crankbait on the retaining wall. “The wa-
ter’s a little murkier up here, but you can
still see the lure flash.”

» 9:49 a.m. Walker proceeds farther up-
lake, following the retaining wall while
cranking the HFC and mini-shad. The
wall makes a sharp bend and the depth
decreases, so he backs his boat out from
shore and resumes cranking.

» 9:55 a.m. Walker ties on a chartreuse
root beer LiveTarget Tennessee Crank, a
crawfish-profile crankbait. “I'm adjusting
to aslightly lighter color pattern because
this water is a little more stained than it
is downlake, plus this lure is a dead ringer
for a live craw.”

» 9:58 a.m. Walker casts the craw imita-
tor to the wall, winds it down, and a good
fish grabs it. He works it closer to the boat
and lands his first keeper of the day, a
3-pound, 2-ounce largemouth. “I felt the
lure tick some brush about 8 feet down,
then the fish hit it. First cast with that
crankbait, too — just shows how impor-
tant it is to make even seemingly minor
adjustments in your lures this time of
year.”

» 10:03 a.m. Walker continues cranking
the retaining wall. A bass taps the
Tennessee Crank but doesn't hook up.

> 10:08 a.m. As Walker cranks the wall,
we hear a loud cracking sound. Then, al-
most in slow motion, a massive tree on
the bank topples over and crashes to the
ground with a deafening thud! “Good
grief! That's amazing! I've seen trees blow
over in storms, but never when it was
dead calm like it is out here now!”

» 10:10 a.m. Walker cranks a gravel boat
ramp. “Never pass up an old boat ramp!
They attract lots of minnows and craws.”
» 10:14 a.m. Walker works over a pon-
toon boat dock with the Tennessee Crank
and jig.

4 HOURS LEFT

» 10:21 a.m. Walker makes a short hop
uplake to a steep bank with some scat-
tered rock. “There’s not a lot of rock in
this lake, and | want to make sure | hit it
when | can find it.” He grinds the
Tennessee Crank around the rocks. “It's
not as deep here as it looks — only about
5 feet — but those rocks should hold
crawfish.”

» 10:24 a.m. Walker runs back to the re-
taining wall where he bagged his first
keeper and works the area over thor-
oughly with the Tennessee Crank and the



jig. “These fish definitely aren’t stacked up. It's
a one bite here, one bite there kind of deal.”

» 10:43 a.m. The wall has so far failed to pro-
duce another fish. The wind has picked up,
and although it's blowing from the south, it’s
bitterly cold. “Why didn't | do this article in
May?” Walker laments as he pitches the jig to
some shallow stumps.

» 10:50 a.m. Walker opts to try the umbrella
rig; it's rigged with several 4-inch Z-Man
Diezel Minnowz, three of which have hooks in
them. “Some guy in east Tennessee makes
these rigs in his garage. | want Bassmaster
readers to understand that I'm totally selling
out by fishing this rig! I'm glad they don't al-
low them in B.A.S.S. tournaments; they re-
quire absolutely no skill. You're nothing more than a glo-
rified rod holder when you fish it!”

» 10:51 a.m. Walker flings the U-rig to the retaining
wall and reels it in slowly and steadily. About halfway
back to the boat, his rod bows under the weight of a big
bass! His second keeper of the day is a long, lean
4-pound, 3-ounce largemouth. “That fish was suspend-
ing right out in the middle of nowhere. What's it doing
way out there, anyway? It’s crazy! You spend years trying
to perfect your presentations with lures that require
skill to use properly, then you pick up this stupid rig and
catch a4-pound bass on your first cast. Go figure.”

“These fish definitely
aren’t stacked up. It’s a
one bite here, one bite
there kind of deal.”

» 11:15 a.m. Walker has worked his way back along the
retaining wall with the U-rig, craw crank and jig with-
out getting another bite. What's his take on the day so
far? “There are some good quality fish in this lake, but
getting them to bite hasn’t been easy. Even though it's
late fall, the fish are on a midwinter pattern. The big-
gest surprise is how poor the jig bite has been; normally
a jig is my go-to bait in water below 45 degrees. The fish
seem to be very scattered, too, so I'll keep moving
around and keying on areas with deep water close by,
especially places with some rock cover.”

(Continued)
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