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Flint River, GA

Searching for the Rare Shoal Bass
By Bill R. Chiles

ish stories often begin with a description of a fly landing precisely where the story-
teller intended, that tiny seam where the fish just rose, a millimerer to either side
an exercise in futility as the fly is haplessly swept downstream by the complicated
currents. The fly of this, my story, missed its mark by a good 4 feet. And rather than
raisc my rod tip to set the hook at just the right moment, I hooked the fish quite by accident,
as [ attempred to pull my fly off the water to recast it to the “right” spot. So much for precision.
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Kent Edmaonds hooks a nice
bass at Sprewell Bluff State
Darike ['rfﬁm':‘l. The unigue
shoal bass occurs in fJJ!J{‘}'

I a handful of drainages.
Under prime conditions,
| a competent fly fisher can

expect 40 or more specimens
a day (left).

The ensuing fight, however, would have more than compensated for
the casting buffoonery had I not slipped on a wer rock and puta big bruise
on my butt. I would love to say that, despite the aforementioned adversity,
I managed to at least maintain my grip on my rod, but, in truth, the rod
and reel bounced a good 15 feet down the big limestone boulder on which
[ once stood. Fortunately, the fat bass managed to hang on to the hook
long enough for me to admire it for a second or so.

As it came unglamorously to hand 1 was stunned by its beauty. I have
caught tens of thousands of lovely bass, caught them on farm ponds and
oceanlike impoundments, on big rivers and tiny creeks. But when this
specimen came to hand, it looked nothing like those others. This bass was
different. For that matter, this fishery was different. I was looking at a gor-
geous shoal bass from Georgia’s Flint River,

Fly water is supposed to be born in wilderness, from rivulets of melting
snow marrying into ever-widening shoulders, from rain running off mossy
rock or water welling up from some deep, cold aquifer. Not the Flint. The
Flint has less ostentatious beginnings. lts waters arise from the rain thar
drains south suburban Atanta—from driveways, highways, office buildings,
and subdivision lawns. Indeed, should one decide to plan a trip to fish the
Flint, and if that trip requires a plane ticket, one will land art the country’s
busiest airport. And the rainwater from that very runway becomes a part
of the Flint.

Such decidedly unpristine origins, however, do not make the Flint less
special than fisheries that rise from more unsullied places. To the contrary,
the Flint is even more special for its very existence. Soon after it escapes its
city hell, the Flint transforms into a masterpiece of emerald green ribbon
punctuated by broad rocky shoals of white water.

And roaming those shoals are a type of bass found nowhere else excepr
here as well as the Chattahoochee, Apalachicola, and Chipola drainages: the
shoal bass. So esoteric is the “shoalie” that it was, for decades, mistaken for
its cousin the redeye, or Coosa, bass. But unlike the diminutive redeye, the
shoal bass achieves significant proportions. Fish 5 pounds or larger are not
uncommon. The world record is a breathtaking 8 pounds, 3 ounces. Best
of all, they fight like a cross berween a ticked-oft, potbellied largemouth
and a steroid-charged steelhead.
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The Fish and the Fishery
From its humble heginnings in Falton County, Georgia,
the Flint flows unimpeded for more than 200 river miles,
ane of only 40 tivers in the lower 48 1o do so. This distine-
tion was threatened not so long ago. In the early 1970s
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers reseanched 4 plan o
impound the Flint near Thomaston, But in 1974 Presi-
dent Jimmy Carter vetoed a proposed law W
that would have forever destroyed Cherieridl )
the Flint as many now know ' ”ﬁ"‘m
and love it F—
The upper Fline Hows
through the rolling hill
country of west-centeal S8
Georgin, Here, the plunge 8
poals and runs are remi-
mscent of trout water, or
ar least smallmouth water,
Near Culloden, the Fling
drops over a fall line an
its way to the coastal plain.
The Flint of the Geot-
gia low country becomes
brand and swampy, Hanked
by thick forest. The Flint is
impounded 1o form Lake
Blackshear near Cordele and
Lake Chehaw near Albany,
Finally, the Flint joins the
Chartahoochee and ends in
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eyes ufien have a red rint, a face thar for years led many w
believe the shoal bass to be a subspecies of the redeye bass,
Its heavily barred fanks, howeyer, are mote reminiscent
of the spotted bass,

Not thar locals needed o be tald thar their beloved
shoal bass was special. For decades anglers from Georgia,
Alsbama, and Florida have plied their home warers for

this magnificent fish, loving it for its
 aggressive takes and hard fighes. In-
. o sleed, a big shoal bass thar turms

T irs broad side into Howing
warer in a challenge to bring
to hand.

