                                                                        The Beast from the East                                                  

                                                     Fishing the Ottawa and the St Lawrence eastern style

History

        Rich in history, the Ottawa and St Lawrence is still a very important waterway to this day.  For most of it's seven hundred miles from Temiskeming to the St. Lawrence the Ottawa forms the border

Between Ontario and Quebec.  For hundreds of years fur traders would use the Ottawa as a trade route from the Midwest to the East and back.  They would paddle up the French River across Lake Nippising down some connecting rivers, down the Ottawa, finally reaching the St. Lawrence near Montreal.  This important

trade route led to the forming of two cities, Montreal in Quebec and Canada's Capital, Ottawa in Ontario

        Throughout much of the twentieth century the Ottawa has been used for industrial uses such as logging and paper production. Needless to say, due to this fact, there weren't many

Recreational fishing opportunities.  Now that timber is no longer being floated down the river and the remaining paper mills are operating under current environmental regulations

water quality is probably better than it has been in several decades.  

        Sometime back in the forties and fifties Canada began a series of dam building projects to help control flooding and generate power for growing cities like Montreal and Ottawa.  Unlike the

Ecological disasters damming projects have caused in the Western U.S., the many smaller dams along the Ottawa haven't had as much of an impact.  The river still has a consistent flow and silting

really isn't much of a problem here.  As a matter of fact, many people believe the damming projects have actually improved and created new habitat for many species including muskie populations.

        Muskie Fishing is a relatively new sport on the Ottawa.  Some of the reasons for this are industrial use, lack of access, and lack of interest.  Muskie Fishing did have it's heyday in Montreal back in the 30's and 40's when anglers "Doc" Kent and guide Emilien Pilon boated the first documented 50 lb. fish from the area.  In the 50’s through the 70’s anglers such as the husband and wife team of Denis Trudeau , Emilien Lemire, Hebert Matz, Ross Coallier , Peter Regis and the renown family of Aumais continuously boated fish in excess of 40 lbs.  However, most of the fishing at the time was being done on Lake St. Louis and Lake St. Francis, which are actually parts of the St. Lawrence. Today there are several guides on the rivers.

Some of the most note worthy, Mike Lazarus, Billy Craig and Jeff Cyr. Each as competent as the other in their methods of presentation and knowledge of the fishery. Anyone of these guides can and will give a great insight on how to specifically target big fish.

        Fishing on the Ottawa itself is a more recent phenomenon.  As water quality and access improved in the late 70’s to mid 80's the few anglers who were interested in Muskie Fishing found that they had

an almost limitless amount of Virgin Muskie Waters on their hands.  One of the very fortunate few was guide Marc Thorpe.  As Marc explains it, he was just a kid when he started Muskie Fishing in the mid 80's.  Marc basically started Muskie fishing from scratch.  Its' hard to believe that only fifteen years ago

there were no Muskie Magazines and no Internet.  

        Marc started to get real serious about his Muskie Guiding in the early 90's when the information boom really started.  Once properly outfitted and with some experience under his belt Marc started to encounter some really tremendous Muskie Fishing, especially for Trophy Fish.  For a few years he and a limited

Amount of other Muskie Enthusiasts were catching numbers of Trophy Fish most of which had never seen a Muskie Bait.  Thanks to a strong Catch and Release ethic from local anglers. Most of those fish are still there, just a little harder to catch.  

        Marc is quick to point out that while the fishing was and still is tremendous, most of the rumors and stories you hear are just that.  To put the fishery into perspective, you’re not on your next trolling pass to a 50 pounder and there is no Turkey Shoot for 30 and 40 pounders either.  The Ottawa  and St Lawrence does however offer a unique chance at a fish over the 50 lb. mark.  Fish of this stature and even close to 60 lbs. have been caught and released, its' just that they are very rare. Time on the water is the essence  

     These days there are local Muskies Canada Chapters in both Ottawa and Montreal.  A few years back Marc spearheaded and cofounded with some friends the forming of the Montreal Chapter and still remains a member. Muskies Canada has been active in Muskie Research in the area and has assisted the Quebec Government in tagging as well as telemetry studies.  Recently a Genetic Study with scale sampling is currently underway to establish gene pools.  Muskies Canada has also been instrumental in spreading the Catch and Release ethic and methods. It has also increased length limits to 44 inches and interests of lobbying a 54-inch size limit is on the table from both chapters. 

