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Kev Wareowr: The $1. Joseph River
Channel enlrance Is located at
Latitude 42° 06' 58" and Longi-
tude 86° 29* 44",

Cuazter Fishine; Captaln Jefry Lee
(313-421-8559 of 616-027-
4253), 30-fool Chetokee, Sea
Screw Hi. Copiain William Doak,
(616-422-2287), 31-fool Baha,
Four Seasons. Caplain Russ
Clark (616-428-6110), 31-loat
Cluls Graft, Sea Hawk. Caplain
Al Loaksonen (616-375-6305),
30-fool Chris Crafl, Finkander.

Bair & Tackie: Malihagen's Maring,
600 Fisherman Rd. in St. Joseph
(616-983-3851). Tackie Haven,
741 Riverview Rd. in Benton
Harbor (616-925-0341). BJ's
Sporting Goods, 4228 Niles
Rood in St. Joseph (616-428-
8271).

CHaMetr oF CoMmerce: Souihwest
Michigan Tourist Councif, 2300
Pipestone Rd. Benton Harbor M
49022 (616-925-6301).

CampoRouND: Benlon Harbor/St,
Joseph KOA, 3527 Coloma Rd.,
Riverside, M! 49084 (616-849-
3333).

DNR District Orrice: 621 N. 10ih
Sl., Box 355, Ploinwell, MI
49080 {616-685-6051).

Haroon Masier: (616-883-5432),

Coast Guarp: Benten Horbor/St.
Joseph Station (616-983-
6114).

Stocking Recorps: The DNR annually
refeases 15,000 fo 29,000
brown frout yeorlings of the south
pler of the $1. Joseph River. Mon-
agers stock about 300,000 chi-
nook fingeriings mostly at the
Clementine net pen; ofher river
locations include south pler,
Shamrock Park ond the Sparts-
men Club, Shamiock Park re-
ceives an average of 150,000
coho yearings and 10,000 to
30,000 steelhead yeartings. in
addition, planfings of steelhead at
various ofher river locatlons bring
1he totat range from 63,000 lo
111,000 fish. Offshore, the St
Joseph Reets gat 79,000 fo
110,000 lake irout yearings.

JosePH/BENTON HARBOR

ucked away in southern Lake Michigan, the twin
cities of St. Joseph/Benton Harbor share a com-
mon harbor and piers. The area sexves up out-
standing spring coho and chinook salmon fish-
ing, along with periodic good brown trout, steelhead and
lake trout action. These same species are caught through-
out the summer and become plentiful once again in fall,
especially powerful king salmon, which poise in the big-
lake shallows while anticipating their annual spawning
tun up the St. Joseph River. The 5t. Joe, incidentally, also is
a hotbed for steelhead, smallmouth bass and walleye an-
glers. For detailed maps and fishing information, see Fish
Michigan—50 Rivers.
Landmarks north of the piers include the Ad Building at
% mile, Jean Klock Park (site of a former amusement park)
at 1 mile, the end of the beach line at 1% miles, and the start
of the high bluffs at about 2 miles. The highest bluff, Thun-
der Mountain, lies 7 miles north. To the south of the pier-
heads trollers key off the Pump House at % mile, the Junk
Cars at 3 miles, the Chalets at 7 miles, and the Cook Nu-
clear Power Plant at about 9 miles.

SEAsONAL FISEING TACTICS -

By late March or early April the shallows teem with
coho saimon and brown trout. Pier anglers catch them on
Locos, Krocodiles and Kastmasters in silver combined
with orange or red and on fresh gobs of steelhead spawn.
Trollers score on Rapalas, Thunderstiks and other smelt-
imitating body baits; Fat Raps, Wiggle Warts and other
crankbaits; and smaller spoons like Silver Streaks. Yellow

Birds, flatlines and Dipsy Divers do the most damage
along the beach in 5 to 12 feet of water.