When, Where,
and How

“You can't wrire about
this spor,” Kent Ed-
monds said with a
strange mix of the humil-
ity that is o common
among Southern gentle-
men and the earnestness
of a father protecting a
young child, Sprawl-
ing before is was u
fly fisher's paradise:
CANY T ~wile ?nl.'ls}'
shoals stretching out
to a distane bank,
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Florida's Lake Seminole. - Al Loy with dorens of cool
A variety of legitimate P2 - plunges feeding
game fish inhabic the Fling, k| poals loaded with
including largemouth bass, @88 ) raiease (Uil N  Rorgeous bass.
redbreast, bluegill. a variety 35 Hf} e ‘ A'f!.-'rr_fl_;- il . Though he has
of catfish, und, of cowrse, iyl e o Rshed the lakes

the shail bass, the war of

£ {I.‘fﬂrwnf
this story. Shoalies are found '

throughour the drainage, Nl ™

though the farther south one
goes the more largemouth one
will encounter as well, Not that
largemouth are bad, but they
can be taken from virwally any
puddle south of the Mason-Dix-
on. Shoal bass, however, are confined

1o the aforementioned drainages of Georgia. Florida, and
Alabarna. Such a limited range makes the shoal bass a very
spedial quarty,

The shoal bass (Micrmprerss datansctae) was first de-
scribed in 1999 when James Williams and George Burgess
published their description of this “new” species in Bulletin
of the Flurida Museum uf Natwral History. The handsome
shoal buss varies from olive o black in basic coloration. ls
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T'““"_ and streama
of Georgla for
more than theee
decades, Ed-
mondss passion
d for the Flint mans
it particularly deep,
Sensing the magni-
tude of that passion,

I respected his noed o
guard thisueasure, And after he treaved me w a day
of some of the finest river fishing one might ever imagine,
1 began to understand.

We canghr buss after bass thar bent our Saweights to
the cork, And 1o abundant were scrappy redbreasts that
I consideret! running back 1o my Toyota lor a 2-weight.
Then again, [ knew | could carch pretry redbreases in just
about any Georgia trickle, These bass, | knew, were special.

b o

i

o i

]'!]?-;r!rul.l'”h' e .-'




Akter a long day, a sore arm, a satishing g
lunch, and a coal dip, | blurted out, “l
coutld stay here forever,”

"Tdid,” replicd Edmands, a sheepish
grin forming on his fuce.

In this pare of the world, fy hshing
PRI 15|:||I Hl.‘” Iliil!' i T |.|||'|.' .'.I'Il'l:
bass dre the wirger. 1Evon cian find o gaide
chances are pretiy high that said guide
will be i spin fisher, And if vou are lucky

thie |_"|'||-|I. might ar ledst knivw whar a Hy

el Jooks Tike 1f vour luck truly holds,

iriaite |I'I'-l_'||| even relrain

the potcn
oy criticielnge viod too mach for “saas
tishing.” Edmonds is even betten He
is & Federation of Fly Fishers—certified
imstructor. His Ay-fishing expertise is

My Ilv'h'

be [pvaluable when decoding the Flin

Indewd, Edmonds is the Flints pre

tier fy-hahiing gulde, | anowledge can

River shoal bass, In addition to his vass

knowledpe, he has access 1o some sweer

privite water, And when it comes 1o a
quality fishery. scoess, or lack therenl. can
be evervthing, Which is a very sighihcans
ISSLIE A || ||-.'II ‘11I.|.1 I.-Ir .h--“-:'.r ll.tl'n-
craows private lands, with only a smacter-  Recly sl ik
ing of public water

Numierous bridges offer tempring
views ol the Flin
I

f I'Ill"‘l'_ tracinion amon

Parking near the

es anel walking down to the dver has been a long

acils. While it tends o be well

1on T be con

1M f.lllli, rl'LllIIIL -II'\ I 1S .'..'||,1.L'nlln!'_ LN

the bl Buane {anly

peesind] it St

Tatmarnadi alefime e proferevd Diibaiid of

| i
hifen Ny hectn g the ¢ spreuy Fling a0

Alsis, while pHvaT Lindawners have tradivionally

-‘.ltlll .l

tiirmed their heads, increased vrabhic across their land —nor

o mention the prereguisite trash associated with at leass
st himans—could spark action

