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CHAPTER 01

Oxygen — The Variable That Moves Fish
Dissolved oxygen drives every fish location decision in warm water

Anglers spend enormous energy finding structure and cover. They overlook oxygen. In warm months,

dissolved oxygen is the limiting factor that determines whether fish can survive at a given depth. No

oxygen = no fish. Understanding oxygen instantly explains fish locations that structure and cover alone

cannot account for.

Five High-Oxygen Locations (In Order of Reliability)

Rank Location Why High Oxygen How to Fish It

1
Wind-blown points and

banks

Mechanical wave action oxygenates surface

water

Fish the choppy side; position parallel to

windward bank

2
Active inflows and

tributaries

Turbulence during the journey oxygenates

any inflow

Fish the seam where inflow meets standing

water

3 Below dams (tailwaters) Dam discharge is cold and oxygen-saturated
Best summer bass and trout location in any

reservoir

4
Submerged grass beds

(day only)

Photosynthesis produces oxygen during

daylight

Inside the grass midday; edges at dawn and

dusk

5 Current seams in rivers Fast-slow water transitions are oxygen-rich
Position just inside slow water, facing the

seam

QUICK REFERENCE — READING GRASS OXYGEN LEVELS

->  Pre-dawn: Plants consuming oxygen — fish move to edges or leave

->  Sunrise: Oxygen rising as photosynthesis begins

->  Mid-morning: Good oxygen — fish moving inside grass

->  Afternoon: Peak oxygen in the interior — best mat and grass fishing

->  Sunset: Oxygen dropping — fish moving to edges again

->  Full dark: Low interior oxygen — fish outside the grass
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CHAPTER 02

Mud Lines and Water Color
Where dirty meets clean is the best ambush location on the lake

Where clear water meets dirty water, bass (and other predatory fish) use the color change as a hunting

blind. The instinct to avoid muddy water is wrong. The mud line edge is one of the highest-percentage

locations in freshwater fishing.

Lure Color by Water Clarity

Water Clarity Visibility Best Colors Why

Clear 3+ feet Green pumpkin, watermelon, natural shad
Natural match — bass can inspect

the bait

Stained 1-3 feet Chartreuse tip, blue/chartreuse, white High contrast in reduced visibility

Dirty 6"-1 foot Chartreuse, black/blue, white
Maximum visibility in near-zero

clarity

Muddy Under 6" Loud vibration + dark profile Lateral line takes over from vision

QUICK REFERENCE — POST-RAIN TIME WINDOWS

->  0-2 hours: Active runoff — fish the tributary mouth and edges

->  2-8 hours: Mud line establishing — fish the edge itself, parallel retrieves

->  8-24 hours: Clearing begins — inside edge of mud line

->  1-3 days: Near-clear — normal patterns resume with slight stain

->  Key: The 2-8 hour window is often the best fishing of the month



INLANDFISHING.COM READING WATER: THE UNIVERSAL FIELD GUIDE

inlandfishing.com  ·  Every cast. Every water. Every angler. Page 5

CHAPTER 03

Underwater Structure
Bluffs, ledges, channel bends, and how to fish vertical structure

Why Vertical Structure Concentrates Fish

A bass on a bluff wall can adjust from 8 feet to 22 feet with three kicks of its tail. Vertical structure provides

access to multiple depth zones without horizontal movement. This makes it the most consistent

fish-holding structure in deep-water fisheries.

Structure Seasonal Peak Depth Range Best Presentation

Main lake points Year-round
5-25 ft depending on

season
Cast parallel to slope, not across

Bluff walls Summer and fall 18-35 ft at thermocline Perpendicular approach, cast to wall face

Channel bends Summer and winter 20-40 ft Drag jig or crankbait along transition

Isolated humps Summer post-spawn 12-25 ft Circle the hump, vary depth until located

Spawning flats Spring only 1-8 ft Cast to visible beds or parallel to bank
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CHAPTER 04

Rocks, Sun, and Thermal Dynamics
How temperature and light drive fish location through every season

Rock as a Heat Storage System

Rocky structure is thermally active. Dark rock in shallow water absorbs solar energy and can raise

adjacent water temperature 2-5 degrees above the surrounding lake in early spring. This is the earliest

warming water in the lake — and it is where bass go first.

Season Rock Value Best Rock Type Best Time of Day

Early Spring Highest — first warm water available Dark rock, south-facing, 3-6 ft
10 AM-3 PM after two sunny

days

Late Spring Lower — water warming everywhere Any rocky point near spawning flats
Dawn and dusk most

productive

Summer Low (day) / High (shade)
Shade-casting bluffs over deep

water
Early morning shadow lines

Fall Moderate — solar re-radiation South-facing chunks in 6-12 ft Afternoon — 2-4 PM warmest

Winter Highest afternoon value Dark rock, south-facing, any depth
1-4 PM — peak solar

warming

THE SHADOW LINE RULE

In summer, the shadow line where shade meets sunlit water is the most precise strike zone on the lake. Bass hold in

shadow facing the light. Cast INTO the sunlit water and retrieve back ACROSS the shadow line into shade. The strike

comes at the transition. Casting into shade and retrieving toward light moves the bait away from feeding fish.
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CHAPTER 05