By mid to late April trollers begin picking up king
salmon with these same lures as well as magnum-size of-
ferings. The bigger hardware is coincidental with alewives
invading the harbor and shallows when water tempera-
tures creep into the upper 40s. Better trollers match spoon
size to the alewives. When water is discolored, run reds,
oranges and chartreuse; as it clears, swilch to metallic
choices in combination with greens and yellows. An espe-
cially good lure has been the Rattlin® Thin Fin in char-
treuse, golden-orange or red with black specks. Downrig-
gers, stacked and unstacked, now come into play.

Good king fishing typically lasts into the second or
third week of May, when steelhead and lakers grow ac-
tive. Run the same topwater program for steelhead in
water from 80 to 150 feet deep. Action centers around tem-
perature breaks in the thermal bars, and in the scum lines
that form after blow days. Lake trout roam the surface area
and can be taken to depths of 65 feet well into June.

Good summer perching areas are among rocks south
and north of the piers in 30 to 40 feet of water. King salmon
returnvin August and steelhead provide solid river sport
throughout fall and winter.

Access & FaCILITIES
The City of Benton Harbor maintains a boat ramp along
the north side of the St. Joseph River upstream from the in-
coming Paw Paw River. Another ramp is located on the

_ north shore of Radio Isfand.
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barged by spring runoff, the

warm-water discharge of the

Cook Nuclear Plant, and
bright sunshine, the shallow waters
off St. Joseph/Benton Harbor
become a natural attraction for
salmonids and baitfish. Cohos
planted at various northern Lake
Michigan ports migrate to the com-
paratively tepid confines of the
southern part of the lake over win-
ter. As spring approaches, transient
cohos and resident steeiheads,
browns and chinock salmon go on
a feeding binge.

“When the good fishing starts
depends on the weather,” says
Capt. Dave Ellis, who runs his 27-
foot Tiara, Salmon Slayer, out of St.
Joe/Benton Harbor. “Usually, by
Apnl 1, the fishing gc&s hot, and it

from then on.”

Ellis indicates that anglers here
catch about 75 percent cohos,
which are one-and-a-half to three
pounds. Their flesh is fire-orange
and delicious. “Spring cohos are
the best-eating fish that swim,” he
claims. The trick to catching the
area’s browns and steclheads is
keeping cohos off your lines. That's
the kind of problern Great Lakes
anglers like to have.

Hotspots center on the pierheads
nine miles south to the Cook Plant,
Trollers key on landmarks, such as
the water filtration plant, the junk
cars and the chalets dlose to Grand
Mere State Park. Anglers with small
boats who can’t make the run from
St. Joe can opt to launch at a public
park in Bridgman or at the end of

Livingston Road.

befound near tfxe d:sdwgeof the

Cock Plant, where the tbes pump
miilions of gallons of lukewarm
water into the lake. Trollers zigzag-
ging on the edges of the outflow,
along with anglers anchored in
boats fishing bait, slaughter the sil-
very cohos, other trout and bonus
whitefish. However, during the past
two years the Cook Plant has not
been in operation in early spring.
In that event, shore-bound anglers
do well off the St. Joe pler, casting
hardware and/or scaking fresh
steelhead spawn, smelt, minnows
and airinjected crawlers.

Spring trolling at 5t. Joe is a shal-
low affair. Anglers concentrate lures
near the surface in 15 to 30 feet of
water. Savvy captains set a spread
of in-fine planers, divers and shal-
low-set downriggers to tatget the
salmonid smorgashord, “Probably

. 80 percent of the fish come on the

planers,” Eilis says.
Body baits are a favorite early.

the black squiggles and run them

on short leads (less than 40 fee) off (ayr na i

the in-line boards. Other top pro-
ducers are fat bodies such as
Bomber SA Fat A’s and Fat Raps, or
small minnow imitators, such as
Thundersticks and Rebel Minnows.

