A GUIDE TO SELECTING A FISHING GUIDE
by Charley Waldo


OK.  You’ve watched the winter fishing shows on Saturday TV.  Or you’ve gone to a sports show and visited with some resort operators who told you all you have to do is throw a hook in the water and the fish will fight to get on.   Perhaps you’ve read about some fabulous catches in an outdoors magazine.  Your mouth has watered enough and you’ve decided, “This is the year!  I’m heading for the Yellowstone River in Montana and catch some 20” rainbows.”   Or, maybe it’s Florida for largemouth, or Michigan for steelhead, or Lake Erie or Dale Hollow for smallmouth, or…..      


But there could be some problems:   Perhaps you don’t have a boat or waders and don’t want to buy them until you see how this first trip goes.   Maybe you’ve never fished for your target species and don’t have either the expertise or equipment.   Or the location is far enough away that you have to fly and don’t want to lug your gear along, even assuming you have the right stuff.   You may never have fished your target water and safely assume that what works in Minnesota for pike probably won’t work for trout in New Mexico.   

The solution?   Hire a local guide who has the equipment, knowledge, and experience to, hopefully, put you on fish and help you catch them.   But this solution also raises a major question: Seeing as how you might be one thousand miles away from the target waters,  how can you find and select a guide who can and will do everything possible to make your dream trip a success?   It’s not a decision to take lightly or make quickly.    Much of the fun of the trip is riding on it but, additionally, there are the costs of getting there, lodging and meals, licenses, special clothing or equipment you feel you need to buy, and the cost of the guide, which can run anywhere from $250 - $500 or more a day.   Even if you are going to a lodge or resort for a week or more and can’t afford a guide every day,  hiring one for the first day or two to show you the local “ropes” is usually a wise investment and doesn’t add that much to the overall cost of the trip.
Fishing versus catching    No matter who you choose to take you out on your dream trip,  no matter the quality of their equipment, no matter their years of experience, and no matter how hard they work on the trip,  no one can guarantee you success on any given day.    If the weather turns bad or for any number of other reasons the fish are not biting, they are not biting.  Case in point: Last October one of my sons and I took a steelhead hunting trip with a guide on the St. Joseph River in SW Michigan.   Starting right at daybreak the guide had us throwing everything, almost including the kitchen sink, at those trout.    We could see them by the hundreds swimming 
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merrily by or doing their mating thing.   But not one hit all day.   And no hits for anyone else we talked with as the day unfolded.    The guide was even more frustrated than we were.    But the fish just weren’t biting.   He worked as hard as possible and was a good guy so I gave him a 20% tip and we parted friends   If I was going up that way again,  I wouldn’t hesitate calling Doug Buehler.   Remember, you are going fishing and, hopefully, will also do some catching.

My experiences.    Over the last fifteen years I’ve been out with at least twenty guides, a few several times.   Most, though, just once either because I didn’t fish their area more than one day or I didn’t like the person and didn’t rehire him my next time back there.   Sometimes I just like the variety of different guides.  Case in point:  On a three-day, trout trip last year to Montana,  I used the same outfitter but wanted to fish three different rivers with a different guide each day.   Each guide was, in fact, as different as the rivers.   

Based on what I’ve experienced, plus conversations with other fishermen and guides, plus various magazine and Web resources,   here are some guidelines to selecting a guide who will get the job done for you.
Guide selection guidelines:


A.   How much experience does he have?   While everyone has to begin some time,  I don’t want a guide learning on my dollar.    I want at least five years of guiding experience or equivalent experience as a tournament fisherman.    


B.   How old is he?    I’ve found that someone + or – 20 years my age probably “understands” me better than someone a lot younger.  (I’m a “senior.”)

C.   What kind of equipment does he provide?   I don’t take long trips that much so years ago gave up owning and maintaining my own boat and engine.  So I like a wide-beamed, big, stable boat, with plenty of room for two fishermen plus the guide.   Depending on the water and weather,  a head and heated cover are also good.    Even though I’ve got a lot of rods, reels, and lures, I prefer the guide provide all that stuff.   I don’t have to lug it along and he should know what works where we’ll be fishing.  On the steelhead trip last October some of the rods were 10’ long steelheading rods.   It just wouldn’t pay to buy my own rod for such a short trip.    Equipment should be quality brands.

