Spring Means Shallow Crankin’

Shallow diving crankbaits should have be a special part of every spring anglers tackle box.  No other springtime bait can so precisely cover depths of one to 10 feet, which is the zone most East Tennessee bass relate to as the spring days grow longer and the water temperatures begin to rise.  Now, let me explain why shallow crankbaits are so effective, before all the hardcore spinnerbait chunkers get up-in- arms, ready to send me a nasty email.  While a spinnerbait has accounted for countless springtime pre-spawn bass, a box of shallow crankbaits is just more versatile.  Shallow crankbaits come in a number of colors and sizes.  For example the DT series of crankbaits from Rapala are designed to “dive to” a certain depth printed on the package, which is very important when pre-spawn bass are transitioning to the shoreline and holding at specific depths.  

Crankbaits can also out-fish spinnerbaits in the springtime due to the fact that they can so effectively imitate crayfish as well as shad, the two main forages of smallmouth and largemouth bass in spring.  A wide wobbling Storm Wiggle Wart in green or orange mimics a crayfish extremely well.  The side-to-side swimming action can fool largemouth and smallmouth in the stained or muddy water that spring rains often bring.  While a tight wobble of a Shad Rap or homemade flatside in white or chartreuse has the shad-like action that pre-spawn bass cannot ignore.  It’s this versatility that lets you cover many strike zones and get the attention of more spring time bass.

Bottom Bouncing


Crankbaits are always at their best when bouncing them off of cover.  Nothing puts a bend in your rod quite like the reaction strikes you get when your crankbait pops up over a rock that a smallmouth has laid claim to.  When fishing shallow rock you want a crankbait with a solid, rounded lip.  The rounded lip helps the bait back up and over any obstructions in its path instead of getting hung up.  Bandit Lures makes a 200 series and 300 series crankbait that East Tennessee bass cannot resist.  When fishing South Holston Lake the rainbow trout population that has been stocked all winter is a perfect and natural bass forage.  Trout-hued crankbatis such as parrot and clown colored Bandits seem to always produce when you are after trophy springtime bronzebacks.


If the region is blessed with bountiful spring rains and the lake levels allow, a square-lipped crankbait like Lucky Craft’s RC series are ideal for cranking shallow laydowns and other brush.  The square lip allows the bait’s hooks to be thrust upward and out of snaggy branch’s reach when deflecting the crankbait off of woody cover.  Casting a $16 crankbait in a laydown can be difficult for many to stomach but it allows you to present a bait that many heavy cover bass do not often see, which is usually beneficial for an angler looking for bites.  Getting bass out of woody cover requires a medium-heavy action rod and 15-lb test line, at a minimum.  

Spring Stages


When you first get on our lakes in late April and early May you might not know exactly which stage of the spawn the fish are in.  With a crankbait as your guide you can often root up a bass or two and let their physical condition let you know if they are pre-spawn, on the bed, or post-spawn.  If the crankbait attacking bass is plump and healthy you probably can focus your efforts on pre-spawn staging areas.  If the bass you catch have bloodied tails and their fins are slightly mangled you are probably catching bedding bass and a soft plastic might be a better option.  Post-spawn fish often look depleted after a vigorous spawning season, a big head and skinny body are usually signs of post-spawn fish.  If your bass are post-spawn back out a little deeper to the first drop-off or breakline and cast deeper running crankbaits to catch recovering bass.  The water temperature can be your guide for the most part but since not all of the bass in our lakes spawn at the same time, paying attention to your catches will clue you in even further.