While northern ports don’t get L e PR

the ravenous schools of salmon

A hodge podge of salmonids can : until later in the year, places such

Spring 1999 ® Great Lakes Angler

as Pentwater, Ludmgton and
Manistee muster up respectable
spring action for football-shaped
brown trout that routinely hit the
20- and even 30-pound mark. A
new state record brown that
weighed 34.45 pounds was caught
off Manistee last April.

ar stick baits are the best combina-
tion for these shallow-water
browns. Use smaller, darker-col-
ored lures early in the season,
when browns are keying on
sculpin and shiners. Small spoons
run off divers a foot or two below
the sutface score, too. Most anglers
ply the 8- o 12-foot depths on the
beach, but rotund browns can be
caught in as litle as two or three
feet of water.

Ludington trollers focus on two
areas: off the mouth of the Lincoln
River and in the harbor. South of
the port, along the beach at
Buttersville, 1o the Consumer's
Power Project, can be hot, too.
Manistee anglers generally sift
waters near the harbor and south
off the Packaging Corporation of
America discharge and near
Gurney and Cooper creeks. North
off the outlet of Bar 1ake is another
known brown trout hangout.

| SW Mich Touris! Coundil.. 51&925:63&1
ONRDistictOffce ... 615-665:6851
Rorial !
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T. JOSEP

by Mike Zielinksi
Michigan editor

bundant is a good word to

describe the spring fishery

at the mouth of the St.

Joseph River, but on the

really great days, teeming
is an even better one. Located in extreme
southwest Michigan,
the St. Joe is perhaps
the most diverse and
exciting fishery of its
kinds in Michigan.
Anglers have their
choice of salmonids
that include coho,
kings and steelhead as
well as brown trout.
The nice thing about
this fishery is that you
don’t have to own a big
boat to reach many of
the top spots. In fact,
pier fishing here is as
popular and successful
as open-water fishing
this time of year.
Trolling often means
using small boats in
shallow water right up
against shore for
spooky giant brown
trout.

ST. JOE RIVER Is perhaps Michigan's
tributary. (F&H News photo by Mike Zielinski)

Don’t have to be saintly to prey on St. Joe salmonids

best part of this coho fishery is probably
in the eating. These frigid-water salmon
are as hard and cold as an iron bar and
are at their peak in flavor. They are deli-
cious in the pan or on the grill.

Like all early season fisheries, this one
depends on weather conaditions.

1999/2000 has not been one of Michi-
gan’s coldest winters, and hopefully by

F

— and the Great Lake's — most productive

(fish up to 18 pounds) begin to make
their spawning runs, Many anglers rig
spawn with a barrel sinker and swivel
then allow it roll along bottom. The
spawn is attached to tiny No. 10 or No.
12 treble hooks.

There are those anglers who prefer to
cast for their fish and spray the water
with a wide array of short, heavy spoons
such as Liutle
Cleos,
Krocodiles,
Kastmasters,
K.O. Wobblers
and whatever the
new spoon of the
year is.

Rule of thumb:
bright spoons on
bright days, flu-
orescent colors
any other time
and glow-in-the-
dark ones during
low-light condi-
tions or after
dark.

If the ice is
gone, wading
anglers will toss
spawn, minnows
a n d
nightcrawlers
into the surf

There is nothing real-
ly difficult or tricky about this fishery
either. There are times when imunature
coho are so thick you just can’t keep
them off a spoon or crankbait. And the

AT A GLANCE

. What! Early pier and shallow-water
spring steelhead, coho salmon,
kings -and brown trout in Lake

__ Michigan. :

Whiere: St. Joseph/Benton Harbor,
southwest Michigan., -

How: Trolling the shallows from a
‘boat: or casting from shore and
piers.”

Wheq: Now through the middle of

April. . . 3,

Contact: Call Mcllhagen's Marina
(616-983-3851), Tackle Haven
(616-925-0341) and BJ's Sporting
Goods (6169256301). The local
chamber of commerce can be
reached at (616) 925-6301. The
DNR district office number is

" (616) 6856851,
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the last part of March and early April the
ice will ali be gone and we can get the
boats on the water to enjoy the tremen-
dous action. The St. Joe River has been
open for a matter of weeks now and
more water becomes available on a dai-
ly basis. A good west wind will move all

[ the ice to Chicago until next winter.

