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WORM WAYS 
 

The first time you thread a nightcrawler onto a slow-death hook, you’re going 
to discover it isn’t quite as easy as you might have thought. To properly thread 
on a crawler, you need to hold it gently with the head barely sticking out 
between your thumb and index finger—if you squeeze too tightly, the worm will 
squirm free. Next, push the tip of the hook into the nose of the crawler, and slide 
the shank through the worm until the nose covers the eye of the hook. Then 
pinch off the tail so about a third of the crawler is trailing 
behind the hook. To make things easier, slow-death inven-
tor Dave Spaid recommends using a #2 hook rather than 
the smaller #4 and #6 sizes.
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Worm ways
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WHile slow death may 
seem revolutionary the first 
time you try it, remember that 
Spaid, Parsons and Butts have 
been quietly employing the technique for a decade or more now. 
So there’s much you can learn from their trials, tribulations and 
constant experimentation.

“The weight of the Tru-Turn Aberdeen hook is critical,” says 
Spaid. “It’s light and it spins at any speed.” So if you’re trolling 
along a contour line with slow-death rigs out both sides of the 
boat and you make a turn, the inside line pauses and the lure flut-
ters down enticingly. And if you pop the engine into neutral, the 
crawler won’t hang up. Spaid uses blue and bronze Tru-Turn 
hooks in deeper water since they’re slightly heavier than the gold 
ones, which he uses in shallower water. 

The size, shape, weight and bend of the hook is so crucial in 
Parsons’ mind, meanwhile, that he has literally spent thousands 
of hours experimenting with different makes and models to per-
fect the marriage of these four characteristics. “In our little group 
of pros,” confides the three-time PWT Angler of the Year, “we 
were all playing with different hooks, all trying to build a better 
mousetrap, all trying to design the perfect bend.” 

Parsons can’t remember how many different hooks he bent, but 
he eventually settled on a version that worked particularly well, 
and for more than a year he bent hooks for all his closest allies. 

In 2002, the rig paid handsome dividends at the PWT event on 
Wisconsin’s Lake Winnebago. The bite during practice was hor-
rendous, but three days before the tournament was to begin Par-
sons started nailing walleye using the slow-death technique. He 
told his son—fellow tournament pro Chase Parsons—and team 
partner Kavajecz about his success, and all three started using it.

“What’s ironic,” says Parsons, “is that Keith was the least sold 
on slow death at that tournament. He didn’t buy into it until the 
second day, and he wound up catching the biggest fish on it.”

Fortunately for the rest of us, we don’t need to stalk Parsons 
to pick up his castaways or bribe him to bend out our hooks—
he eventually persuaded hook-making giant Mustad to mass 
produce a slow-death hook incorporating his unique bend. “It 
took me three years to convince Mustad,” he says. “Now the 
Slow Death Hook ranks right up there with the Triple Grip as its 
number one seller.”

WHether you follow Spaid’s pioneering lead and use the 
original Tru-Turn hooks or one of Parsons’ Mustad versions with 
its more pronounced bend—which Butts now uses, by the way—
all three walleye hounds insist a balanced bottom bouncer is cru-
cial. It keeps the gyrating crawler up off the bottom and at eye level 
with the fish, and when it ticks a rock or log, it imparts action to the 
worm, jerking it forward then causing it to pause. That’s usually 
when a walleye will strike (see “Sure set” on the next page).

To help get walleye to bite on windy days, Parsons and Spaid 
favour sliding bottom bouncers. Spaid also uses a sliding bouncer 

Slow-death rigged worm
       on Tru-Turn Aberdeen hook

Tru-Turn  
Aberdeen hook

Mustad Slow  
Death Hook

Deadly tactic: Pro 
John Butts has 

added slow death to 
his repertoire

the bouncer

the hook
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when the walleye are fussy. Butts, on the other hand, ties on 
a sliding Fin-tech Tech Stik when he’s facing such condi-
tions. The unique snap-on, snag-less sinker lets him experi-
ment with different weights—usually between one and 
two ounces—until he finds the ideal set-up. (Also see “Best 
bouncers,” below)

“Some days, the slightest change is the ticket,” advises 
Parsons. “So you need to be armed with regular and slid-

ing bottom bouncers, as well as Tech Stiks. On any given 
day, the weight can make a huge difference.”

