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Muskie Fishing in New Mexico
It was a cold, mild morning with a slight breeze pushing the chilly morning air across the water. Quemado Lakes shoreline were covered with crawdads crawling along the bottom, water boatmen paddling their way through the water, squirrels and chipmunks running up and down the trees frolicking in fun. 
 I brought a fishing buddy of mine that had never gone fishing for Tiger Muskies before. Doug was full of excitement from the anticipation of catching one of these big fish. A few months earlier I took Doug to the Rio Grande near the Taos Junction Bridge and he caught his first Pike, a twenty six incher. Something I’m yet to accomplish on the Rio Grande. That’s another time and place though, back to MUSKIE FISHING! New Mexico’s Tiger Muskies get shipped to Rock Lake State Hatchery every year, there they hatch and are stocked in Bluewater (in Prewitt) and Quemado Lakes (near Pie Town). The fish is a crossbreed of a Male Pike and a Female Muskie. The outcome is a sterile hybrid Tiger Muskie, with characteristics from both parents. It happens in the wild but these particular fish are raised in a fish hatchery in Pennsylvania. The NMDGF first stocked these fish in 2003 to decrease the goldfish and white sucker populations in these lakes. Tiger Muskies do not grow to the massive proportions that pure-strain Muskies do. A typical fish in New Mexico will be around thirty three to thirty eight inches although fish over forty inches have been caught this year. The fish can grow longer than fifty inches but nowhere near the length pure Muskies obtain. In 1919, in Wisconsin, a Tiger Muskie was caught that tipped the scales at 51 pounds, 3 ounces. 
“Don’t stop casting”, I told Doug, “the second you take a break you chance missing out on a fish.” Muskie fishing is a game of diligence and perseverance. These fish know they can eat anything they want in the lake so they strike on their terms. I can’t count how many times I’ve seen a Muskie sitting in shallow water casting at it twenty times, only to watch the fish slowly swim into deep water, disappear and never return. 
We proceeded to cast the banks working hard to trigger a reaction from one of these fish. I was casting a Rapala X-Rap, XR-10 and Doug was throwing a four inch Storm swimbait. I was admiring the effortless flight of two Ospreys circling the lake in search of goldfish for a quick meal. I was hoping to see one dive and catch a goldfish and fly away with it. The silence of anticipation was interrupted when out of nowhere a Muskie came following Doug’s swimbait to the boat. It was the first action we had all day! The fish rejected his offering three feet from the shore, quickly turned around then waited a few seconds before it snaked out into deeper water. Doug was riddled with excitement and commented, “I’ve never seen a fish that big!” I chuckled and told him to wait until he hooked into one. Tigers and notorious for fighting hard, doing numerous leaps clear out of the water, taking drag, and big head shakes throughout the entire fight. Doug asked, “What does it feel like when they hit?”  Don’t worry, I replied, you’ll know when you get bite by a Muskie. The lure will just stop dead in its tracks, sometimes it even feels like a snag… until your drag starts screaming and lines flying off the spool!
We continued working our lures and covering as much water as possible. In our state the “standard” Muskie tackle can be a bit of overkill, although necessary for the massive lures some anglers use. If you are planning on throwing a bait that weighs nine ounces, make sure your rod, line, and back will handle it. Your local tackle store can help get you rigged for targeting these fish. Most anglers I know here just use heavy bass tackle; Seventeen to twenty five pound test, large arbor reels with a good drag system, a rod around seven or seven and a half feet long with a strong backbone yet a moderate fast action tip to absorb the long hard headshakes. As far as lures; jerkbaits, inline bucktail spinners, and swimbaits are all great lures. Make sure the lures have strong sharp treble hooks (be prepared to cut hook if necessary) and a steel leader will save you from losing the fish of a lifetime. It wasn’t until noon that our luck started to change. A good sized Tiger nailed my Lucky Craft “SP-100” jerkbait and strips line off my spool immediately. It launched into the air thrashing its tail on the surface, dancing across the water. In a burst of energy, he shot clear out of the water and in mid air tossed the lure straight back at me.   NOOOO!! I screamed in disappointment, dropping and shaking my head in shame and frustration. It’s a lot of work targeting these fish and to lose one is undesirable. I must have made 500 casts that morning and I was likely to have to repeat that before the next fish bit. 
