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   I reminisced with Aurora's Kim Presbrey about a similar hot, hazy day one year earlier as Michigan charter captain Don Miller steered his 30-foot Baha Sport Fisherman past numerous cigarette boats and yachts moored at Miller's Marina at St. Clair Shores, Mich., last Friday.

   Over an eight-hour period that memorable day, Miller and I trolled six-inch Believer and Terminator baits in front of six hungry muskies. Three of the six muskies measured 48 inches or better. The biggest one topped out at 52 inches. All were released to be caught another day.

   At issue for Presbrey and I was whether Miller could repeat our 1998 success. The weather was a carbon copy of the weather I fished the year before.

   My plans to fish with Miller first began at the Chicago Musky Show in January of 1998. I had stopped to talk fishing with this amiable 48-year-old charter captain from Saline, Mich., and he showed me a photo album full of big muskies.

   "I guide clients to around 300 to 325 muskies per year at Lake St. Clair," Miller said back then. "And about 25 to 30 of the muskies my clients catch measure 45 inches or better."

   "Enough said," I told Miller. "Where I live too many musky anglers are happy to report three follows a day."

   I booked a trip with Miller for early July last year. He had promised it would be prime time for catching big St. Clair muskies.

   I wasn't disappointed.

   Catching a musky over 48 inches is still a dream for hundreds of musky hunters. Catching three over 48 inches in one day borders on the absurd.

   But that was last year and now it was July 1999. Could Miller put Presbrey and I on big muskies like he did the year before? Or was I just lucky last year to be at the right place at the right time when a group of big muskies went hog wild?

   As we set out our trolling boards and selected in-line weights to carry our lures to mid-depths last week, Miller told me he was having an incredible year.

   "I've already had clients enter 17 muskies into the Michigan Master Angler Program this year," said Miller. The program qualifies and honors anglers who catch muskies of 45 inches or better. "At this rate, I should have 40 Master Anglers before year's end and I'm on pace to catch 400 muskies this year. That's one trophy musky for every 10 caught."

   I guess we can thank La Nina for that.

   With the jet stream hovering along the Minnesota-Canada border and blocking the downward movement of cool Canadian air, Miller and I agreed there's been more extended warm fronts this year than either of us can ever remember.

   And that translates into good news for anglers as fish continue to feed aggressively rather than scurry for cover under the spell of a cold front.

   But last Friday morning remained rather quit. Presbrey reeled in a 36-inch musky and I caught a gar. The pace was slow compared to last year's results.

   It didn't last.

   Around 1 p.m., Miller suggested we lighten up our in-line weights and allow our lures to run closer to the surface.

   "Two things happen here when the sun gets high in the sky and afternoon winds create more wave action," Miller said. "The first is St. Clair's perch and walleyes chow down on zooplankton and minnows which frolic just under the water's surface. The second is increased wave action decreases light penetration. Put the two together and you'll find that St. Clair's muskies can get a little reckless in the upper water column."

   Miller's hunch was correct. We caught four more muskies over the next hour. The biggest measured 50 inches, the smallest 38. Presbrey and I agreed that Miller's techniques are no fluke.

   Miller's method of trolling for muskies is fast paced. He trolls his baits at five to six miles per hour changing colors as light penetration dictates.

   "Water clarity is relative to your speed of trolling," said Miller. "In cleaner water, I run at a faster speed and try to trigger a reactionary strike. By running smaller baits high in the water column at faster speeds, I believe muskies see the image but don't actually see the bait. They get fooled and tend to strike the bait more often."

   Lake St. Clair is located about 20 miles north of Detroit. Miller provides full day or evening charters for musky, bass and walleye. He can be reached at 734-429-9551.
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