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If you haven’t failed at musky fishing, you 
haven’t fished for musky. These are the fish that 
dreams are made of and the fish of 10,000 casts. 

This means hours spent on the water with 
the sole focus of catching a trophy musky.

The muskellunge is a freshwater fish native 
to North America and the largest of the pike 
family. Muskies are top predators in the waters 
they live in, making them a sought-after trophy 
by many anglers.

Most musky anglers are after the elusive fifty-
incher; these don’t come easy, cheap, or with a 
lack of experience. Fifty-inch fish are a rarity, 
and some anglers go decades or even a lifetime 
without ever putting their hands on one. Not 
every body of water produces fifty-inch fish, 
and most waters that do, don’t have very many. 
I have caught hundreds of musky, with only one 
eclipsing the 50-inch mark. It takes skill to go 
out and catch muskies, and more importantly, 
repeatedly catch them. And skill and experience 
don’t come without hours of no fish, missed fish, 
and trial and error to get better.

In my early twenty’s I took a trip up to 
Northern Wisconsin, near Minocqua, with a 
friend to her family’s cabin, where a musky was 
proudly displayed on their wall for all to see. 

That fish got my attention. I started asking 
questions, and right then and there decided I 
would catch one; after all, how hard could it be?

The following morning, I started my quest. 
My friend’s dad tied a spinnerbait on a rod for 
me and told me to start casting while we were 
out on the pontoon. I figured it might take me 
all day, but I would catch one.

It’s probably not shocking to hear I didn’t catch 
one, nor did I even see one. But I continued my 
quest even though it took years until I saw my 
first live in-person musky.   

My musky passion has grown significantly 
over the last decade, and with the countless hours 
spent targeting these fish, I have had my share of 
debacles, challenges, and downright failures. It’s 
much easier to talk about successes than failures, 
but it’s the failures that teach, making us grow 
and become better anglers. If we caught fish 
every time out, why would we change tactics or 
learn new techniques? We wouldn’t.

To help you eliminate some classic mishaps, 
I’ve revisited some of my failures, from getting 
ready with the proper gear to narrowing down 
specific spots and how to fish them, and what 
not to do when that fish of a lifetime hits.

By Sara Trampe
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Failure #1: Not having the proper 
equipment 

The “right” rod and reel are personal preferences and hard to 
pin down, and the “right” lure is dictated by the fish and water 
conditions, but there are definitely wrong pieces of equipment. 
I started with a medium spinning rod, 8 lb monofilament line 
tied to a spinnerbait with no leader. I failed.

Traditionally a heavy rod combined with a bait cast reel, strong 
line, and a titanium or fluorocarbon leader is a winning musky 
combination. Different baits and conditions will determine 
rod specifics, the strength of your line, and which leader to 
use. Many years ago, our musky rods were spooled with heavy 
monofilament line. One cast later, we changed to braid. 

As the rod moved forward from the backswing of the cast, the 
expensive lure tied to an expensive leader went flying through 
the air, landed with a splash, and disappeared, sinking towards 
the bottom in over 40 feet of water. The mono line breaks 
down faster than braided line and is less abrasion resistant, so 
a small nick in the line caused the line breakage. It doesn’t take 
many re-ties to learn that braid is preferred due to abrasion 
resistance, lack of stretch, and no memory.

Rod length is also a key component, and different lengths 
suit different baits better. However, it took me years to 
recognize that the length of my personal musky rod is also very 
important. As a female angler, I do not have the same upper 
body strength as my husband, and I’m five inches shorter than 
him. Casting an 8-foot 6-inch rod made for slinging bucktails 
works great for him, but when I continued to lose fish due 
to poor hooksets, it became apparent that I was losing too 
much power. For bucktails, I prefer an 8-foot medium-heavy 
Kraemer Custom Rod paired with a Shimano Tranx 400, a 
low-profile reel that fits in my palm.

