Life In The outdoors

With Jon Lawson

[image: image1.jpg]



A Good Ol’ Fishing Tale
Most of the articles in the Life in the Outdoors Series have been in the “how-to” mold.  But, as you know, Life in the Outdoors is all about the memories.  The following events are true, and nobody’s name has been changed to protect the innocent.

The good Lord blessed me this year with a good showing in the Volunteer Division of the FLW’s Bass Fishing League (BFL).  As a co-angler, I got the opportunity to fish in the no-entry fee BFL Regional on Clarks Hill Lake, SC for an opportunity to win a trip to the All-American tournament, not to mention a Ranger boat.  The tournament started on Thursday and continued through Friday’s cut day, leaving 12 boaters and co-anglers fishing for the top prize on Saturday.

I went down on Wednesday to try to get familiar with the water, I got to Clarks Hill at about noon.  I call that a working man’s practice for all of you fortunate ones that get to spend a week out of town at the drop of a hat.  I spent 4 hours on the water, liked what I saw, and then went back to the hotel to get ready for the pre-tournament meeting.  Long story short, I drew out with a boater from Santee, SC and ended up catching some fish on a P70 Pop-R and my trusty custom-painted Rapala DT4 crankbait behind him.  I sat in 16th place after Day 1 and got paired with the 7th place Boater for Friday’s event.  John Bitter from the Orlando, FL area was my boater.  If you think the name sounds familiar stick with me and you’ll figure it out.
We loaded into his Ranger 520 before daybreak where he let me in on a little secret.  The net had blown out of the boat on his way to the ramp.  Keep in mind that n BFL competition it is customary for your partner to net your fish for you.  So I’m fishing with an angler in contention for some big awards in this tournament…without a net.  The morning started slow since we were the 107th boat to take off.  At 8 am, John had a keeper in the livewell and we were jumping around the lake.  He got into some schooling fish and caught two other keepers in some fast action around 10 am.  The action soon died and we moved 25 minutes up the lake.  I had caught one non-keeper from behind him so I figured my 16th place finish was dwindling.  At our next stop we fished around until John caught his 4th keeper and I finally managed a barely-legal 12” bass on a finesse worm.  We estimated John’s weight at about 5 pounds.  He had been fishing Regionals since 1983 when they were the Red Man Tournaments.  This had been his best shot at getting to the All-American and with minutes left in the day he was getting frustrated.  It’s not good for a co-angler to have a 6 ft 8 inch mountain of a man, former college basketball player, frustrated in the front of the boat, especially when he needs one more keeper for a limit and I have no net to work with.
You see, on the last cast of the day, John nearly cursed.  He thought he’d gotten hung up in a log….until it started swimming.  The fight was on!   The digging largemouth peeled the drag off the reel, and I dropped my rod to run to the front of the boat to help him land the monster.  John’s thunderous voice rang clear, “This fish is as strong as an ox!  If this thing breaks me off you’d better dive in after it!”  Without a net I knew my good name as a co-angler and probably my ride back to weigh-in depended on me getting this fish into the boat for him.  He fought the fish to exhaustion and after a few heart-wrenching jumps inches from the boat I grabbed the monster bass with boat hands and flipped it into the boat.  Joyous praise abounded!  He was thrilled that he saved his day with a 6 and a half pound kicker on the last cast of the day, and I was glad I didn’t end up on Mr. Bitter’s Hit List.  We made a rough ride back to weigh in on time and John was the Day 2 leader.  I dropped to 46th with my one fish, but I’ll forever remember my BFL Regional Tournament without a net!
You see, John Bitter is Professional Angler Jim Bitter’s brother.  Jim is known for his lost fish blunder in the 1989 Bassmaster’s Classic.  He lost a fish off his measuring board and back into the lake and then went on to lose the Classic by 2 ounces to Hank Parker.  Luckily for me, I didn’t become part of Bitter Brother history this day!

