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Tar Heel anglers are a lucky lot. No matter where they live or what time of
year it may be, hot-action fishing destinations are within a day’s drive.

by Mike Marsh

Tar Heel anglers are a lucky lot. No
matter where they live or what time of
year it may be, hot-action fishing des-
tinations are within a day’s drive.

JANUARY
Morehead City
Bluefin Tuna

Giant bluefin tuna have been keep-
ing Morehead City offshore captains
busy in cold weather. A large craft
and a cockpit that is prepared to han-
dle fish that can exceed 1,000 pounds

is needed to fish the tuna areas, such
as the Atlas Tanker.

Blue-and-white trolling skirts with
“horse” ballyhoo are used for bluefin
tuna. Bluefin tuna are found by
trolling along temperature breaks and
watching for surface-feeding fish or
by locating them with sonar. 

Striped Bass
Kerr Lake

Kerr Lake is a great spot for winter
striped bass fishing. Several ramps

are situated along the lake margin,
giving anglers a choice of fishing
areas to stay out of the wind.

Striped bass come to the top at dawn
and dusk and on overcast days they
may stay up all day. Topwater chug-
ging lures that imitate shad cast into
schools of feeding stripers entice sav-
age strikes. Frozen, fresh or live shad
trolled or drifted through schools of
shad or at the depth stripers are seen
on the depthfinder take deep-holding
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BLUEFIN TUNA
Coastal Waters

Tips: Bluefin tuna
concentrate in areas
where there are plenty
of baitfish to attract
weakfish, bluefish
and stripers.

CATFISH
Cape Fear River

Tips: Cape Fear cat-
fish hang out in deep
holes. Heavy tackle
and homemade baits
will catch them.

LARGEMOUTHS
Sutton Lake

Tips: Crankbaits that
bounce across sub-
merged logs in 5 feet
of water will catch
pre-spawn bass.

SHAD
Cape Fear River

Tips: The run of
American shad reach-
es its peak as anglers
head to Lock and
Dam No. 1.

SPANISH 
MACKEREL
Oregon Inlet

Tips: To find the fish,
watch for the birds
working schools of
baitfish.

KING 
MACKEREL

Oak Island
Tips: A call to a pier
house will quickly tell
anglers where the
kings are biting.

STRIPERS
Kerr Lake

LARGEMOUTHS
Salem Lake

LARGEMOUTHS
Harris Lake

BONITO
Wrightsville Beach

WEAKFISH
Southport

WHITE PERCH
Lake Waccamaw

SMALLMOUTHS
Little Tennessee

River

LARGEMOUTHS
Lake Santeetlah

CRAPPIE
Falls Lake

TROUT
Pisgah National

Forest

STRIPED BASS
Roanoke River

RED DRUM
Topsail Beach
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fish. Bucktail jigs and jigging spoons
also work when the fish are deep.

Red Drum
Topsail Beach

For the past two seasons, Topsail
Beach has had red drum in the surf
during cold weather. Anglers can find
them by heading to deep holes or to
one of the inlets.

Porpoises eat red drum, tossing
them into the air to break them apart.
Seeing porpoises right on the beach is
an indication that red drum are in the
area. The fish are feeding on small
squid. Therefore, anglers use jigs and
natural baits like squid or shrimp to
catch them from the surf. 

FEBRUARY
Cape Fear River

Catfish
The Cape Fear River near Fayette-

ville holds some of the biggest catfish
in the state. Several line-class records
and two state records have come from
that stretch of the Cape Fear and com-
mercial anglers have caught bigger
catfish on trotlines and set lines.

The colder the weather, the better
opportunities there are for catching
the really big fish. Smaller catfish
and other potential competition cool

fish from waters as deep as 40 feet. 
MARCH

Largemouth Bass
Sutton Lake

Sutton Lake stays warm all winter,
since it serves a steam-electric plant.
Special regulations were implement-
ed to augment the lake’s trophy
potential, including a prohibition
against keeping fish through the
colder months, when anglers were
catching many largemouth bass on
live baits and taking them home.

There is also an 18-inch size limit
to increase the trophy potential of the
lake’s Florida-strain largemouths.

Soft plastics, medium-depth crank-
baits and tube jigs are good choices
for Sutton Lake bass.

Atlantic Bonito
Wrightsville Beach

Saltwater anglers anticipate the run
of Atlantic bonito off Wrightsville
Beach. Strong and fast, bonito are
premier light-tackle game fish.

Anglers watch for flocks of birds
diving into baitfish schools to find
bonito, then get ahead of the school.

Flies that imitate glass minnows
are used by fly-anglers. Casting
anglers use bucktail jigs, spoons and

off, while the big fish stay active.
Best baits for blue catfish are cut

baits like shad, herring or mullet. Best
baits for flatheads are live offerings,
with the best bait a bullhead catfish.
Anglers using homemade blood baits
have caught the largest catfish. 

Largemouth Bass
Santeetlah

Fallen timber and rock formations
offer bass cover in 2,800-acre Lake
Santeetlah. Electrofishing surveys in
2,800-acre Santeetlah during 1997-99
caught largemouth bass at surprising
rates of 30 to 80 fish per hour and
they were up to 16 inches in size, with
some even longer. 

Anglers use light lines and spinner-
baits, crankbaits and jigs to catch
largemouth bass from points heated
by the sun on cold days in February.

Weakfish
Southport

Weakfish have made a strong come-
back over the past couple of seasons.
They show up at Southport all winter.

The WOFES dredge disposal has
held the biggest weakfish concentra-
tions. Artificial reefs and natural
ledges also hold lots of fish. Spoons,
jigs, cut fish or shrimp catch weak-

TROUT
Linville River

Tips: Hatchery-
supported river plant-
ings bring lots of
anglers to this big
stretch of top trout
water.

TARPON
Pamlico Sound

Tips: Patience is the
key to catching tarpon
when you see them
schooling while you
bottom-fish; they will
find your bait.

WHITE BASS
Badin Lake

Tips: Lures that can
be cast long distances
to surfacing fish will
help fill the cooler
with white bass.

MUSKIES
French Broad

River
Tips: Big lures and
wire leaders are
required to land a fish
from the state’s best
muskie water.

LARGEMOUTHS
Lake Phelps

Tips: Topwater lures
warm up the bass
fishing as the water in
this shallow lake
begins to cool down.

STRIPERS
Oregon Inlet

Tips: “Drive the
miles to find the fish”
is the rule rather than
the exception for surf-
anglers.

PANFISH
Lumber River

STRIPERS
Mann’s Harbor

TUNA & WAHOO
Morehead City

KING 
MACKEREL
Cape Lookout

RED DRUM
Pamlico Sound

BLACK SEA BASS
Wrightsville Beach

SEATROUT
Pamlico Sound

STRIPED BASS
Lake Norman

CATFISH
Lake Jordan

LARGEMOUTHS
Upper Tuckasegee

Lakes

BLUEFISH
Beaufort Inlet

BLACK DRUM
Cape Fear River
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