Do your research and pick up as many rods and reels as 
you can. Different brands will feel better to you, and when 
preparing for 10,000 casts, it’s all about what keeps you on the 
water longer to be more successful.

Failure #2: Not spending enough time or 
the right time targeting muskies 

If you want to catch a musky, you have to spend time on the 
water. Plain and simple. Or you can hire a guide who puts the 
time on the water for you. But if you want to catch a musky, 
using musky tackle and learning musky behavior, you have to 
put in the time. 

Fair-weather fishermen beware; fishing in unfavorable weather 
conditions will generally mean a higher likelihood that the big 
ladies are hungry. Wind, rain, snow, and dropping temperatures 
are great times to be on the water for musky fishing.

Not putting in enough time can also transition into being 
on the water at the wrong time. As a rule of thumb, low light 
conditions – just before sunrise and just after sunset - are high 
percentage times for putting musky in the net. 

Some anglers swear by moon phase, others, weather patterns, 
and some, pressure changes, but there is no exact science or 

guarantee when it comes to musky fishing. Different lakes, 
different weather patterns, and different moon cycles can change 
the peak time of day. However, we have caught fish during low 
fishing efficiency times and midday. We’ve also gone empty-
handed during 100 percent efficiency and low light periods.

After several times fishing a particular lake in Northern 
Wisconsin, we realized that the peak time for this specific 
water body was hot, sunny days. It’s a stained, shallower body 
of water with lots of structure, and the fish would move out 
to the basin when it was warm, making them much easier to 
target than casting all the structure when the fish were spread 
out. We spent countless hours casting other areas of the lake 
during less-than-ideal times until we stumbled upon a pattern 
that helped us land more muskies. 

Failure #3: Not covering enough water  
This one isn’t as simple as it sounds. I don’t mean you have 

to cover the lake’s entire surface area each time to catch one, 
but you cannot remain stagnant throughout the different 
seasons and changing conditions. You cannot get stuck in 
certain patterns if the weather conditions change because the 
fish will move.  

We had a favorite vacation destination that we fished once 
a year and knew the lake well, and were fortunate enough one 
year to go back in the fall. We pulled out our go-to baits and 
headed to our favorite spots to catch trophy fall fish. Except 
the fish weren’t there.

We cast the cover and saw small musky, but the big fish had 
moved on, following the forage to the main lake habitat. We 
wasted the first part of our week targeting our go-to spring 
spots with our go-to spring lures with no luck.

Fish typically follow seasonal movements based on forage 
patterns. Generally speaking, musky hang out in shallower 
water during the spring, lurking around emerging weeds and 
wood habitat, such as downed timber, then gradually move 

Badger Fact
As water temperatures rise, a potential hazard 

lurks in the weeds for these top predators. Musky 
thrive in cooler water, and when their shallow 
stained water haunts warm to temperatures of 80 
degrees Fahrenheit or more, the chance of delayed 
mortality after their release increases dramatically.

Lower oxygen levels, consistent with rising water 
temperatures, may mean a stressed and energy-
depleted musky may not have the ability to recoup 
its losses after a battle for its life, especially for larger 
fish. Even if it appears to swim away from your boat 
in good health, studies have shown that fish released 
in hot water might turn belly-up even days later.

While targeting musky this summer, consider making 
amendments to your fishing schedule when lake 
temperatures peak. Shelving the big rods during these 
situations will help preserve this favorite Wisconsin fish.
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deeper and transition into main lake structures following their 
choice of forage. Musky will also more actively feed and hit 
specific cover during feeding windows but may spend the 
majority of their time off those structures suspended or resting. 

A good spot is a good spot, but finding those spots can take 
hours, months - even years! And knowing when and how to 
fish those spots are equally as important.

Failure #4: Not fishing the cover properly
The ability to read and appropriately fish lake structure for 

the fish your after is a skill developed in time and with practice, 
though some general guidelines for musky are as follows.

