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ROCK BASS HARD WATER
The Perfect Pair for New Ice Anglers By Kyle Glencross

O

ne person’s junk is another person’s
treasure. You might hear this at a
flea market or a garage sale, but it’s
increasingly an expression heard on
frozen lakes and ponds around the
Granite State when anglers refer to rock bass
during the ice-fishing season. This relatively
new species on the scene has been labeled by
some as a "junk fish" or an invasive species.
In recent years, the growth of their population has upset many anglers because of their
pest-like appearance and aggressive takes
on the end of the line. Native to the Great
Lakes, Lake Champlain, and the Mississippi

BASIC JIGGING RIG

River drainage, these small members of
the sunfish family have established themselves in New Hampshire over the past few
decades.
Also known as red eyes, rock bass
can be found in diverse habitats and are
exceptionally aggressive predators, eager to
take a wide variety of offerings presented
by anglers. While some consider them to be
an invasive species that should be removed
from the waterbody and discarded, rock
bass present an awesome learning opportunity for people who are new to ice fishing.
Because of their abundance, these fish can
be instrumental in helping
people learn how to jig for
the first time, especially
when using modern electronics such as sonars or
fish finders. Their assertive
behavior and feisty nature
means that rock bass are
not picky when it’s time to
entice them to bite.

Whether an ice-fishing rod or the
hook-and-line method is used to deliver bait
through the ice, any small teardrop style
jig or panfish offering should work, and as
always, it never hurts to tip your jig with a
single live grub or a small synthetic bait. A
light or medium action ice-fishing set up
loaded with 4- to 6-pound monofilament
is all that is needed. This approach is a
universal one that most anglers already use
when fishing for perch or crappie. When
introducing beginners to fishing through the
ice, however, a jiggle stick is a simple set up
that does the trick and won’t break the bank.
Rock bass are usually found in small
groups, which means that beginners can
often pull multiple fish out of the same
hole once the school is located. Like many
other warmwater species and panfish, rock
bass will seek out deeper water structures
and basins when lakes and ponds freeze
over. These are the same areas where more
experienced anglers would start looking for
other traditionally targeted species such as
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SET THE SPLIT SHOT SINKER
12" TO 16" ABOVE THE MINNOW

BAIT THE JIG
WITH A GRUB
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Rock bass
(Ambloplites rupestris)

KEEP THE JIG 18 INCHES TO
3 FEET OFF THE BOTTOM

To bait or "tip" the jig with a grub or mealworm,
thread the hook lengthwise through the body,
leaving the hook tip exposed.
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Rock bass are an exciting target for beginners that also make excellent table fare! Try this recipe after your next
successful day on the ice, taken from the Department’s cookbook, New Hampshire’s Wild Eats: Cooking Your Catch.
Serve as an unassuming meal starter or as a hearty main dish. This recipe is a mix of generous chunks of
fish, onion, and creamy Yukon Gold potatoes. Try this recipe with rock bass or your favorite lake fish.

4 ounces salt pork, rind removed, diced
2 tablespoons unsalted butter

2 pounds Yukon Gold potatoes, peeled, cut
into 1/2-inch cubes

1 large yellow onion, diced

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon turmeric

1 teaspoon ground black pepper

1 teaspoon thyme, chopped fine, dried or fresh
1/4 cup all-purpose flour

3 pounds skinless black rock bass fillets, cut
into 2-inch chunks

6 cups fish or chicken stock

1 cup heavy cream
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Yield: 6 to 8 Servings

Instructions:
In a large pot, render the salt pork until crisp and brown; leave the
drippings in the pot and reserve the cracklings for garnish.
To the drippings, add butter, onion, turmeric, and thyme; sauté for

Reduce heat to low and add the fish fillets. Cook covered over
medium-low heat for 5 minutes. Remove the chowder from the heat and
stir in the cream.

4 minutes, or until the onion is tender. Add flour and cook for 2 minutes,

Garnish the chowder with the reserved cracklings and cooked

stirring constantly. Add the stock to deglaze the pan, and then add the

shellfish as desired. Allow the chowder to rest, covered, for 10 minutes,

potatoes. Add more stock or water, if necessary, to barely cover the

then serve.

potatoes.
Bring to a boil and lower the heat to medium-low. Cover and
simmer for 10 minutes, or until the potatoes are fork-tender. Smash some

Learn how to make fish chowder on the ice.

of the potatoes to release their starch and thicken the chowder. Season

Watch our instructional video by visiting our website at:

with salt and pepper to taste; stir well.

wildnh.com/multimedia/wild-eats.html.

yellow perch and black crappie.
Electronics such as sonars and flashers
have really changed the way many anglers
approach a day out on the ice. These devices
allow for fish detection below the hard
water and also enable anglers to pinpoint
structure, read water depth, and identify

other characteristics of the invisible environment under foot. Rock bass often congregate
on the bottom of the lake or just a few
feet above it. These greedy little fish, with
an average length of eight inches, often
compete with each other. When multiple
fish start moving in on a jig it can lead to

A BEGINNER'S JIGGLE STICK
The "jiggle stick" is a simple and affordable way to have fun out on the ice. No reel
is required for this basic set up, and when a fish bites, the angler grabs the line and
pulls the fish up with both hands.

rivalry within the school and the action can
become fast and furious.
For anyone new to ice fishing, the
learning opportunities needed to become
successful at jigging are endless when rock
bass are on the prowl. In locations where
they are found, it’s also possible to land
a variety of species of other panfish from
the same hole. Whatever you think of
these feisty fish, rock bass offer a unique
pathway toward success for children and
beginners interested in learning
new skills out on the ice.

Kyle Glencross is the Let's Go Fishing Program
Coordinator for the NH Fish and Game
Department and an avid hunter and angler.
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