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Generally made by a contractor, poor boy
junk baskets vary in individual design.
Photo courtesy Randy Stewart, Stewart
Brothers Drilling Co. in Milan, New Mexico.

For smaller lost tooling, a magnet may
be able to fish it out. Photo courtesy
Nick Owens, Drill Tech Drilling & Pump
Inc. in Chino Valley, Arizona.

The Preferred Fishing Tool
for Lost Equipment
Contractors weigh in on the decades-long debate between magnet versus junk basket.
By Mike Price

M

any water well contractors enjoy recreational fishing
while off the clock, but fishing for lost equipment is
another story.
Dating back to at least the early 1980s, a friendly debate
among contractors over the preferred fishing tool has made
for lively dialogue. Magnet or junk basket?
Spoiler alert: Both tools have their place based on the fish
(lost tooling) and other various factors (more on that later).
“Sometimes what you are fishing might be too heavy or
oddly shaped so a magnet can’t grab it,” says Nick Owens,
manager at Drill Tech Drilling & Pump Inc. in Chino Valley,
Arizona. “It’s pretty rare we can use a magnet to get stuff out
of a well; usually it’s too heavy.
“The magnet is something we rarely use because not very
often are we trying to fish out that small of pieces; usually it’s
a twisted-off string of tools. But when an employee drops a
socket down the well taking off the diverter or a pipe wrench,
a magnet works well. Hang it on something stronger than the
magnet, so you don’t break it off.
“Junk baskets work good for just that—junk! When a cone
falls off a 17½-inch tricone, that’s when the junk basket typically works the best.”
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Generally made by a contractor, junk baskets, otherwise
known as poor boy junk baskets, vary in individual design
(see various photos of them).
According to Marvin F. Glotfelty, RG, the slotted base of
the junk basket is connected to the drill string and then lowered to the bottom of the borehole and just pushed on the bottom of the borehole to make the fins of the junk basket close
in around the fish. One or two of the fins are then pulled back
open when the junk basket is returned to the land surface, and
whatever is in it gets recovered.
“In my experience, I’ve seen magnets tried about five or
six times over the years, and I don’t ever recall them being
successful,” says Glotfelty, author of The Art of Water Wells
and principal hydrogeologist at Clear Creek Associates LLC
in Scottsdale, Arizona.
“You’d think a strong magnet would work really well,
and apparently they are equipped with some sort of shroud to
allow them to be lowered through a steel casing to the underlying open borehole where the magnet can be exposed. At any
rate, I have not seen them work well, for whatever reason.
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There are a variety of other fishing tools used in the industry, such as junk mill bits shown here. Photos courtesy Stewart.
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“On the other hand, in my experience, junk baskets have a
success rate of about 80 to 90 percent. A junk basket can only
be used for fishing small items, and you could not get ahold of
a large item like a drill pipe or bail. However, it’s really good
for dropped cones off bits.”
There are a variety of other fishing tools used in the industry, such as junk mill bits (see photos), taper taps, die collar
overshot, and dumble grab (see sidebar article), among others.
“The only fishing tool I have used with good success is a
taper tap,” says Johnny Kay, president of Hefty Drilling Inc.
in Anchorage, Alaska, “but whenever you have to use fishing
tools, it’s not good.”

Avoiding Fishing Jobs in the First Place
Before exploring the tooling and factors for a successful
fishing job, Steve Gillman, CWD, believes in following a protocol to prevent fishing in the first place.
“God knows I could write a book on fishing even though it
has been a long time since I have had to fish,” says Gillman,
senior operations manager, water resources, for Layne Christensen, A Granite Company, in Redlands, California.
“One of the reasons for that is drill pipe and tooling is inspected every two years. Drilling rigs are inspected every day
and a detailed inspection done every month. Over the years
we have found a lot of issues that may have eliminated many
fishing jobs.”
Gillman, who has worked more than 40 years in the industry
and drills mostly large diameter production water wells with
flooded reverse circulation, shares these guidelines:
• Most importantly, know what is being put in the
borehole.
• Inspect what’s being put in the borehole.
• Ensure that it’s worthy of going downhole.
“Don’t poor boy your bits,” Gillman advises. “Guys
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will take a bit because it has three cones on it; the cones
are so loose it has maybe 10 hours left on it before it
drills a cone off, which you won’t advance past a cone
on a bigger bit. If you can’t afford a bit, you really can’t
afford to go drill.”
• Have photos and exact dimensions of everything going
in the borehole.
• Know what the borehole is doing.
“If you’re in a mud rotary hole, time is of the essence,
especially if you’re working daylight because you’re
carrying solids up that are sitting in the borehole,” Gillman says. “With a reverse circulation hole, because I’m
sucking at the bit, I can get the hole pretty clean.”
Gillman, who works 24/7 and believes the Bowen overshot
is one of the best fishing tools, says the chances of a successful fishing job are reduced by about 50% if the rig is shut
down at night.
Drilling operations bring into play the financial side of
fishing. Is it cost-effective to fish for the lost tooling, or would
moving over and drilling a new borehole be the best plan? Is
an 18-inch pipe wrench worth fishing for? Not in Gillman’s
world.
“I’ve put an old bit on and walled it, kicked it out into the
wall many times,” he says, continuing, “we’ll drill off aluminum pipe wrenches.”
When fishing, Marvin Magee, PE, says it’s the law of
diminishing returns.
“You can spend so much money fishing it’d be better to
move over and start over again or do something . . . that’s the
big thing is, are you going to spend a week there fishing for
a cone?” says the owner of Maverick Drilling Inc. in Mesilla
Park, New Mexico. “If not, you’re 40 feet down, move over 5
feet and start over again.
“If you’re fishing for a client, you finally tell them it’s not
worth it folks, so you’ve got to be honest with your clients.
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A junk basket that caught a 20-inch bit at 1800 feet. Photos courtesy Steve Gillman, CWD, Layne Christensen, A Granite Company, in Redlands,
California.
There’s a cost to it so you’ve got to figure out what the cost is
compared to the returns.”