        As long as this trend toward conservation continues the people of Ottawa and Montreal should be enjoying fine Muskie Fishing for many years to come.  The Ottawa hopefully will never have to go

through that long recovery period that so many other great fisheries are now just bouncing back from.  

"Physical Makeup"

        There are approximately forty-five hydro electric dams on the tributaries of the Ottawa, fourteen on the Ottawa itself.  Each river section has it's own unique characteristics and fishing

Opportunities.  Muskies are known to inhabit the river from Two Rivers south to Montreal.  I'm going to start from Deep River south since not much is known about Musky Populations north of that region.  

        The northern sections of the river from Deep River to Pembroke are very deep, sometimes hundreds of feet.  The bottom is primarily sand with many rock shoals and sunken islands dotting the more southern areas.  Most of the shallow structure is sparsely covered with a few different types of weed but don't

expect to find acres of thick stuff.  The water in this area is fairly clear with Tannic Acid type tint making it resemble coffee without milk.  This area is renowned for it's Walleye and Trophy Pike Fishing.  Not much is known about the Muskie Population other than once in a while, somebody gets a huge one.

 Terry Carlin, owner of the K/O Lodge, claims that they have netted 50 pounders from the Pettewawa area.  Marc theorizes that these are primarily deep and open water fish that spend the majority of their time feeding on forage such as Whitefish, Mooneye,  Walleye and Channel Catfish.

        Traveling south from Pembroke to Ottawa the river remains similar in character but with much more shallow water structure. This area is very popular with local anglers.  According to

Marc this is because most of the fish here are weed related.  He feels that these weed-related fish don't attain the girths of fish in other sections of the river until fall, but this is just a general rule of thumb.  Certainly, a few super fat deep water hogs inhabit the area.  Many of the tributaries in this region have different coloration of Muskies.  Whether any significant portion of these fish enter the main river population is anyone's guess. There are still plenty of Pike in this area, but not so many trophies as up north.  Some of the back areas contain Coontail, Pond Weed, and Cabbage.  Marc finds the Coontail most to his liking with the Cabbage being his second choice.  Just about any type of weed, even the stringy stuff, or eel grass can hold fish on this river.  Some of the best areas have saddles and sunken islands mixed in with the weed growth.  Other hot spots may include current breaks below the dam areas.  Be careful though, Muskie Fisherman have been rescued before.  I'm certain that people have perished in these situations so use a little common sense near the dams.

        Sections of the river south of Ottawa have more of a clay bottom.  These clay particles suspend in the water making it appear as if someone added milk to the coffee.  This is much darker water with a lot less visibility.  The river is a bit narrower as it flows south to the big waters near Montreal. Still, plenty of bars, bays, breaklines, and weed beds to fish. As one would expect with the stained water, there is an

exceptional shallow water weed fishery and open water fishery, but not all areas hold fish and the locations usually change from season to season. Remembering these are river fish and travelling is part of there daily routine. Hiring a quality guide can be a major benefit. If your making an early season trip be sure to find someone who guides throughout the season. This is the area of the river where Marc feels the fish are most stocky due to genetics and forage.  Because a high percentage of the fish are fat here, Marc considers this to be the best place to look for the biggest fish.  

 Somewhat surprisingly, this section of water also has a strong deep water fishery.  These fish aren't always bottom related as you might think they would be in a river situation.  In fact, Thorpe often catches fish only a few feet down over thirty feet of water or more.  There are a multitude of things the fish can

be doing in this section of river.  Again, if you aren't familiar with the area, it will be difficult to pattern these deep water fish.  As we get down toward Montreal, the water gets big and scary.  Some of these large bodies of water are part of the Ottawa itself and retain the darker water appearance.  Others are part of the St. Lawrence and have gin clear waters with the familiar spotted fish.  These larger waters require a big safe boat and careful navigation.  I strongly recommend a guide while fishing these areas.  Shallow rocky reefs and extra strong currents can be very dangerous to the unwary.  Some of the waters near Montreal have been stocked with a hodge podge of different Muskie coloration’s in the area so you never know what type of fish you might catch.  The area hasn't been stocked in at least five years but may get stocked again in the future, no one knows for sure.  Most stocking in Quebec are to establish or reestablish breeding populations, not maintenance stocking like we are familiar with in the U.S.  This is why release fishing is

so important.  If you are looking a keeper for the wall, you should consider a graphite. The unnecessary killing of a trophy is frowned upon by the locals, so I ask you to respect the local traditions and get yourself a repro unless the world record lays in your hands 70 plus pounder. Together the local anglers have established a means of sustaining mature fish populations in the proper release of prime female spawners.   