Naiahle publicly owned sections of the Flint includ
the Joe Kur: Wildlife Management Arca, the Big Lazer
Creek Wildlife Management Area, andd Sprewell BIui Sea
Park. Combined, these thiee |1|I|'|It tracts offer about 10 miles
of prime shoalie warer, So broad are the shoals thar Sprewell
Bl alone could ke davs to fully ¢ ~;|||-r| with a fy

Another oprion is a Hoat mip. The Flint is navigahle

throughout most of s length and is perfect for a cano

kayak, or pantoon crafr. Georgia Highway 18 spans the
Flint near the town of Woodbury |||n-':!.:|1 it makes for
) VETY |I-||:_; day, Highway 18 o Sprewell Bluff is a fliran

cgment suitable for beginning paddlers and takes anglen

'!||u11|_ll|| some awesome bass water. ";'!L'\'.L'” Bluft to

i.r||,r|_'1i.| | |||_'| viv A6 s a shomer tnp that is .I|'-n suntable
for beginners and allows more time for probing all those
gorpeous-looking shoals, Downstream from Highway 36
one can Hout o Po Biddy Road. The fishing is grear, but
thie Hoat i o bit more teicherous, with the Flint dropping

thaur 70 feet in 2.5 miles
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Kent Edmonds works the shoals at Sprewell Bluff State Park, which offers enough eood water to occupy an angler for days.
[ ) 80 & ! gler /]

When shoal bass begin to wake from their winter
slumber, just about any favored technique will catch
them, though perhaps none is more popular than surface
fishing. Take plenty of poppers in
white, black, yellow, brown, or-

g

ange, and chartreuse. Size-8 hooks e
) i e

will catch plenty of bass as well
as more redbreasts than you can
count. If you want to focus more
on bass, especially the larger ones,
move up to a size-4 or -6 popper. |
now prefer foam over balsa or deer
hair. Poppers of all marerials work

equally well, but the durability and Hook:
buoyancy of foam is tough to beat.

Edmonds is partial to sliders
and divers. He rakes some of his
biggest shoal bass on gaudy foam Sl
divers, abounding in rubber legs, y:
that leave a long bubble crail.
Grear diving patterns include Rainy’s Tsunami, Dahlberg
Divers, and gurglers.

The river is rich in aquatic insects such as caddisHies
and stoneflies, so be sure to carry trout dry flics. Shoal bass
will devour a big, bushy Elk Hair Caddis or Stimulator.
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Rocky River Leech

Jig hook, size 6
Thread: Black 3/0 UNI-Thread
Eyes:  Large bead chain

Tail: Black marabou

Black Estaz

Waulff-style dries and Humpies are also good patterns.
Fly fishing is still a rather rare endeavor on the Flint,
so there is no need to stress out too much about hatch
matching. Besides, these are bass,
not spring creek browns.

Ve With shoal bass so eager to
: come to the surface, you can
casily forget how productive
nymphing can be on this water.
Abundant free-living caddis-
fly pupae such as Green Rock
Worms make pupa imitations
very effective. Fishing a nymph
dropper 18 to 24 inches behind
a popper or dry fly offers the best
of both worlds, not to mention
plenty of double hookups.

The granddaddy of Flint River
subsurface patterns is anything
that resembles a Hellgrammite.
For decades, locals have taken some of the river’s largest
bass on live Hellgrammites fished under deep rock un-
dercuts. Acceptable patterns include Mercer’s Tungsten
Rag Hellgrammite, Black Rubberlegs, and Murray’s
Hellgrammite. Less imitative patterns might also prove



productive. These include Murrayvs Strymph and the
Bitch Creek Nymph, Even stonefly patterns such as the
Kaufmann Stone can make a suitable substitute

Streamers are also very effective on shoal bass. Swan
dard parterns such as Woolly Bugpers, Lonkers, lowser
Minnows, and bunny sreamers work like a charm, 1 Like
streamery that i,l|;11i|r:!u.,L'. river bomom. My Rocky River
Leech is tied on a g hook so that it swims hook up. It's
alicy sumde o tie hod those nmes when vou have ro sacnificr
one to the river gods. Best of all, shoal bass gobble them
|II|H ..IIIlI.