Little did I realize our resolve was about to pay off. Around three in the afternoon, Doug started screaming “I got one, I got one, I have a Muskie”! Just then the fish went flying out of the water splashing and twisting, its tail pushed a wall of water into the air with every angry head shake it would make.  The fish pulled line and swam straight down before coming up for another jump.  This time it made a complete flip in the air as if it was a competitor in the X-Games.  Upon entry to the water I looked over to see Doug with a huge smile and in utter disbelief as to how much fun these fish are to fight.  We netted the fish using a sling making sure to keep the fish in the water while carefully removing the hooks. He picked up the fish for a quick photo and quickly put it back in the sling to recuperate. A fish sling usually consists of two parallel poles just like the handle of a big aluminum net. The netting hangs about two feet below the poles and is closed at both ends. You dip the sling in the water, bring the fish over it and lift both poles keeping the fish in the water and still flat on its belly in a natural state.  Doug’s fish measured thirty three inches, fat, healthy, and had a mouth full of long sharp teeth. When releasing a tiger muskie odds are you are going to get a big splash in the face from their tail.  Sure enough, that’s exactly what happened when the fish swam off.  Doug had a soaked face, shirt, and pants but still had a smile from ear to ear.  I still hadn’t brought a fish to the sling so after a high-five and a few laughs it was back to casting.

It’s good to use a heavy line when fishing for tiger muskies, not just because of the size of the fish but in order to land the fish as fast as possible.  Although these fish are large, strong and have mouth full of teeth, they are a delicate fish and need to be handled carefully.  There are a few things you need to know and have when going muskie fishing.  A pair of longnose pliers is a must for removing hooks near all those sharp teeth! There will come a time when you’ll have the need for jaw spreaders when a fish has all three hooks of the treble pinning the mouth closed. Also keep a good thin pair of wire cutters to cut a hook if swallowed or so deep that more damage will occur trying to remove the hooks. Take care of these fishes teeth and be cautious not to break them with your tools when removing or cutting hooks. A large landing net is one of the most important tools to have when Muskie fishing.  A large net works fine but slings are much easier to use and are better for the fish in general. Slings allow the fish to lay flat instead of curled like when they are in a conventional net.  Last but very important, NEVER put your fingers in their gills; the damage this causes can kill the fish hours after you release your trophy.  They all so have very sharp gill lining that will cut your fingers badly.  Lift the fish by gripping the gill plate and belly.  NEVER hold a muskie vertically. Instead, support their weight at the belly and hold them horizontally for a photo, quickly return the fish to the water and enjoy watching your trophy swim away to grow bigger.  
I never did land a fish that day.  What can I say, that’s muskie fishing for you.  Just having a muskie follow your lure or getting one to bite can be very rewarding.  But you never know when the next bite’s going to happen so; stay alert, cover water and be patient… you might have a muskie tailing your lure right now.  
Matt Pelletier was born and raised here in New Mexico. A multi-specie angler who enjoys fly, spin, and ice fishing here in the state. He has fished an average of 95 days a year for the last 8 years and it’s still not enough. He owns and administrates www.fishenchantment.com (add /SMF for the forum), New Mexico’s only online multi species fishing forum. Anglers from all around the state share fly, spin, and ice fishing reports, techniques, and get together on occasion to go fishing. Matt is also the Vice President of NM Muskies Inc, Chapter #59 of Muskies Inc. The non-profit club is dedicated to a prosperous future for New Mexico’s Tiger Muskies. Join Chapter #59 and support your local Muskie fisheries. www.newmexicomuskiesinc.org 
*This is the original copy before editing and publishing by The NM Wildlife Federation.
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