Reading a Lake Before You Launch
20 minutes of pre-fishing intelligence

QUICK REFERENCE — PRE-LAUNCH INTELLIGENCE CHECKLIST

->  Open Navionics or Google satellite — identify old creek channel bends

->  Note where shoreline is steep (bluffs below) vs. gradual (flats below)

->  Find the longest points extending toward the main lake

->  Locate dock rows in coves that have access to deeper water

->  Check the wind forecast — identify which bank will be windward

->  Identify any visible inflows or tributaries on the map

->  Plan your first three stops before launching — do not improvise

The Five-Zone Cove Framework

Zone Location Season Priority Pattern

Main Lake Point Where cove meets main lake Year-round High traffic; fish fast

Secondary Point Inside turn as cove narrows Spring, fall Less pressure, larger fish

Mid-Cove Flat The wide section of the cove Spring spawn Texas rig, wacky, swimbaits

Cove Back The shallowest area Spring, post-rain Warmest water; largemouth specific

Creek Channel Original creek bed through cove Summer, winter Deep jigging or crankbait
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CHAPTER 06

Reading Rivers and Streams
Current, seams, pools, and the structure that holds fish

Pool Head (Riffle-to-Pool Transition):

Why: Fast water above delivers oxygen and food. Fish stack at the transition. | How: Cast into the riffle

and drift downstream into the pool head.

Behind Boulders:

Why: Hydraulic shelter — slow water in fast current. Minimal energy cost for fish. | How: Cast upstream of

the rock. Let the bait swing around behind it.

Eddy Lines (Current Seams):

Why: Intersection of fast and slow current. Oxygen-rich. Food concentrates. | How: Cast to the fast side.

Work the bait along the seam.

Outside Bends:

Why: Current scours the outside bend deep. Fish hold in the transition. | How: Fish the outside edge of the

bend where deep meets the swing.

Undercut Banks:

Why: Erosion creates sheltered overhead cover with consistent shade. | How: Cast parallel to the bank

and drift as close as possible.
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CHAPTER 07

Weather, Pressure, and Feeding Windows
The environmental triggers that determine when fish feed

Condition Fish Activity Best Approach

Rapidly falling pressure (storm

approaching)

Excellent — pre-storm feeding

frenzy
Cover water with fast-moving reaction baits

Low pressure, steady, overcast
Active — fish shallower and more

aggressive
Moving baits, topwater, spinnerbait

High pressure, clear sky, sunny
Normal windows — finesse often

required
Slower presentations, natural colors

Rising pressure post-front
Slow — often the worst fishing of

the season
Deep, slow, and finesse only

Post-front day 2-3 (pressure stabilizing)
Recovering — improving through

the day
Start finesse, transition to moving baits

QUICK REFERENCE — DAILY FEEDING WINDOW TIMING BY SEASON

->  Spring: Builds through mid-morning as water warms — best 9 AM to 2 PM

->  Summer: Sunrise is THE bite. Dead 10 AM-4 PM. Evening re-activates surface bite.

->  Fall: Morning and evening both excellent. Midday bite extends in October.

->  Winter: Afternoon window only — solar heating peaks 1-4 PM on clear days.

->  Overcast days: Feeding window extends throughout the day in every season.

->  Post-full moon nights: Day bite often suppressed — fish fed at night
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CHAPTER 08

Sonar and Electronics
Reading the screen to find fish faster and understand what you are seeing

What You See What It Means Action

Hard, bright bottom return
Rock, clay, or firm substrate — bass holding

structure
Slow down and work the area

Soft, diffuse bottom return
Mud or silt — less productive for bass unless

near hard structure
Fish edges of the soft bottom

Fish arches at a consistent depth
Fish suspended or holding at that depth — key

depth to target
Mark the depth and match it precisely

Dense cloud of small marks Baitfish school — bass will be below or adjacent Watch for arches below the cloud

Hard return with vertical face
Bluff wall or man-made structure — position

perpendicular
Cast to the face, retrieve back

Sharp depth change
Ledge or channel edge — prime transition

structure
Fish the transition with crankbait or jig
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CHAPTER 09

The Universal Checklist
Water-reading skills that apply to every species and every water

OXYGEN READING

[ ] I understand that oxygen drives fish location in warm months

[ ] I fish windward banks on wind days instead of calm banks

[ ] I look for inflows and tributaries as high-oxygen starting points

[ ] I know that grass beds fish better midday than at dawn

[ ] I understand what a thermocline is and how to find it on sonar

STRUCTURE READING

[ ] I can identify a ledge vs. a flat vs. a point on a topo map

[ ] I can read the shoreline geology and predict the underwater terrain

[ ] I understand vertical structure and how to approach bluff walls

[ ] I use the five-zone cove framework on every unfamiliar cove

[ ] I can identify creek channel bends on sonar

WEATHER AND CONDITIONS

[ ] I check barometric pressure before and during fishing trips

[ ] I fish the windward bank on days with significant wind

[ ] I understand the pre-storm feeding window and plan trips around it

[ ] I know how a cold front affects fishing for 48-72 hours afterward

[ ] I can identify whether fish are in a feeding window or not within 30 minutes

SONAR AND ELECTRONICS

[ ] I can identify hard vs. soft bottom on my sonar screen

[ ] I can read fish arches and understand the depth at which fish are holding

[ ] I can distinguish a baitfish cloud from a single fish on sonar

[ ] I mark waypoints at productive spots and return to them

[ ] I understand what a bluff wall looks like on sonar