Fish a shallow structure from deep to shallow, approach at 
an idle, drop your trolling motor and cast the deep side of 
the cover, and work your way inward. If you are fishing deep 
habitat and want to fish deep to shallow, drive around your 
spot and come in quietly. Approaching cover this way avoids 
spooking fish and alerting them of your presence.

Wind plays a key role in determining when and where a spot 
will be prime. Wind will funnel the baitfish into cover, and the 
big toothy predators won’t be far behind. Windblown points 
and weed beds are excellent places to fish, and a good piece 
of structure will see multiple fish using it and give anglers 
multiple opportunities.

Casting a particular weed bed, Tyler hooked up with a nice 
fish on an inside turn, directly getting hit by the wind. After 
releasing his fish, I took a break and had a snack while he 
continued fishing. I assumed the fish using this weed bed was 
caught, but when Tyler hooked up again, and I was left empty-
handed, I learned to always fish out a structure.

Some weed beds or rock bars only produce fish in specific 
winds, such as west or north winds. If the structure has the 
option to fish the other side when the wind changes, say a 

main lake rock reef, why not just fish the other side during 
an opposing wind? Because all sides of the structure are not 
created equal. It could have a shallow flat on the far side or 
be closer to shore and not create the right funnel for the 
baitfish. It could have other rock reefs between it and open 
water, blowing baitfish into the other habitat first. This is why 
it can sometimes take years to learn a lake, knowing what spots 
produce in what wind, in what weather patterns, and what 
lures are the most attractive. Knowing how to read water will 
help you understand why the fish are where they are.

Failure #5: Not being prepared when you 
see a fish

You’ve been casting and casting, you’re hungry, your shoulders 
ache, and your feet are throbbing. You are debating setting 
your rod down, grabbing a snack, and checking your phone. 
Your bait is almost back to the boat, and you subconsciously 
pull it out of the water without a figure-eight, glancing down 
to see the musky turn and swim off. If this hasn’t happened to 
you yet, it will. Guaranteed.

You throw your bait back in and desperately stir the water 
with your eight trying to entice the fish back, but it’s too late; 
the fish is gone.

“When you least expect it, expect it,” Tyler always tells me.
You’ve taken the time and thrown thousands of casts; if you 

need a break, take it before you miss your opportunity. And if 
you have missed your chance with the fish, don’t spend a half-
hour casting for it. Don’t change lures and keep trying. Let the 
fish sit, forget it saw your bait and go back later. You now have 
an active fish marked.

When you have a fish following behind your lure, don’t 
panic. When I first began musky fishing, and a fish would 
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appear behind my bait, I would get so excited I would stop 
reeling, put my hand over my mouth and tell Tyler there was 
a fish. The lure would change cadence or even stop, and the 
musky would lose interest and swim away, educated that we 
were there. Keep your tempo going and head into a figure 
eight, continuing the eight as long as the fish is present. 
Remember to not reel your leader up into your rod tip as this 
makes a noise and alerts the fish to something unnatural. It 
is important to keep any bucktail blades spinning, but if you 
have smoothly tried a few eight’s with no strike, try mixing up 
your track, going wider, or go deeper.

As you get more experience and see more follows, you will 
learn what works best for you, but always remember that 
getting a fish to hit is not the final piece.

Failure #6: Not keeping the fish pinned
These are the heartbreakers, the fish that could have been. 

The trophies we never get to show off. The thought process 
and practical application is simple; set the hook, keep your line 
tight, rod tip up, and ease the fish into the net. The reality of it 
is, it’s always utter chaos. Keeping a fish pinned is the hardest, 
most stressful part, but it’s also the part of pure adrenaline and 
creates all senses to fire or your mind to shut down completely. 
And even though it’s usually mere seconds from strike to net, 
a lot can still go wrong.

A common failure is poor hooksets from lost leverage. This 
can be an incorrect rod and reel combo, dull hooks, or body 
mechanics. When enticing a fish in the figure-eight, it can be 
challenging to get a great hookset depending on when the fish 
hits. Remember, you have to be able to set the hook, not just 
get a strike. And a good hook set can still mean seeing a fish 
swim off before you net it.