The key with the weight is to remember the 10-foot 
rule. One-ounce bouncers and sinkers are ideal 
in waters up to 10 feet deep, two-ounce models 
are the ticket at the 20-foot level, while three-
ounce weights work best to get down to 30 feet 
and deeper. These are only general guidelines, 
though. Spaid sometimes fishes a one-ounce 
bouncer in 40 feet or more, for instance, because 

it forces him to slow his trolling speed.
The leader you attach to the bouncer is also critical. Spaid 

exclusively sticks with eight- to 10-pound-test Maxima Ultra-
green monofilament, and rarely uses a leader longer than three 
to four feet. A longer leader is prone to picking up gunk off the bot-
tom, and it reduces the action imparted to the twirling worm.  

Parsons, meanwhile, employs a slightly longer four- to six-
foot leader made of 10-pound-test Berkley Trilene 100% Fluo-
rocarbon. He likes the sinking quality of fluorocarbon when the 
bottom is clean. Like Spaid, however, he’ll shorten up his leader 
if it hangs up on bottom, and opt instead for Trilene XT mono-
filament, which is less dense and floats.

Butts uses the shortest leader of the bunch, rarely longer than 
32 to 42 inches. And he sticks with 12-pound-test fluorocarbon 
for all his slow-death fishing. 

Regardless of the leader material you use, Spaid recommends 
leaving a 1/8-inch tag when you tie on your hook. That way, 
when you thread on a nightcrawler and pull the nose over the 
eye of the hook, the tag end will catch inside the crawler and 
hold it firmly in place. As I said, there’s nothing this amazing pio-
neer hasn’t figured out—including the best times and locations 
to use slow death.

“THere’s really no bad time to use it,” Spaid says of slow 
death, “but it excels in the summer when the sun is beating down, 
it’s hot, the water is slick and the walleye are inactive.” Essentially, 
the tactic is best under the toughest conditions. Observes Spaid: 
“I sometimes think the fish hit it because it wakes them up and 
makes them mad.”

With the exception of suspended walleye, which tend to favour 
larger crankbaits, spoons and spinners with big blades, Parsons 
agrees that slow death works just about any time, anywhere. It’s 
especially effective, says the U.S. National Fresh Water Fishing 
Hall of Famer, when you find walleye near hard-bottomed struc-
tures, such as underwater points, reefs, humps, bars and shoals.

Parsons recalls one memorable trip to St. Marys River near 
Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, to film an episode of his television show, 
The Next Bite. By pure coincidence, the only other boat on the river 
belonged to another top walleye pro. “I didn’t pay much attention 
to him,” says Parsons, chuckling, “because I was so busy landing 
fish. I probably caught 30 or 40 walleye working along a break 
line. But then all of a sudden, this guy comes roaring over to my 
boat, yelling over to me, ‘Parsons, I am never going to watch your 
show again without a jaundiced view.’”

Surprised by the comment, Parsons asked the other angler 
what the problem was. “He hollered back that I was netting the 
same fish over and over again for the camera. I mean, he thought 
because the bite was so tough and he couldn’t catch any fish that 
I must have been cheating.”

Parsons invited the angler to stay close to his boat and watch, 
and he netted five chunky walleye in rapid succession. Then he 
called him over to his boat, explained the slow-death method 
and even custom-bent a hook for him. The pro thanked Parsons 
profusely and pushed away from his boat—yet another satisfied 
angler geared up and ready to experience the action-packed tactic 
that is slow death.v

For more rod, reel and tackle options for catching walleye, see page 20. And 
for a great walleye recipe, turn to page 13.
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Slow death is unlike the many walleye techniques in which you meticulously feed line to fussy fish and wait. Just 
ask the pros. According to Gary Parsons, practically anyone can catch walleye with slow death—you simply drag the 
rig behind your boat and hold on. And when you feel a fish, set the hook. As Dave Spaid succinctly puts it, “When 
they pull, you pull.” John Butts, on the other hand, lets the fish turn with the worm for a second or two before he sets 
the hook. Whichever the case, the pros all agree—hooking walleye on a slow-death rig is relatively easy.

Slow-death creator Dave Spaid says to never use a bargain-bin bouncer when using 
his technique. Cheap bottom bouncers have brass swivels that don’t spin properly—they’ll 
twist your leader into a bird’s nest. Spaid also prefers bouncers with R-bend line ties rather 
than twisted loop ties, which have a habit of catching your main line. His favourite bouncer is 
Northland Fishing Tackle’s Rock-Runner, which has a quality snap swivel and stiff wire arms.

SURE SET

Best Bouncers
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Northland Fishing
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