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From late fall to the dead of 

winter, smallies can be tricky 

both to find and to catch, but 

targeting them can be 

surprisingly easy if you know 

where to look and what to cast
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TTHE DAY A bass fisherman 
brings five smallmouth to the 
scales weighing between 20 and 
25 pounds usually ranks high on 
their memory list, but not neces-
sarily for Josh Douglas. That’s 
because the former Elite Series 
pro guides on Minnesota’s Mille 
Lacs Lake, some of the world’s 
best smallmouth water. It’s so 
good, in fact, that his daily goal 
for clients is 20 pounds, to 
include at least one 5-pounder. P
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During the late fall and early winter, his 
daily goal increases to between 25 and 28 pounds, 
and Douglas himself has had more than his share of 
catches that heavy. Will what he does on Mille Lacs 
work just as well on other smallmouth lakes around 
the country this time of year?

“Yes and no,” says Douglas, who has not only 
been guiding on Mille Lacs for nearly a decade but 
also chased smallmouth on other lakes around the 
country. “The specific conditions we have here in 
Minnesota are far different than what smallmouth 
fishermen have further south, on Pickwick Lake in 
Alabama, for example, so most of the time it’s like 
we’re describing two completely different fish. 

“At the same time, however, fishermen in both 
regions can apply some of the same basic principles 
in catching them. In short, late fall smallmouth, 
both north and south, are active feeders because 
they know instinctively that cold weather is 
approaching. Thus, the common ground for fisher-
men everywhere is first to look for the forage they’re 
feeding on.”

On 132,500-acre Mille Lacs, where the late fall to 
early winter lasts roughly from late September to 
about mid-November, looking for smallmouth forage 
means finding a species of cisco named the tullibee. 
There aren’t any goby, another popular forage fish in 
the region, in Mille Lacs. On Pickwick Lake, or even 

Dale Hollow Reservoir in northern 
Tennessee where fall fishing peaks later in October 
and November, the primary forage is shad. 

Ironically, perhaps, the smallmouth’s original 
range includes the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence 
River drainages that Douglas fishes today, which in 
some ways might account for the fish’s decided pref-
erence for gravel and rocky habitat, clear and colder 
water and forage that tends to migrate. The small-
mouth’s original range has been increased through 
selective stocking, but everywhere it has survived, 
the fish has kept its original habitat and food prefer-
ences. In that regard, the smallmouth has never 
been as adaptable to new habitat as the large-
mouth has.

“In both the North and South, the forage moves 
shallow as water temps begin cooling, and the 
smallmouth follow,” continues Douglas. “If they 
could, I believe smallmouth everywhere would be 
perfectly happy to live off crawfish year-round, but 
in cooler water the crustaceans become much less 
active and harder to find. 

“Fortunately, that’s when the tullibee and shad 
both become readily available and bring the 
smallmouth into fairly predictable and more 
accessible areas.”

The habits of the tullibee that Douglas looks for, 
or for that matter, cisco in general, are enticing 

enough to make Southern anglers wish they were 
present on smallmouth lakes everywhere. There are 
a number of different species of cisco, but all, 
including the tullibee, are generally similar in 
appearance and habits. They’re slender fish averag-
ing around 10 inches in length, but some may grow 
to more than 18 or 20 inches long and weigh several 
pounds. Those are the ones sportfishermen like to 
put on their smokers.

They’re found throughout the Great Lakes, but 
their range also includes both the St. Lawrence and 
upper Mississippi River drainages. Basically, the 
average tullibee is a small fish, silvery to white in 
color, that feeds on plankton. Much of the year 
they’re offshore in 20 to 50 feet of water or deeper, 
gathering in large schools readily visible on today’s 
bass boat electronics, and that’s how Douglas finds 
a lot of his big smallmouth. But it gets better and 
easier, because in the late fall as waters continue to 
cool, tullibee come shallow to spawn, and the small-
mouth follow. 

“The tullibee will come into depths of 10 feet or 
even shallower,” explains Douglas. “They’ll be 
close to much deeper water, and they’ll be on sand, 
gravel or rocky bottom on long, sloping points or 
underwater reefs. The key to locating them is find-
ing these places close to their wintering spots, so 
that means steep banks where the fish, both tull-
ibee and smallmouth, move more vertically than 
horizontally. A single female tullibee might lay as 
many as 30,000 eggs, but it takes weeks for the 
eggs to hatch, and neither the tullibee nor small-
mouth stay around that long.”

Interestingly, just as smallmouth in Mille Lacs 
are following tullibee into shallow water, the 
brown bass in Pickwick are following shad into 
shallow water as the water begins to cool in the 
autumn. That’s the primary reason Pickwick’s 
topwater bite for schooling smallmouth is legend-
ary this time of year.

 Anglers from throughout the region, all armed 
with boxes of Zara Spooks, converge just below the 
Wilson Lake Dam and also downstream in places 
like Spring Creek, Little Bear and Coffee Slough to 
enjoy the action that continues into November. As 
the water temperatures continue to drop, even into 
the 50s — at Mille Lacs, Douglas has already been in 
40-degree water for weeks by this time — the top-
water action follows the schooling shad down the 
lake into such well-known hot spots as Cane, 
Second and Indian creeks.