This past summer, I lost my biggest fish yet due to incorrect 
drag settings, a common cause of lost fish. Unfortunately, my 
drag failed completely. I habitually check my drag to tighten 
or loosen it frequently between casts, but on this fish, it was 
just bad luck. After feeling the initial strike, I made a powerful 
hookset only to think I lost the fish because there was no weight. 
After reeling back into my hookset, I felt the weight of the fish 
and, initially thinking it was another strike, set the hook again.

As the fish dove under the boat, I realized I had no leverage 
and couldn’t make any gains. As I went to tighten my drag, I 
bumped my reel, and the drag released fully open. I watched 

my rod tip go from bent to straight in the blink of an eye and 
reeled in an empty bucktail in total disbelief.

Another common scenario; this time, you have the fish on, 
you had a good hook set, and all you need to do is get the 
beast into the net. But where’s the net? Still stored away, not 
ready. You try to grab it, but it gets caught up, taking precious 
seconds away.

You don’t want to waste any more time, so you don’t snap 
it in place, locking the shaft. Your partner scoops the fish into 
the net! Phew! You take a minute to celebrate, gather your 
pliers and hook cutters, look over the side of the boat, and the 
net is sideways with no fish in sight. The snap button holds 
your net’s basket upright, and by not snapping it in, it spun 
sideways, and the fish swam away.  

The next time you have your net ready, locked in, and easy to 
grab. You aren’t making that mistake twice! But in anticipation 
of netting the fish, you reach too far and accidentally bump 
the lure, it gets tangled in the net, and the fish head shakes and 
swims away. 

Remember to scoop instead of stab and always wait until 
you’re confident you can safely net the fish. If a fish gets 
off before you were able to net it, it sucks. If a fish gets off 
because you bump out the hook, it’s devastating; a painful 
reminder that the battle only just begins after finally finding 
and hooking the fish.

Every big fish is another learning experience, and no fish 
is the same as the last. Every musky that follows, hits, or is 
caught, is a learning experience. Always keep your hooks sharp, 
your net close, and a pair of pliers readily available to cut down 
on those types of mishaps, and hopefully, your trophy musky 
will land in your net soon.

Every misstep and every failure is just one step closer to 
success!

Sara Trampe is an avid outdoor enthusiast and co-host of 
Sportsman’s Journal television series. She has always loved 
outdoor life, but when she met her husband, Tyler, she really 
developed a passion for fishing and hunting. Together they 
have been all over the Midwest and NW Ontario, targeting 
various species, honing their skills, and dedicating their 
life to the outdoors. Their adventures are chronicled on 
Sportsman’s Journal – which airs Saturday mornings on 
Fox Sports North at 11:30. 
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The following is a collaboration of 
Tyler and Sara Trampe’s knowledge, 
experiences, opinions, and insight on 
various topics in the fishing industry.

Tyler and Sara host Sportsman’s 
Journal, a syndicated fishing show 
on Bally Sports North and Pursuit 
Channel. Here we provide an in-
depth breakdown of something from 
the corresponding article to better 
educate you on a specific topic. In this 
edition, I talk about how to handle 
and release a musky safely.

 Whether you are a new musky 
angler, a weekend warrior, or a 
seasoned veteran, handling these 
fish from catch to release is vital to 
maintain the ecosystems and preserve 
the waters for years to come. 

Musky fishing is truly sport fishing, 
not sought after for nourishment 
or any other purpose than 
entertainment. Musky are not prolific 
spawners, which means it takes a long 
time to reach spawning age, which, in 
turn, means a mature musky is older, 
took years to reach its size, and won’t 
be replaced in the system for many 
years if something happens to it on 
your release.

Therefore, it is even more critical 
to handle these trophies with proper 
care. Correct handling can mean the 
difference between life or death to 
the fish. 