"Seasonal Patterns"

        Given the make up and size of the river Marc is primarily a troller.  If you’re looking to learn all the various facets of structure-trolling Marc is the guide for you.  Muskie Season opens the third Saturday in June.  If it is a cold spring, Marc will begin fishing shallow water patterns, primarily emergent

Weed growth near or adjacent to spawning areas.  He will fish top waters early in the morning and again late in the evening.  During the mid day hours Marc will troll the weed tops as well as the edges using a variety of lures to determine fish preference.  When fishing weed tops Marc prefers to fish with Hi Fin’s CD diver on heavy dacron line with a heavy 200 lb. fluorocarbon leader, the reason being the heavy line and leader will help keep the baits riding high over the weeds while fishing close and farther back in the prop wash.  This also allows Marc to keep the rod in a low position, which he feels gives the baits

They’re best natural action.  The added benefit of the heavy tackle is that it doesn't injure rolling fish or human hands as easily as wire or super braid.  When fishing the weed edges Marc will stack Lindy "Big M's", a shad style bait with a tight wiggle.  If nothing is shaking on the crank baits, he will switch to trolling spinner baits. His preferences are Lindy’s giant tandem or Hi Fins trophy series and some customed weighted spinner baits he puts together. If trolling fails to produce any fish, Marc will slow things down by casting and twitching small minnow type baits like the trophy minnow, jakes and foolers, bobbie baits, mixing it up with bucktails.

        Marc's preferred fishing conditions this time of year are hot days with Southwest Winds and afternoon thunderstorm activity. If it has been a warm spring Marc will go right to his summer patterns.  Continuing to fish the same areas he will begin to mix in more 9" baits as well as boost his trolling speed.  Once

The water warms into the seventies, Marc will start to look for baitfish and Muskies beginning to roam the flats, breaklines and open water.  Once this happens he will start to troll Trophy Divers, Big M’s, and the Believer varieties. Favorite colors include perch, red horse sucker, shad, and jailbird.  For this type of trolling, Marc may switch to wire or super braid depending on the depth and action he is trying to

achieve.  Marc will never totally stop fishing the weeds.  His experience tells him which areas hold weed-related fish throughout the season.  Periodically, throughout the day, Marc may stop trolling and cast the thicker clumps of weeds. Occasionally, the fish seem to bury themselves and casting a spinner bait into the pockets is the best way to root them out. Marc prefers the Hi Fin brands which have a heavy blade which in part give off a heavy thump and vibration in the water and are extremely weedless.  Favorite colors include black and chartreuse, brown and orange, or white and silver.  Towards the evening he may fish a fast moving top water like a teaser tail or skywalker,

 If he gets dialed in trolling don't expect to do much casting. He has been known to drag topwaters in the prop wash with extremely good results. Marc's wind preferences are as follows: Southwest - Best, Southeast - Good, East - Okay, Northwest - No Good, Northeast - Real Bad.  As the summer progresses even more patterns begin to emerge.  Fish may be caught in 30 feet of water or more.  The fish can be suspended as shallow as five feet or as deep as thirty.  Marc will use his electronics to locate individual Muskies.  Whenever trolling, Marc's simple spread evolves around structure and presentation methods he wishes to achieve and submit to the fish’s mood inkling.  In Quebec you are only allowed one rod per man.  He will position one rod off each corner with the rod tips low and one straight out the back in the prop wash for tight running fish or fish he is driving over. If no fish are marked he spreads out rods and baits away from the boat. His reasoning is when he can mark fish, they are normally active and at some point during the day they should turn on. When baits are spread out and baits dropped back, his belief are fish shy of the boat for whatever reason or condition, they will not come close. He staggers and stacks baits in several positions in and around the boat to suite the structure he is fishing.

