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A couple of years ago, in July, my husband, Tyler, 
and I spent a week fishing on Lake of the Woods, and 
I struggled the whole week. I saw fish, had fish follow, 
had a fish hit in the eight, and I just couldn’t get anything 
going. I was in a slump. My confidence was down, and 
each unsuccessful cast made me feel more and more 
frustrated. I even questioned my abilities and love for 
muskie fishing. 
After several days, I finally had a fish hit way out on 

the end of my cast and it went crazy. Its head shook at 
the surface most of the way into the boat. My adrenaline 
was up, my nerves peaked, and my emotions were 
pretty high. During the fight, I was incredibly aware 
of my bad luck and coached myself through the fight. 
Once we landed her in the net, I breathed a huge sigh of 
relief, focused on the nice 48 inch fish, and hoped I had 
just broken my bad luck streak.
The thing about it is that there is bad luck, there is 

inexperience, and there are mistakes. Any of these can 
play separate roles in why you lose a fish. As I replayed 
all the lost fish in my head, I couldn’t come up with any 
consistent reason why I was missing fish. I didn’t lose 
any that I obviously should have had, a lot of short nips 
in the eight or a questionable angle on a hook-set that 
I could easily justify “it happens.” So I was chalking 
it up to bad luck because it wasn’t inexperience, and 
I couldn’t logically come up with a specific error. 
Unfortunately, I didn’t make any corrections. 
We continued to cast nearby structures, and a few 

hours after I landed the 48-incher, we came upon a 
main lake underwater rock reef that had the wind 
hitting it. I made a few casts around the outside until 
I could cast right next to a boulder sticking up out of 
the water, directly on the tip of the reef. I was rewarded 
with a swirl behind my Wolf Creek Tackle bucktail. As 
I kept reeling, I got into my “fish” position, where I 
made sure my feet were shoulder width apart, bent my 
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knees slightly, and brought my elbows back just a little 
for the best leverage to get a good hookset. 
Lake of the Woods is a large body of water with various 

defining characteristics depending on the geographical 
area of the lake. For example, we were fishing out of 
Tamarack Island Wilderness Lodge near Morson, ON. 
It is relatively shallow with an average main lake depth 
of 22–25 feet, stained water clarity, and loaded with 
muskie habitat. As a result of the stained water clarity, 
there is low visibility, and it wasn’t until the lure was 
about 10 yards from the boat that I got a glimpse of a 
huge fish – possibly a legal 54 inch Lake of the Woods 
giant. My breathing picked up, knots formed in my 
stomach, and my knees started to shake. She followed 
into the first turn of the eight and disappeared under the 
boat. I continued making eight’s in the water column; 
she made two more quick appearances with a flash of 
the tail when she dove back down, deciding she wasn’t 
ready to eat and disappeared. This was a fish you dream 
of!  

If you’ve ever held a fishing rod, chances are you’ve lost a fish, and this is especially true for anglers 
who have fished for years. There’s also a pretty good chance you have a story about “the fish that got 

away.” The one that haunts you. While the details and specifics may vary, the emotions at the end are 
probably the same: heartache, remorse, and an endless loop of replays of what you could have done 

differently.  This one is mine. “The Fish That Got Away.”

A slump-breaking 
48-incher for the 

author.
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For unsurpassed, state-of-the-art, custom-
created replicas from an artist with more
than 48 years experience, with 
a reputation for "matching 
the catch," there's really 
only one choice.

We don't just make a fish replica, 

We create a replica
of YOUR fish!YOUR

3 miles north of Antigo on Hwy. 45
N4598 Hwy. 45, Antigo, WI 54409 • (715) 627-7662 • (800) 261-2327

www.fittantereplicas.com • e-mail: jfittante@yahoo.com
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For multiple reasons, we decided to let her sit; she 
wasn’t ready, saw the boat, and the more we worked 
her, the less likely she would bite later on. So we left 
her and came back later before nightfall.
We fished a few more hours, and as we watched the 

horizon, we saw a storm brewing. Once lightning 
flashed across the sky, we knew it was time to head back 
to camp for the night and, unfortunately, were unable to 
get the chance to cast back at the big girl. Although we 
left her physically, she didn’t leave our thoughts. We 
both knew we would be casting for her again as soon as 
the timing was right.  
Due to the sheer size of the lake, anglers 

should always be aware of weather 
patterns because wind and storms can 
kick up quickly, and what’s happening 
on one end of the lake can directly affect 
the area you are fishing.  
Therefore, because of the overnight 

storm, wind direction, and speed, we 
decided to target a different area of the 
lake the next morning as it was too rough 
to fish where we had been the day before. 
With multiple islands and structures close 
to Tamarack that all hold the potential 
for legal fish literally everywhere, we 
decided to target new fish. But even 
with that knowledge, letting that fish 
sit for a day was hard. I had some more 
action, with a 40 inch fish nipping at the 

bait boat side and 
landing a couple 
of pike, but 
nothing to grow 
my confidence or 
solidify that my 
bad luck streak 
was over. 
Wind plays an 

important factor 
in where fish lie 
to ambush prey. 
Muskies are 
predators and 
instinctively give 
themselves the 

best advantage when ambushing their 
prey. Because we were unable to head to 
the rock reef due to wind the next day, we 
were still able to return to the main lake 
rock reef on our final morning because 
the wind direction had not changed; 
which meant the fish we were targeting 
would likely be in her ambush spot.  
If the wind had changed direction, 

we would not have been able to return 
to the same underwater rock reef and 
target the fish in the same way because 

muskies are territorial, not stationary. She would be 
in a different location or even on a different structure 
altogether. Wind direction, water temperature, time of 
year, etc., will determine where they lie and wait.   
The plan was simple, head back to the underwater reef 

during a peak feeding time to maximize our chances of 
a bite. Fish will feed when they are hungry, plain and 
simple. But we can predict when those times may be 
due to the moon phase. We use an app called Solunar 
to show us peaks throughout the day and efficiency 
levels for each day on the water to help give us the 