D.   Does the guide provide lunch and beverages or do you bring your own?    Lugging an ice chest along and buying groceries for lunch can be a pain.    Even if the guide charges extra, it’s worth it to me.    
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E.   If you are unfamiliar with the type of fishing you will be doing, the guide should also be a patient teacher.   Some guides like to only go out with experienced clients who will 
minimize the effort they need to exert.  Other guides also like to share their sport with new clients and are teachers at heart.   How good are your skills?   You don’t want to go out with a guide who is going to grump and gripe every time you get snagged or backlashed.

F.  Personal issues – I don’t smoke, drink very little, and try to avoid cussing (although if a big one gets off I sometimes slip a bit) so don’t want to spend a day in a boat with someone who does.    I still remember one trip a number of years ago on Dale Hollow Lake in Tennessee with a guide who had a cigarette in his mouth literally all day long.    Even though we were in an open boat I still smelled that smoke all day.    So now I always ask beforehand.    What’s important to you?

G.  Fees – The old adage “you get what you pay for” seems to work in the guiding business, too.   For the most part, fees generally are in the $250 - $500 per day range, all across the inland U.S.    You know what your budget is but be wary of the guide who charges at the low end of the fee range for where you’re headed.    Is he just starting out?    Does he not get repeat customers so has to get business on price?   While the highest fee doesn’t guarantee the best service or biggest catch, there are probably some good reasons why a guide can get fees at the high end of the scale.   Stretch as much as you can.
Finding the guide for you:

Once you’ve selected the guide criteria that are important to you, the search begins.   I’ve found five sources that, collectively, generally provide good direction:
1.
Referrals and references – Check with friends, co-workers, or relatives who have been where you are going and have gone out with a guide there.    Get the low-down on their experiences.   Confident guides will provide names, email addresses, and/or phone numbers of previous clients.   While they obviously are going to provide the names of only those who had great trips, a few bucks spent on long distance phone calls to a couple of these folks will give you some personal insights into what “kind” of person the guide is,  his personality,  the type of equipment provided, and the way he deals with clients.    

2.
Sports shows – If you live in or near a large city, chances are there is a major sports show held in the early part of the year with exhibitors of all types present to talk with.   Usually resorts or lodges, some near and some far, will have personnel there.   Often the owner will guide or have guides available.   Chat with them about how their lodge guests are put on fish.   Even if 
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they don’t have in-house guides, they will know who works in their area.    They have a vested interest in providing only good names for, if the guide is a flop with you, it reflects on his lodge.    
3.
Newspaper and magazine articles -- I take most of my guided trips within a five or six hour drive of my home in Indianapolis.    So I keep my eyes open for fishing articles by or about guides in my region that appear in local newspapers, in state or regional fishing magazines, or in national publications like Bassmaster or Field & Stream.   I tear them out and keep in a file for future reference.   I’ve found some wonderful fellows this way.

4.
Outfitters and tackle shops – Using Google or other Web search engines,  it is pretty easy to locate outfitters and bait shops in the geographic area you are headed for.   Give them a call and ask for ideas on local guides they recommend.    Be kind of careful since they will probably only recommend guides who do business with them but it’s another source of information.    Local tackle shops sometimes carry brochures of more distant fishing destinations and may know of lodges and guides.   Some shops, such as Flymasters of Indianapolis, do group tours.    Retail giants such as Orvis, Cabelas, Gander Mountain,  L.L. Bean, and others have select lodges and resorts they recommend.   Each of these will have company endorsed guides.   This is a pretty safe way to get a good and experienced guide.
5.
The Web – Most guide services and outfitters have Websites,  some very thorough, detailed, and current while others are sketchy and/or out-of-date.    Some sites will answer all your criteria questions and then some.    Others you will have to call or email for further details.   While you are not hiring a Website designer, having a comprehensive, colorful Website is just a necessity of business life (and guides are businesses).   If their Website is out-of-date, it should make you wonder about how current their equipment and tactics are.    Some of the information that should be spelled out in the Website or brochure include:

*  Is he bonded and insured and is his boat licensed by the Coast Guard and registered with the state?