“While Mille Lacs has a tremendous smallmouth 
population and many of the fish have moved into 
relatively shallow water this time of year, you can’t 
just go out and start throwing a swimbait around and 
have the smallmouth fight over it,” cautions Douglas. 
“You want to feed them a big meal, but you have to 
slow down your presentation. It’s like the fish are 
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If Douglas were going to  
pick a season to target big 
smallies, it would certainly 
be winter. There are fewer 
anglers on the water, and the 
bass are at their heaviest. 
Photos: Provided by  
Josh Douglas; Illustration: 
Jonathan H. Milo

Douglas will use a range of lures to tempt wintertime smallies, includ-
ing blade baits, Ned rigs and football jigs. However, when they are on 
the tullibee bite, he prefers the paddletail swimbait. 

Tullibee
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You’d think the depths there are unfishable, but those 
walls aren’t as smooth as you’d think.

“The shad move to the bluffs to eat the algae as 
they gradually make their way back up the lake 
toward the Wilson Dam area. There are cracks and 
ledges and all kinds of places for the shad to feed and 
hide, and again, the smallmouth are following them.

“It’s a crazy kind of fishing, totally different from 
what I do at Mille Lacs, but it works. Cast a jig down 
the bluff as close as you can keep it, and let it fall. If 
the smallmouth are there, they’re going to get it.” 

There are, of course, other lures that will catch late 
fall/early winter smallmouth in Southern lakes. 
Spinnerbaits in various configurations have long 
been popular and at times will outperform jigs when 
allowed to fall along those bluff walls. 

Students of bass fishing history may also remem-
ber the story of how the late Billy Westmorland 
hooked, played and ultimately lost a smallmouth he 
estimated would easily top 12 pounds one Christmas 
Day at Dale Hollow. The weather was rough, with a 
cold north wind building waves that crashed into 
every rocky point, and his lure choice was a Pedigo 
Spinrite, a tailspinner type of lure that hasn’t been 
made in many years. 

Perhaps a more important lesson to be learned 

from Westmorland’s experience that day is 
that before he lost the giant smallmouth, he had 
already boated a 7-pound smallmouth along with 
two more weighing between 5 and 6 pounds. He had 
also lost two other fish he estimated would each 
weigh between 7 and 8 pounds, all on that same style 
of lure. He had hooked a potential five-bass catch 
weighing 30 pounds or more. 

“It’s an incredible story,” reflects Douglas, “and 
certainly should be enough to make any dedicated 
smallmouth fisherman head to his favorite lake 
during the cold-weather months believing he has a 
better-than-average chance of catching at least one 
big bass. 

“On Mille Lacs, I know dreams of big smallmouth 
catches do come true, but it can and does happen on 
other smallmouth lakes, too. And it reinforces the fact 
that one of the very best times to make it happen 
is during the late fall and winter months.”

studying every feeding option that comes past them 
in the clear water because they’re conserving energy 
and want to make every bite count.

“My first lure choice is a 4- or 5-inch paddletail 
swimbait, the BioSpawn ExoSwim, rigged on a 3/8- 
or 1/2-ounce [Outkast Tackle] Goldeneye Swimmer 
Head I designed,” says Douglas. “I fish it with the 
hook exposed and make long casts and work it very 
slowly on the bottom around the rocks. This particu-
lar paddle tail has larger ribs with a tighter-than-
usual roll, and the Swimmer Head is angled so it 
slides easier through the rocks. 

“If the fish aren’t biting very well, I use the smaller 
model on the 3/8-ounce head, but if they’re more 
aggressive, I want the 5-inch swimbait. Either way, 
I’m just crawling it, sometimes stopping it momen-
tarily right after I come over a larger rock, but overall, 
with a gray/white shad-smoke color, I’m trying to 
imitate a small tullibee. The strikes may be really 
light, too, so all I feel might be a very slight hesitation 
as I move the bait. Up here when the water gets cold, 
nothing in the water moves very fast or erratically.

“The smallmouth will be holding close to the 
rocks, but they’re not all in 10 feet of water. I’ll work 
the steep banks down to about 40 feet. The small-
mouth tend to be in schools, but you can’t say they’re 

all the same size. If there’s a 6-pounder in the school, 
he’ll get it first if he wants it, but if he passes on it, a 
5-pounder might grab it, or maybe a 4-pounder.

“The thing to remember is that at this time of 
year, when you catch one smallmouth, you’re in a 
spot that is likely holding more of them, so you 
don’t need to move.”

Douglas frequently uses spinning tackle for his 
fishing, usually a 7-foot, 3-inch medium action 
G.Loomis NRX+ rod, with 10-pound PowerPro braid 
and an 8- or 10-pound Seaguar fluorocarbon leader 
on a Shimano reel.

“This is not the only combination you can use,” 
continues Douglas, “but I will say more and more 
fishermen are realizing the merits of using spinning 
tackle, especially up here in the clear water when the 
smallmouth are shallow. When the fish are deeper 
and they aren’t hitting the ExoSwim swimbait, I’ll 
change to baitcasting tackle and start throwing a 
3/4-ounce football head jig. It’s more difficult to keep 
the jig from getting snagged in the rocks, but it does 
mimic a crawfish.

“Jigs are also popular for those Pickwick small-
mouth, especially when the shad are migrating along 
the steep bluff walls. Anyone who’s ever fished 
Pickwick knows about the lake’s sheer rock bluffs. 

Six-pound smallmouth like this 
one make cold-weather fishing 
worth every moment.
Photo: Provided by Josh Douglas
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Outkast Tackle Goldeneye 
Swimmer Head with BioSpawn 
ExoSwim 