There are many videos, discussions, 
and thought processes on exactly how 
to handle musky properly.  As soon 
as you decide to target musky, there 
are a few things you need before 
you even hit the water. You should 
have a large net, long-handled pliers, 
and a hook cutter in the boat readily 
available. I’ll give a basic overview, but 
if you plan on targeting musky, you 
should be wholly aware and confident 
about holding and releasing these fish 

and having the proper equipment.

Safe and Secure
First, it’s imperative to remember 

once you have scooped the net and 
have a musky in the bag, you are 
responsible for the fish. Immediately 
make sure the fish is lying horizontally 
in the net with its head under the 
water. It’s easy to get hooks tangled 
where the musky lays at an odd 
angle with its head out of the water, 
rendering them unable to breathe and 
placing undue pressure on their face. 
Either shake the hooks free from the 
net or remove the hooks from the fish 
immediately. Netting is an art form, 
and with experience, you will get 
better and have fewer mishaps, and 
shorten your time with the fish.  

Once the fish is safely in the net – 
for the angler and the fish – you can 
take a moment and gather all things 
needed for a great photo. 

If you don’t want a picture, unhook 
the fish boat side without ever 
removing it from the water. If you 
have not removed the hooks yet, 
gather your pliers and hook cutters, 
and I strongly recommend wearing 
sunglasses to protect your eyes until 
all hooks are removed. Cutting hooks 
to remove them safely is the least 
stressful for the fish, but if you can 
easily pop out the hooks with pliers, 
do so and then move your bait away 
from the net.

When you are ready to pick up your 
fish, wet your hand and slide your 
fingers behind the gill plate up to the 
bottom jaw, but not in the gills, as 
the gills are very sensitive, and pinch 
your thumb and fingers together on 
opposite sides of the skin. Hold the 
musky head with your dominant hand 
to have the most control over the 
fish, then quickly lift the fish out of 
the net and get your opposite hand 
under the belly, supporting the fish 
in a horizontal, natural position. It 
is crucial to hold the fish horizontal 
to avoid pressure on their skeletal 
system from hanging vertically.

If the fish thrashes – and they will 

thrash – hold tightly and do not drop 
the fish. If you cannot hold on, let the 
fish fall back into the water and not 
onto the bottom of the boat. Protect 
the fish’s head as best as possible if it 
falls to the boat floor. Try not to use 
gloves or towels and hold the fish away 
from your body; any contact removes 
the slimy, protective layer that helps 
protect the fish from bacteria.

Keep a firm grip, take a few quick 
pictures, and get the fish back in the 
water. If you need more time, place 
the fish back into the net to let it 
breathe and then pick it back up.

 
Slow Release
Musky typically require recovery 

time on release due to lactic acid 
build-up from the fight. On any large, 
heavy fish, I have my boat partner 
help me hold the fish’s tail as I lower 
it back into the water. I do this to keep 
a firm grip and not drop it. Fish are 
slippery, and any thrashing when you 
are lowering them can cause them to 
slip out of your reach. While holding 
the tail, place minimum pressure 
under their belly until they have re-
orientated themselves. When the tail 
begins moving, the musky is ready to 
swim off independently. If you release 
the fish too early, it could flip over 
belly up and sink to the bottom. Just 
because the fish is in the water does 
not mean it was a safe release.   

If you want to measure or weigh your 
fish, try to do it while the fish is in the 
net, and remember, it isn’t necessary 
to weigh or measure every fish. Set 
personal goals, but don’t let pressures 
from outside influences create the 
unnecessary need to document exact 
measurements every time.

If things didn’t go perfectly, 
that’s normal. Musky are powerful 
predators; they will thrash, flop, 
and not cooperate. But the more 
conscientious you are of their safety, 
the better off the fish will be. 

Now proudly show off your catch, 
knowing that you took care in 
properly releasing your trophy to 
swim another day.

How to Properly Handle a Musky