*  If using a boat (as opposed to wading),  is the guide/captain licensed by the Coast Guard and State?


*   Is there a picture of the boat and the guide/captain?  How large is it and what kind of equipment does it have?   How about a head, cover in case of rain, and heat in case of cold?

*   How long has the guide been in business and, especially, fishing this area?   


*   What kind of equipment, lures, and bait is provided and included in the fee?  If lures and bait are extra, what is the charge likely to be?    


*   What do you need to bring in the way of clothing and footwear?
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*    What are the most likely best times of the year to catch the various species of fish found in this area?


*   How long is a trip, beginning and ending? (Most trips are 7 – 8 hours.)    Can starting times vary in case you are not an early riser?   Does the clock start ticking as soon as you step in the boat and end as soon as you step out?     Or does it include possible driving with the guide to a put-in point?    On my Montana trout trip this amounted to almost an hour each way.    

*   Is it catch and release only?   If catch and keep, if you limit out early do you keep on fishing, perhaps for another species, or head for home?   Most people want to fish the whole day they are paying for.

*   What is the daily rate and does it include fish cleaning and packing in ice?  How will you get the catch home?    What is the deposit and what happens if you have to cancel or postpone the trip?   How much lead time must be given to get your deposit back?

*   What happens if you get there and the weather is bad or the waves are too rough for your stomach?   What if the river or lake is real muddy or high?   Who makes the go-no go decision?    Remember, guides on large lakes are used to rough water and a 4’ wave might be nothing to them but seem like a tsunami to you.   What is the back-up plan?   Will the deposit be returned?   Will you be charged for a full day whether you go out or not?  Will they call ahead and save you a trip?   Ethical guides will understand landlubbers’ qualms and re-schedule at no charge even though they might think the water is fishable.   On the other hand, if you just fail to show, expect to lose your deposit and, probably, get billed for the balance, which is only fair.

*   If you are going alone, will it be just you and the guide or, surprise, surprise, will there be a stranger (or several) on the boat with you?   What do you think about this possibility?
Should the guide fish?     This can be a sticky question.    Guides were fishermen before they were guides.   They usually love the stalk and strike as much as you do.   But, on the other hand, it’s your trip and you are paying the tab.     Personally,  I want my guide’s full attention on getting the boat positioned correctly and keeping it there;  getting me unsnagged or unsnarled;  changing lures if need be; and, hopefully, being ready to net the big one.  If you are fishing out of a drift boat on a swift trout river, the guide will have his hands full keeping you in the right casting position.    If you and a buddy are sharing the boat, that’s probably enough lures going out.


However, if the guide can handle his primary duties to you, there can be an advantage to having him throw different lures or baits to see what else might be working.    My experience with guides who fish is they will tie on their favorite lures and tie on the same for themselves.    
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They, too, want to catch fish.    But let them use different lures, bait, or technique.    Talk it over with them before heading out.    After all, it’s your money that’s paying for the day.
​The personal conversation    Before making your selection decision, it’s wise to have a phone conversation or at least an email “chat” with the guide or outfitter to go over the above points that are important to you.  Emails are cheaper and more efficient at the early stages of research.  But, at some point, a few bucks on a long distance call to get acquainted, to clarify everything, and to try to “read” the guide’s personality and approach to guiding are dollars well spent.  If you get bad “vibes,” just say you want to think about things a bit and you’ll call back if you want to proceed.    

If the conversation goes well,  try to get your date(s) set as soon as possible.   Good guides often book a year in advance so beware of someone who has a lot of close-in dates available.    After setting the date verbally or via email, I like to email the guide with a summary of the details we discussed, especially if they are not in a brochure or on the Website.    Ask him to acknowledge.    This way, if things do not turn out the way you thought they were supposed to, you have something in writing to back up your expectations.  