        To achieve greater depth Marc will fish wire plus mix in some magnum-lipped lures in the 13-inch range or deep divers.  Marc also feels the hum of the wire helps attract fish.  While trolling wire Marc still uses a heavy fluorocarbon leader of at least 200-lb. test.  This will be at least three feet long.  The reason for the leader is more safety than visibility.  Marc also likes to bend down the barbs on the larger hooks in the best interest of the fish as well as the angler.  Sometime during September the Summer Patterns will begin to break down.  While the whole fishing season on the river consists of peaks and valleys this time year in particular can be feast or famine.  When the fishing is good it can be real good with a half dozen and a couple over fifty not beyond the realm of possibility.  With the weather changing the fish can just as easily shut off for days or even weeks at a time.  Even so, there are enough fish that even when the fishing is slow Marc can usually scrape up a few smaller fish, sometimes even in the upper forties.  

        If the weather is warm and stable Marc will continue fishing predominantly Summer Patterns.  If the weather is cold and the fish are turned off he will revert back to Springtime Tactics using smaller lures and a slower presentation or deep-water fish less affected by climatic changes.  Once the Fall Weather establishes itself some of the bigger fish will start to move again.  Certain bars and flats seem to attract numbers of big fish at this time of year but don't expect to find them easily.  Hot spots can and do change from year to year and week to week.  An in with a local or guide will enable you to find the most

Productive areas more quickly.  If the conditions are right you can have a bonanza but there are a lot of factors that must come together.  Unlike most Lake Situations where one can basically rely on meteorological wind and lunar conditions to determine fish activity, in a river situation, you have many different factors to contend with.  Water level fluctuations, water turbidity, and other factors must be figured in.  Determining just what areas to fish and how can be challenging.  To aid him

in his quest Marc relies on some of his more trusted buddies to help keep him on top of the situation throughout the season.  Over the years they have established patterns and locations with yearly and seasonal changes.

        Late fall offers some unique fishing opportunities, especially from a trophy standpoint. Emerald Shiners and other baitfish spawn at this time of year.  This coincides with a major Muskie Movement.  Fish that spent the summer along the deep breaks and channels begin to move up shallow to feed and stage

for winter.  Fish that spent their summer in the weeds now move out of the now dying weeds to feed on the spawning baitfish.  This pattern doesn't last long and the days are short.  A real giant just might be your reward.  Telemetry studies have shown that the Muskies of the Ottawa winter over in the same eight to

ten foot bays that they will spawn on in the spring.  Marc will slow his trolling presentation to a crawl this time of year. Big minnow baits, baits and deep divers are the main course at this time of the year. He keys in on locating bait that is accompanied by a couple of gorillas. Repeat trolling passes seem to trigger them at times.

        During this cold water period Marc prefers lures with one or two colors of contrast.  According to Marc, causing a bit more bottom contact seems to stir them up this time of year, especialy the ones off the ledge.  These will be the biggest heaviest fish of the year and your best opportunity at a World Record.  Once the season closes on the Ottawa at the end of November Marc will try to extend his season on the St.

Lawrence near Montreal providing Mother Nature cooperates.

  The St. Lawrence remains open to fishing in December for the Diehard but this a story for another day.

Over the years Marc has put together some very good numbers in fish and in trophies. The average season boated fish over fifty inches is well into the teens. A fair share of gorillas to also .One must consider the time and season movements Marc does. He may work a particular section foe a couple of weeks or days then move on to the next section, at times he will fish the big O and the Larry at the same time period depending on the months and patterns going. The Big O and the Larry offer unique and similar fishing as most do. Fishing trophy potential waters is always a time and patience method. It goes without saying that time on the water is the biggest factor in all trophy fisheries.

For a number of years Marc has catered to a handful of dedicated clientele. This has been created by design. If you are interested in an educational trip and a potential of fish of a lifetime. Consider a trip

with Marc on the Big O.

Hopefully you've gained some

Insights on this tremendous fishery. 

 I know I'm looking forward to my next trip.

                                                                Andy Moraller 

 Marc Thorpe

2366 de Melbourne

Laval, Quebec

H7M 3A4
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email: ipg99@yahoo.com