Though rhe Flint is open year -round, winter i prefiy
dead. Fortunately, spring starts carly in west-central Geor

. | he water olten warms enough by mid-March 1o rouse

haal bass from their winter lethargy. April and May are
the prime months an the Flint. Big bass move into shoal
reas in great concentration to spawn, |he major risk tor
tatlure at this nme of Ve s a h-.,.l'.-':L Sprng rain. The Fline
is sensitive to rainfall, and a good April shower can tum
the river inro a muddy rorrent
Summer is also a grear tome to fish the Flint, though
big fish can be tougher to hind. Summer water levels are
generally ideal Font witding Also, the heit of 4 Sduthern
sUummer 'l-'l.ll'it\ Wl '-*-.l'\li”'.: not o Menfion a SWim—

L

worth a day on the water even in the absence of good
fishing. Formunaely, fishing on the Flint often remains
Favorable right through the hottest months

As the summer hear begins to give way to the cool days
of wumamn, expect low water, beautiful foliage, and bass
feeding aggressively for the coming winter. Fishing can
be phenomenal in October. Good hshing often continues

well into Novernber.

A Last Word
Oin the last day of my birst erip for shoal buss, | reHected
on my week with Edmonds and my amazing expenence
on the Flint. 1 had been 1o maore exotic locations in my
i) years of v hshing, vet [ could not recall feeling more
thrilled by a week on the water. Perhaps it was the real-
tration thar such an incredible resource was in my own
backyard I|||-|.:_:|| | knew that chis was a place | wottld
revisit even it z"l-[r'l:' FICKETS WEre r('l::l”".'li
[ could tell you of subsequent hish that 1 caughe, of
ity more becoming o one who writes of Hy hshing, of
pertect howik sers and masterful battles with warthy op-
I'l NENEs; ol |'|I.|J]'I;.I||'||i'i|l|._'. all ll}':.!_'.lii E"l"-|.|.1|i.' Miost o ||'|L'
rirvee, Bur whar fun is thar? Sufhice o say that | did manage
IO SUrviIve rll\ wee ‘I Hl'll ll,"l'. SLTrapcs .I||L+ .l‘llll\i,"\ '.1|:|'||.1

wroken boncs minar mconveniences or a shot at

the mos! llll..’.llt_"--r Southern basses,

i ! .I,-' bl -"-_., 13 the Sewdiveasl fi el ecditor for | [ 4 Il:. ['I".III|:

FrLinT RIVER

NOTEBOOK

When: Open year-round; best late March-early
MNovember

Where: Fraom west-central CA to the FL panhandle.

Headguarters: Warm Springs and Pine Moturitain,
GAL Information: Warm Springs, wwwowarmspringsga,
com; Pine Mountain Tourlsm Association, (800) 441-
3502, wwow, pinemountain.org; Franklin O, Rooseveit
and Sprewell Bluff state parks, www.gastateparks.ong.

Appropriate gear: 4- to 6-wl. rods, floating lines;
2- or 3-wt. rod for redbreasts.

Useful fly patterns: Poppers in various colors,
qurglers, Dahlberg Diver, Elk Hair Caddis, Stimula-
tor, Humpy, Raval Wualll, Woally Bugger, Jonker,
Clauser Minnow, Bunny Fly, bead-head Hare's Ear
Nymph, bead-head Pheasant Tail Nymph, Kaufmann
Stone, Rocky River Leech, Rainy's Tsunami, Green
Rock Worm, Mercer's Tungsten Rag Hellgrammite,
Black Rubberiegs, Murray’s Hellgrammite, Murray's
Strymph, Bitch Creek Nyrnph.

Necessary accessorles: Wet-wading sandals, polar-
ized sunglasses, sunsoreen

MNonresident license: $7/7 days, 324/1 year

Fly shops/guides: Atlanta: The Fish Hawk, (404)
237-3473, www.thelishhawk.com. Lawrenceville:
Bass Pro Shops, (678) 847-5500, www, basspro,com,
Fly Fishing West Geargia & Beyond (Kent Edmands),
(706) BB3-7700, www.flyfishga.com.

Maps: Georgia Atlos & Gozetteer by DeLomme Mapping.
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