Don’t get too upset if you can’t reach the guide immediately via phone or he doesn’t answer your email right away.    This is especially true if your contact is in season.    After all, the guide makes his living on the water, not waiting for phone calls.   And their days are often very long, dawn to dusk.    They just may not be of a mind to call you right back.   


If you know what you want from the guide, be very honest about expressing your wishes.   If you don’t know much about the waters or fishing techniques, ask questions.   

The day(s) of reckoning:  Maybe months after you set your date, you finally meet your guide and get out on the water.    All you can do now is try to enjoy the day and, at the same time, mentally match promises and expectations with reality.    I’ve been with a few guides who have been terribly disappointing for one reason or another.   They over-promised and under-delivered.  Other guides have excelled and, usually, under-promised and over-delivered.   Some guides are “silent Sams” without a whole lot to say.   Others talk all the time, usually about themselves.   
For me, the guides I like best are those who show an interest in me as a person, are good teachers, are patient, have calm personalities, extend a strong effort to helping you 
catch fish, and can carry on a two-way conversation.   They also get genuinely excited when the client latches on to a big one and verbally help to land it.    They are fun to be with.    One such guide I am getting to know better is Terry McWilliams of Greenfield, IN.   
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It probably won’t take you too long to decide if you would go out with this guide again or recommend him to friends.    If things don’t go well early on, it can be a long day.   That’s why it’s so important to try to scope the guide out before sending the deposit and match “who and what he is” to your personality and desires before the trip begins.


What about tipping?    This can be very tricky.   You normally will spend $250 - $500 per day on a guide.    That might seem like a lot of money to some but the guide has a considerable investment in boat, engine, gasoline, rods, reels, lures, bait, and so on.    In most parts of the country, guiding is very seasonal.     Most sources indicate a tip ought to be in the range of 10 – 20% of the day’s fee.     Any tip should NOT be based on whether or not you caught a lot of big ‘uns.    The guide can’t control fishing conditions but a good one will adjust tactics to them.

As the day progresses, think about things like:  Was the guide a good guy?   Did he seem to be genuinely concerned about you catching fish or was he just going through the motions?   Did he work hard at getting you on fish?    Did you spend a lot of the day riding to the fishing spots or just fishing in one or two places?    Was the boat and equipment as advertised?     At the end of the day, the tip is a judgment call.   If you had a good time and would go out with this guide again and recommend him to friends, by all means tip 20 – 25%.  I sense guides remember good tippers and, if you want to go out again and his calendar is a bit crowded, he will do what he can to find a date.  If the day and guide were just so-so, go 10%.   If you really didn’t enjoy yourself and know you won’t go out with him again, probably just pay the regular tab and walk away.    This might seem awkward but why pay extra for something that didn’t happen?
After the ball is over    That night or on your way home you will know whether or not you had a good time and would go out with this guide again and/or recommend him.    Guides can do some simple things to make the after-trip memories stay alive…..and get repeat business.    Guides who are good marketers will email or snail mail a note of thanks and appreciation for your business (this is a business!) and, if they liked you, will invite you to fish again with him in the near future.   Good marketing guides will take pictures of you and your catch and email them to you as well as post some of the big catches on their Website.   Good marketing guides will have a paper newsletter or, more commonly, an enewsletter and will put you on the distribution list as a reminder to come back.   Really good marketing guides will send individual notes or emails well ahead of the booking season trying to avoid the “out of sight, out of mind” syndrome.    
Strangely, almost none of the guides I’ve been out with over the years do simple things like these.  (Maybe they don’t want me back?)    I guess they take the approach, “If they had a 
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good time, they’ll call me.  I’m in guiding, not sales.”   Yet guiding is a business and I suspect even the best guide can use at least a few more customers now and then.    Reminders and notes of appreciation will help separate themselves from their competitors…..and there are plenty of them!

Hopefully, these guidelines will be helpful to finding the perfect guide who will give you a perfect day.    Guides come in all shapes and sizes.   I’ve met some who I wonder how they stay in business.    Others are so good and have such good personalities they book up a year in advance and have many long-time repeat customers.    They must be doing something very right!  

Have a great trip and good fishing….and catching.

F:  selecting a guide
