Steelhead techniques and tactics
By Nick Blackie
SETUP
            The basic set up for steelhead fishing is pretty simple. It usually consists of a circle/egg style hook and a split shot 5-10 inches up from the hook. More than one split shot may be needed depending on water speed. Another set of split shot will be added 10 inches up from that. The most preferable size of shot is BB size. A float/bobber should be placed directly above the highest set of split shot. The distance from shot depends on the water depth you are fishing. In fast water more shot should be added to get the bait down towards to bottom faster. Hook sizes generally vary depending on the type of bait you use, but usually range from size 6-14.  The most popular steelhead floats are either Styrofoam or balsa wood, and either a pencil shape or tapered at one end. 
            When fishing for steelhead, the first thing one should do is to look at the water and approximate how deep it is in the spot your fishing.  Once an approximate depth is determined adjust the float depth, which is the distance from your hook to the float.  It is ideal to have your bait 10 inches off the bottom. If a depth cannot be determined a good starting depth is 2-4 feet. Fish will hold in all types of water, but generally it is the deeper sections of the stream that hold the most fish. Any drastic changes in the bottom are also hot spots for steelhead.  These spots include behind boulders where the current is slack, next to stumps that has current drawing around it, or at the base of a riffle or strong current. 
BAIT

   Steelhead can be taken on all types of bait.  Most commonly, and a lot of the time most effectively, are trout or salmon eggs.  One of my favorite ways to use eggs is in a skein.  This is when they are in a premature stage and linked together in a membrane. You can simply cut a chunk off of the skein, place it on your hook, and you are ready to go.  It will take some practice to keep the bait on the hook but it is a manageable task. Although messy, skein is one of the best ways to use eggs. 


Lose eggs or eggs that are mature must be tied into what are called egg sacks or spawn sacks.  This is done by placing the eggs into a square mesh cloth and tying them into a little bag. Although spawn sacs are more convenient they are less natural, less effective, and more time consuming. 

 Another favorite bait among steelhead fishermen is emerald shiners.  Emerald shiners are a common minnow that can be caught from Lake Erie.  The shiner can either be hooked through the tail or through the upper lip. When hooking the minnow through the tail, be careful not to penetrate the back bone, because this will kill the minnow. Other bait fish can be used, but emerald shiners are the most common. 

Another popular bait is a maggot placed on a jig.  This is where the rigging changes a little bit. Instead of a normal hook you use a small marabou jig, buck tail jig, or fly tipped with maggots. This is a very easy and effective way to fish for steelhead. 

Steelhead are also taken on other sorts of baits. Power bait, which is a clay-like bait, can be balled up around the hook and fished off of the bottom.  People also take steelhead every year on spinners and spoons.  Although these baits do sometimes work they are far less effective than the baits listed above. Night crawlers, wax worms, and flies are also popular baits.
METHOD

Once fish are located and your depth of rig is set, you are ready to start fishing. Firth cast up stream of were the fish will be holding.  It is vital never cast on top of fish as this will spook them. They may not be typical trout but they are smart and will startle very easily. Allow your float to drift down stream a little ways. After a drift is completed recast and make another drift. 

            Typically when a steelhead takes your bait the float will pop around first and then go completely under. It is important to wait until the float is completely under the water before reacting.  Since you are fishing running water the fish always face upstream.  You should set the hook parallel to the fish and down stream. This will generally put the hook in the corner of the fish’s mouth. Often times when you set a hook upstream the chance of pulling the hook out of its mouth is greatly increased.  

 THE FIGHT           

After the hook is set, be prepared for one of the greatest fights of your life.  At first the fish will head shake and try to throw the hook.  It is common for the first to stand completely out of the water while trying to do this. After the fish figures out he can’t shake the hook he will make his first run. This is typically where the fish will win against an amateur angler.  It is important to make sure that your drag is properly set because the fish will take out a fair amount of line. When the fish slows or stops, this is your chance to gain as much line back as you can. Never reel against a spinning drag, because it can twist your line and lead to tangles or brake offs. Patiently play the fish until it can be brought to hand.  

For additional information on rigging, techniques, tactics, and 

biology of steelhead visit the www.steelheading101.com website.