A big pike like the 

one pictured is a 

welcomed bonus, 

especially after a 

string of bad luck.



September / October 2022 .....MUSKIE 17

Sara Trampe, alongside her husband Tyler, co-hosts Sportsman’s 
Journal, a fishing-focused outdoor show that airs on Bally Sports North 
and Bally Sports Wisconsin Saturdays at 11:30 a.m., the Pursuit Channel 

at various times, and KOTV all week long. Together they travel the 
Midwest and Northwest Ontario targeting various species to hone their 

skills and share their journey.

of the boat, and my rod was doubled over again. So I 
gave her line letting her dive. Then, as the head shakes 
started, I reeled a fraction of a second too late… I felt 
the tension release, and up came my empty bucktail.  
My fish of a lifetime was gone. My chance at a legal 

had dissipated in the blink of an eye. 
I dropped my rod in heartache, sat down, and put 

my head in my hands. I needed time to recover. I 
needed time to process what had happened. I needed 
to figure out what I was doing wrong. Because I 
couldn’t keep muskie fishing and losing fish, it was 
truly heartbreaking. I had made thousands of casts 
and spent hours on the water, I was exhausted, and 
my goal was just taken from me by a fraction of a 

second. With the boat on spot lock, we sat silently for 
about twenty minutes, and I never changed position. 
We didn’t see the fish that day, but from experience 
and location, we knew it was the same fish or one of a 
similar size. She may not have ended up being a legal 
54, but she was close. 
As I played over everything in my mind, I concluded 

that I wasn’t getting the leverage I needed on my 
hookset. It wasn’t just bad luck; I had made an error. I 
wasn’t experienced enough with my long rod; therefore, 
I wasn’t getting the leverage I needed to make better 
hooksets. So I stood up without a word, picked up my 
backup rod (an 8’ KCR), threaded my line, tied on a 
new leader, and said, “I’m switching rods.”  
I had confidence, and more experience, with my 

shorter rod. I am okay losing a 40 inch fish on a new 
rod, experimenting and getting a rhythm down for the 
eight, and figuring out where I need to position myself 
for a boat side hit. But I was no longer okay with losing 
BIG fish because of it. 
I finished the day and landed a fat 46-incher to boost 

my confidence. I didn’t miss a fish on my shorter rod 
for multiple outings after, and I grew my confidence 
back up. I’ve since practiced with my longer rod to get 
better and know where I need to be in the eight for more 
contact and better hook penetration. 
I still haven’t had a chance to go back to that underwater 

reef to see if I can find redemption. I still haven’t seen 
another 54, and I still haven’t gotten a chance at a fish 
that has healed that wound. But I definitely found my 
love for muskie fishing again. Personally, that fish has 
motivated me to keep going out, to keep setting the 
hook in hopes of hooking up with the one that got away, 
to keep getting better. So, when the chance arises, if it 
ever does again, I’ll land that fish!

best advantage to landing the fish. And this day was 
no different; we were going to cast for the fish of my 
dreams in hopes she would be feeding instead of just 
following during a peak time. 
We threw our baits out on several points and windblown 

cover making our way out to the underwater reef. We 
came around a point and started fishing the reef during 
the upside of a peak feeding window. As we approached 
the spot, my awareness heightened, and each cast was 
deliberate, with my focus laser sharp. Every muskie 
angler knows fish usually hit when we aren’t quite 
ready, we’ve made hundreds of casts, and our bodies 
are tired, our focus wanes, and boom! But this one, I 
knew she was there; I had no excuse.  
Once the boat was in range, I tightened my drag, 

opened my spool, flung back my bait, and let it fly for 
the perfect hit right next to that boulder sticking out of 
the water. Three cranks of the reel, and BOOM! I reared 
back and set the hook with gusto, reeling in my slack 
with my mind going into muskie mode. She charged the 
boat as I was desperately trying to keep up. Once she 
hit the bow of the boat and changed direction, my rod 
doubled over. This fish wanted to head to deep water, 
and she used all her strength to do it. I clicked in my 
spool and let her run, line burning my thumb as she 
peeled out line. 
As soon as I felt the change of direction, I reeled back 

as her direction turned back towards the boat. She came 
close, but we still didn’t have a visual. She was just below 

the visibility 
line and made 
a massive swirl 
at the side of 
the boat as 
she changed 
direction again 
and headed 
deep. Only this 
time, it was 
directly in 
the middle 

The author releasing a dandy 
Lake of the Woods muskie.

Lake of the Woods, including 
Sabaskong Bay pictured 

here, has a seemingly 
endless numbers of spots that 

could hold big muskies.


