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"It should bhe
a state-wide holiday...”

What really makes that first ice so enjoyable is the
peace you obtain out on the lake. It’s too early to
need a power auger, there are no idiots on snow-
mobiles buzzing within feet of your location,
and you don’t have to squeeze in, door-to-door,
over this year’s hotspot, listening to a bunch of
people partying next door. It can be as simple, or as
complicated, as you want it to be.

Story and photos by Bob Bohland
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%, the deer and duck seasons aren’t even A
finished,” the voice in my head keeps telling me. '
Yet, as I sit here sorting ice fishing gear and playing
with different setups, I can’t help but notice a slight
twitching in my jigging hand. The leaves on the
trees have not even begun to change, but I swear |
can almost smell the ice starting to form. If I close
my eyes and concentrate really hard, the sound of
the cracking and popping of first ice can be heard.
Yep, I have a problem. I am ok with that. I just need
to make it a few more weeks....

If you want to drag your house filled with all sorts
of goodies out, it’s easy pulling with little to no
snow on the ice yet. Or you can simply throw on
a pair of cleats and grab a Lazer hand auger anc
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There is nothing quite like that first fix of the season.
Driving around different lakes for days hoping to see
< the edges starting to lock up. Then, the feeling of
your heart beating in your throat as you slowly
work your way out onto ifty ice with your ice picks
around your neck and your chisel tapping ahead |
of you “just to check” Depending on the year, this
period of “ice tease” can go on for a week or more. It
all leads up to that glorious day when you finally '
, can make it out to a fishable depth, pop your >
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By Bob Bohland

They go by many names: eelpout, lawyer, lota lota,
ling cod, burbot, et al. And while they are the only
freshwater species of cod in the world, most anglers
try to avoid them at all costs. This is due in large
part to what they look like, somewhere between
catfish and eel, and the fact that they often interrupt
anglers looking to catch a walleye dinner.

Jason Rylander, of Northcountry Guide Service
in Bemidji, also goes by many names, but to most

in the area, he is simply known as the Eelpout
Whisperer. Jason’s love for burbot goes beyond
what many anglers would consider sane. There was
even a photo of him wearing nothing but jean shorts
lying in a puddle of pout that went viral last winter.

“I like to target eelpout as soon as they begin their
migrations to the spawning areas,” said Rylander.
“The males will move up first, generally around the
middle of February. The major portion of the spawn
takes place in the middle of March though, and the
good bite will continue even after ice out.” Though
he notes that the bite has more limited opportunities
as spring goes on, due to increased daylight.

“Burbot feed mostly during night and low-light
periods, which is sort of ironic, because they have
terrible eyesight” explains Rylander. To combat
this, eelpout anglers are better off using large lures
that glow. Jason prefers a Big Nasty Spoon in 1 1/8
oz with a large minnow split in half on the treble
hooks. “Glow is the most important factor, if [ hav-
en’t caught a fish, I am pulling my bait up every 3-5
minutes to recharge the glow.”

The hardest part about loving a fish as ugly (beauti-
ful) as a burbot is getting people past the grossness
factor of the fish. They are called ‘friendly’ because
they have a habit of trying to wrap themselves
around the arm of the angler trying to unhook them.
When asked about this, Rylander laughed. “It’s just
a fish, and they don’t even have teeth.”

In the end, a bend in the fishing rod is all we, as
anglers, are after. Jason shares this same spirit.

“With eelpout,” said Rylander, a faraway look in
his eyes, “you can put that serious bend in your rod
after all of the game-fish seasons close in Minne-
sota. Every time you drop your bait down the hole,
you have a legitimate chance at a fish that will top
10 pounds.”
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You too can book an eelpout trip with
Rylander. Visit northcountryguides.com for
more info.

Eelpout are very underrated table fare, yet
their meat is deliciously unique among
freshwater fish. To clean them it is best to
remember the three B’s. Backstrap, boil
and butter. Cut the backstraps off of the
fish, cut them into bite-sized chunks, boil
them in 7 Up or Sprite, and then dip them
in butter. I dare you to tell me it isn’t one
of the best tasting pieces of fish you have
ever eaten.
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