Regular readers of this column know that when given the choice, I prefer to fish with artificial lures instead of using live bait. However, one of the best summertime strategies for bass and northern pike is using suckers as bait and I want to pass along some things that I have found that work well.

 One of the first things you need to identify is a lake that you can expect a return on your sucker investment. The suckers you will mostly want to use tend to be “medium” sized and cost anywhere from 60 cents to a dollar a piece depending on the quantity you buy. So you will want to choose a lake that contains a decent number of larger sized fish. Locally, I would recommend Silver, Geneva, Delavan and Elizabeth lakes. 

For equipment, I believe a baitcasting reel with a bait clicker is a must and one that includes a line counter is very helpful. I suggest using at least a 7 foot rod rated in the medium-heavy category that has a stiffer tip.
Spool the reel with a braided fishing line such as Tuff Line XP or Stren Super Braid in 50 to 80 pound test. Do not let those line weights scare you. Braided lines have very thin diameter and those lines are about equal to 12 to 17 pound monofilament. 
At the end of the line, you should add a leader. Fluorocarbon in 60 to 80 pound works very well as it is relatively invisible underwater and is less likely to get bitten through by pike. Connect the leader to your main line using barrel swivel. Above that swivel, you will want to thread on an egg sinker weighing 3/8 to ½ ounce.
When it comes to hooks, I and many others have switched over to using a circle hooks instead of the old J-hooks. I prefer Gamakatsu 1/0 sized octopus circles.
The presentation is very simple. You simply hook the sucker through the lips, drop it all the way to the lake bottom and then drag the sucker behind you as you move around the lake. You set the baitcaster on free spool with the brake (not the drag) tightened down and the bait clicker turned on. 
The beauty of this presentation is that you can continue to fish with artificial baits while dragging the suckers. Just put the sucker rod in a rod holder and you don’t have to worry about your rod going over the side of the boat.
If you want to target largemouth bass, you will generally want to keep the sucker near the weededge or a steep drop-off. Bass will also be inside the weeds, but attempting to drag the sucker too far into the shallows will result in hooked weeds and lost bait.

You will also find pike on the weededge, but many times the larger fish in the summer will be located further out, often deeper than 20 feet of water. The further away from the weededge you get, the less likely you will encounter bass unless that structure has smallmouth bass.
If a bass or pike grabs a hold of the sucker, the bait clicker on the reel will sound. To set the hook, wait for the fish to be moving away from you, engage the reel, and then quickly turn the crank while sweeping the rod the opposite direction the fish is moving. Unlike traditional hooks, you do not set the hook hard when using circle hooks. The hook by design will slide in the fish’s mouth and most often hook it in the corner of the jaw. A hard hook set will often cause you to miss the fish.
With the fish hooked in the corner of the jaw, it will be easy to unhook and quickly released which is important as the larger the fish is, the less it can withstand the stress of being caught; especially in the warm summer water temperatures. If you want to photograph the fish, do it as quickly as possibly. Ideally the fish should not be out of the water for more than 1 minute. 
It is important that these larger pike and bass get released to be caught another day. They benefit the fish population by keeping the smaller gamefish and smaller panfish populations in check. 

Lastly, you may also want to bring along some bait such as wax worms. If you run out of suckers, you can catch some small bluegills or perch and also use them for your bait.
It would take two or three columns to share all the details of this fishing method. Feel free to email me with any questions or to even share your own sucker fishing tips.
Terry Bitz