A reminder to all: the current Michi-
gan fishing license expires on March 31
and you will need to purchase a 2000
license if you plan on fishing the St. Joe,
or anywhere else.

WHERE: Here are five good spots to get
into the St. Joe fishery.

* No. 1: The mouth of the St. Joe is
where the first steelhead of the year
begin to appear in late winter. Anglers
will line the piers on both sides of the St.
Joe casting spawn, wigglers and wax-
worms to the new amrivals. These aren’t
monsters, but they do provide a viable
early spring fishery for those who perse-
vere. By mid-March, the river is starting
to open up and the really big chromers

along the shore-
line hoping to hook a steelhead, coho or
brown trout cruising the shallows. These
fish like to work undertow areas that
result from heavy sutf. They are looking
for minnows, shad and the occasional
smelt that sometimes are stunned by the
crashing waves.

* No. 2 and No. 3: According to Phil
at Tackle Haven (616-925-0341) in Ben-
ton Harbor, “By late March, shallow
waters of 4 to 8§ feet and just offshore
abound with browns and immature coho

“By late March, shallow
waters of 4 to 8 feetand
just offshore abound with .

browns and immature coho
salmon.”

— Phil at Tackle Haven

satmon. The coho are aggressive and rel-
atively easy to catch by trolling any

number of different bodybaits such as
FISHING & HUNTING NEWS * March 16-April 6, 2000
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No. 7 Floating Rapalas, Storm Thunder-
Stick Jrs. and Thin Fins in orange or yel-
low. Make trolling passes from north to
south, paralleling the shoreline.”

Those big, football-shaped Lake
Michigan brown trout require a bit more
finesse to catch when they move into
shallow water. Trollers generally find
that by using in-line planer boards, such
as those made by Offshore Tackle, they
can get their lures in shallow without
their boats spooking the fish, They do
this by letting out their lures on about
100 feet of 6-pound test monofilament
then attaching the planer board and
allowing that to work out to the side of
the boat another 50 feet or so. With prac-
tice you can run up to four boards on one

side of the boat.

A tip: spool up with some of the new
fluorocarbon lines. I recently talked to
wialleye pro Mark Martin who uses
Berkeley's new Vanish fluorocarbon
line.

According to Mark, “In tests where
many lines where suspended in a tank
full of fish, the fish actvally swam into
the fluorocarbon lines more than they
ran into any of the others. I guess they
have a harder time seeing it.”

* No. 4: As waters begin to warm
slightly, king salmon and larger coho
can be found schooled up a mile or so
offshore, This is a result of alewives
moving into the shallows as water tem-
peratures creep into the 40-degree range.
Some anglers feel that certain

schools of kings will shadow

Uy R A NG
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the alewives everywhere they
go until fall when the salmon
concentrate on spawning.
The rule of thumb, “find
the forage and you will find
the salmon” really applies

here. Use electronics to
L locate the baitfish.
Just because you

don’t see the
salmon doesn’t

As waters begin to..
warm slightly, king
salmon and larger coho
can be found schooled
up a mile or so
offshore.

mean they aren’t there. Boats can really
spook them early in the season so down-
riggers, Dipsey Divers and planer boards
all come into play out here,

Lightweight, flutter-type spoons
should be your No. 1 choice followed by
dodgers with squids or flies as trailers,

* No. 5: Kings and lake trout will also
be found slightly farther out from shore
and, again, it is the predator-prey rela-
tionship that puts them there, Alewives
are also present and should be an indica-
tor for anglers seeking larger kings.

ACCESS: There is a boat launch main-
tained by the City of Benton Harbor
located on the north side of the St. Joe
River upstream from the Paw Paw Riv-
er. There is another ramp on the north
shore of Radio Island.




