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f all the fresh water fishes

the muskie alone stands

atop the food chain. The
premier predator of the fresh water
environment, the muskie is without
a doubt the most feared resident of
the fish community and the most
prized trophy of the fresh water
sportfisherman. Dubbed the fish of
10,000 casts the muskie has a repu-
tation of being hard to master. Sto-
ries of anglers preoccupation with
the muskie ring reminiscent of
Ahab’s obsession for the great Moby.
Dick.

While definitely not a pushover
for sportfishing tactics the muskie
can be had and there’s no better
place for anglers to pursue the mus-
kie than the Michigan and Cana-
dian waters of Lake St. Clair. Nick-
named the sixth Great Lake the
sprawling Lake St. Clair is consid-
ered by many to support the most
productive muskie fishing in the
world.

Located in southeast Michigan
on the border of the U.S. and Cana-
da St. Clair is fed by Lake Huron
through the St. Clair River and
empties into Lake Erie via the De-
troit River. This relatively shallow
256,000 acre lake accommodates a
tremendous volume of water com-
pletely flushing itself every four
days. Because of this the lake re-
mains remarkably clean and clear
considering its industrialized sur-
roundings.

“The muskie fishing on St. Clair
is the best I've ever seen in 20 plus
years,” says veteran St. Clair mus-
kie guide Captain Don Miller. Ac-
cording to Don the improved fishing
is a direct result of cleaner water
and a higher consciousness of fisher-
men concerning catch and release.
Don also credits the change in the
minimum size limit from 38 to 40
and again to 42 inches as having a
positive effect on the quantity and
quality of muskie fishing on St.
Clair.

While professional guides and
charter captains have targeted mus-
kies for years on Lake St. Clair;
Miller now sees more recreational
fishermen setting their sights on the
muskie. “Muskie clubs have sprung
up all around the lake, both in
Canada and Michigan. This is good
because they all push a strong con-

servation, catch and release ethic

and share information and tech-
niques resulting in more productive
all around muskie fishing,” states
Don.

Trolling is the number one tech-
nique for taking St. Clair muskies.
A trolling pattern developed by leg-
endary muskie fisherman Homer
LeBlanc in the 1930s and ’40s on
Lake St. Clair remains the best

- producer of St. Clair muskies to this
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day. The only variation to Homer’s
original trolling technique is the
utilization of planer boards to in-
crease the amount of water being
covered while trolling.

If there is one key element to -

LeBlanc’s trolling system it’s cover-
ing as much water as possible. This

Patterns for Lake St. Clair
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Bill Heath of Grand Rapids took this St. Clair muskie with the help of
muskie expert Don Miller. Photo by Tom Irwin

is done by a combination of speed
and lure placement (trolling
spread). Speed is critical. The typ-
ical trolling speed for St. Clair mus-
kies ranges from 4 to 6 miles per
hour. Trolling at this speed allows
for a tremendous amount of water to
be covered and the more water that
is covered the better chance there is
of a muskie seeing the bait.

Don Miller lets water clarity
dictate how fast he’ll troll. In clear
water he trolls fast sometimes ex-

ceeding 6 miles per hour. In muddy

or stained water he slows his trol-
ling speed down to a minimum of 4
miles per hour. Miller’s rationale
being that muskies aren’t easily
duped into striking an artificial bait
especially if they get a good look at
it. For this reason in clear water
Don ups his speed to keep the fish
from getting too good a look at the
bait, resulting in more reactionary
strikes.

The typical St. Clair trolling
spread consists of six or eight rods
being deployed. Two lines are run

very close to the boat right in the
prop wash. These rods, called down
rods, are short four to six foot, very
stout rods and are positioned down-
ward towards the water. The pres-
ence of a boat doesn’t seem to in-
timidate muskies. In fact many
muskie trollers believe muskies are
actually attracted to the prop wash
where they find easy prey that has
been disoriented from the turbu-
lence created by the boat and prop.
With short 10 to 20 foot leads the
down rods are set to intercept these
fish and regardless of the reason,
many times the downrods are the
most productive set on the boat.

The next set on the spread is
the out rods. Out rods are typically 8
to 10 feet in length and are set out
parallel to the water at a 45 degree
angle to the back of the boat. The
lures that are run off the out rods
are set back 25 to 35 feet from rod
tip to lure. Another out rod can then
be positioned at a 90 degree angle
off the side of the boat. However
more and more anglers are now
using planer boards for their third
set and for the fourth set if eight
lines are being used.

Traditional double ski and mast
planer boards are most popular for
St. Clair muskies. In line boards
will work, however with the fast
trolling speed and large lures asso-
ciated with muskie trolling inline
boards don’t track as well as the big
boards. Releases used in combina-
tion with the planer boards must be
strong enough to set the hook into
the hard boney mouth of a musky.
Offshore heavy tension releases
work very well for this application.

While large spoons and bucktail
spinners will take the occasional
muskie on St. Clair, body baits are
by far the best producers. Miller
basically sticks with three different
lures the Swim Whizz, the Wiley
and the Believer and of all these the
eight inch jointed Believer is his
most productive lure.

It’s important to note that while
these baits do dive some, most of the
time St. Clair trollers place keel
sinkers four to five feet ahead of the
lures for added depth. The amount
of weight added dictates how deep
the lures will run. Miller sets his
spread with the least weight and the
longest leads off the planer boards.
Typically his planer board leads are
40 feet long and he runs them with 4
ounces of lead. His out rods then are
set back 30 feet with 8 ounces of
lead and the down rods sport 15 foot
leads with 12 ounces of lead.

Miller says the biggest mistake
he sees novice muskie anglers mak-
ing on St. Clair is running their
lures too deep. “Muskies are sight
feeders and their eyes are positioned
on the top of their head making it
physically impossible for them to
sense a bait running below them,”
says Don. For this reason Miller
always runs his baits in the top 50
percent of the water column. This
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