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Life In The outdoors

With Jon Lawson

Hues Clues

How Color Catches Bass

Back to Life in the Outdoors
Watching my young son sorting a package of M&Ms chocolate candies gave me an epiphany about bass fishing lure selection.  As he was sorting through the yellows, browns, and greens looking for the blue M&Ms he is so fond of, I reminded him of the only difference between the colored candies is the food-coloring additive.  A dye does not affect the taste.  As children often do, he ignored me and went back to sorting and eating only the blue ones.  Then it hit me, bass are visual predators.  Before a bass feels, tastes, or even smells in some cases, a bass will see its prey.  There is not much difference in shapes of prey-imitating lures.  Sometimes a subtle difference exists in lure sizes, sometimes not so subtle, if we are looking at a ¼ ounce jig and a deep diving crankbait.  What can separate two similarly sized and shaped lures is their color.  A bright red crankbait is probably more appealing to a crawfish-hungry smallmouth than a silver or white crankbait zipping by.  Just like with my son and the M&M’s, a change in color can be all it takes between getting a bite and getting thrown into the pile with the rest of the rejects.

It’s Simply Physics!

The water, our bass live in, has refractive properties that bend light.  At differing depths some colors are more visible than others, but most importantly at greater depths some colors disappear completely!  At the surface down to about 8 to 10 feet most colors are just as visible as they are out of the water.  Fish that live in shallow water will bite a variety of colored baits and it is in this zone that color selection is the most important.  Blue and purple is at the lowest end of the wavelength spectrum, yellows and greens are in the middle of the pack, and oranges and red is at the high end of the visible spectrum.  At depths greater than 10 feet the colors at the extremes of the spectrum begin to fade and become less visible to fish that subside in this depth zone.  After 20 feet only green and yellow are still visible, scuba divers that descend to great depths report to see only in black and white, meaning bass at these depths cannot rely on color alone to feed, leaning more heavily to vibration and the lures profile instead of color.  As light penetration is reduced the color of your bait becomes less of a factor.  This is also true for extremely stained water because suspended particles block the sunlight’s penetration.  

How To Select the Right Color

Knowing what the bass are feeding on is invaluable information for any angler.  To catch fish day in and day out it pays to know what forage fish look like and how they move.  Some successful tournament anglers use cues on the water to get bass to bite.  For example, professionals will try to uncover crayfish from the shallows to find out what predominant color crayfish on the lake display.  Time of year, moon phase, and habitat makeup can all influence crayfish color.

If the bass is feeding heavily on baitfish a shad imitating color like white or pearl can be the ticket.  If the bass are feeding in areas with a lot of bluegill orange, green, and chartreuse are your best bet.  Crayfish imitators are the reds and oranges but you cannot overlook the browns and blues that serve as undertones on living crayfish.  Trout fishermen are not the only ones that can benefit from matching the hatch.  

Some savvy fishermen and women have taken color selection to the next level.  Instead of opening the package and fishing their lures painted at the factory, they use custom painted lures like those found at Fishman’s Baits www.fishmansbaits.com in an attempt to show bass something they have never seen before.  

Eye Catching

Bass anglers are notorious for having to buy every bait, in every color.  Have you ever wondered why the tackle industry is a multi-billion dollar industry?  It’s a jungle in every bait shop across the nation, with every color of the rainbow.  How do you figure out which bait is “fish catching” and which bait is “eye catching”?  The answer has become easier and easier to decipher.  The more heavily pressured our local lakes get the more your presentation has to look natural to the fish if you expect to put them in the boat.  I’m not saying that your favorite bubble gum colored floating worm won’t catch them anymore, it has its place, but to be consistent you have to go natural.

Add Your Own
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Straight out of the package soft plastics and other lures will catch fish.  But when money is on the line in tournaments, both local and nationwide, anglers look for an advantage.  You can spice up any bait by adding color.  When you simply dip the tails of your finesse worms or brush hogs in chartreuse dye, it seems you can catch more fish with customization.  On crankbaits, attempt to give the bass a good target by using contrasting colors.  Adding a red treble hook or painting a set of gills in red on a plain white or pearl crankbait gives bass something to hone in on when going at the lure.  Like I mentioned before red and orange are less visible after a depth of 15 feet, but you have to remember it is often a matter of confidence.  If you have confidence in your setup, you will catch more fish.

Next time you are on the water, remember how important color selection can be.  You might be surprised to learn your favorite colored chocolate candy may have more to do with catching bass than meets the eye.
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