Factors to Consider for a Successful
Fishing Job
Gillman says he can fish anything out of the hole if he
knows what he’s looking for. To understand what he is fishing
for, Gillman requires a detailed drawing of everything that’s
going in the hole.
“Drilling bits, drill collars, and drill pipe will all be measured to the 100th of an inch using an engineer’s tally tape,”
Gillman explains. “This will aid greatly in the retrieval of a
fish if you know exactly where the fish is located in the
borehole.”
If conductor casing is being set, Gillman asks if a contractor is oversizing it in the event a wash over is needed.
“People do not anticipate this,” he says. “Let’s say you’re
drilling with a 14¾-inch bit and you set a 16-inch conductor
casing and now you have bit failure, or something has captured your tooling in the hole. There must always be enough
room to install wash over tools to be able to free up your tooling and then run in with a fishing tool and have a relatively
easy fishing job.”
Despite the increase in cost and cement, Gillman always
recommends upsizing conductor casing by 3 or 4 inches. “By
my word it’ll let you get out of trouble,” he says.
If something irregular is downhole, such as rotary table
slips, Gillman recommends the junk basket.
“Trying to fish this with a magnet is almost futile. For a
magnet to work, it has to have surface area to be able to attach
to,” he explains.
Randy Stewart, co-owner of Stewart Brothers Drilling Co.
in Milan, New Mexico, notes: “Now if you’re in a harder formation like bedrock, then you have better luck with a magnet
as long as you have a flat bottom on the bottom of the hole—
as long as you can wash the bottom.”
While the magnet has its applications, Gillman doesn’t find
great use with it in the type of large diameter wells he drills.
He sees many contractors run a magnet on a wire line but
thinks that’s a risky decision.
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“In a very shallow hole a wire line may do the trick,” he
shares, “but what if it becomes lodged and now it won’t pull
up? You run the risk of breaking your cable and adding insult
to injury. Running any type of a fishing tool on a wire line is
not a good decision.
“Running tools with pipe give the ability to twist, turn, and
circulate fluid which will always give you an advantage over
running fishing tools with a wire line.”
Gillman also believes a weight indicator on the drilling rig
will greatly increase the ability to successfully retrieve a fish.
“You can set weight on your fish, then you can turn the
pipe. If weight comes back to you, now you know you are just
starting over your fish,” he explains. “When you hook up to
a fish, your rig is pulling weight with a weight indicator, you
will know, and you know you can start to work up and down
and by marking your pipe you can see that you are moving the
pipe.
“We all are aware that pipe will stretch, but if you are gaining every time you go up and down, this will also give you an
advantage in fish retrieval.”
Like Gillman, Stewart has had more success with junk baskets than magnets in his 40-plus years working in the industry.
At the end of 2021, Stewart Brothers Drilling had fished for
its third twisted-off drill collar since 2016.
“We get our collars inspected, but you never know when
the threads are going to crack,” Stewart says.
“Fishing is always one of those unfortunate educational
events. There’s no magic to it; it’s just something you learn
to do over time. It doesn’t come without blood, sweat, and
tears.”

Cameras to Help See the Fish
Before the advent of well inspection cameras decades ago,
Magee and many other contractors would use an impression
block to discern what needed to be fished out.
“We would go down there and make an impression off soft
wood, hit it once, and bring it back and say, ‘Oh, that’s a piece
of pipe that’s hanging on the sidewall,’” Magee shares. “A
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Gillman Vouches for Dumble Grab Tool

Another version of a poor boy junk basket. Photo courtesy Gillman.
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lot of times you’d say, I still have no clue, but with the invention of cameras, you can go and look. It changed the whole
world.”
Magee has used a camera for 10-plus years to look at the
condition of casing, screen, or anything else he needs to see.
“On deep wells where it’s really hard to tag bottom, we’ll
use it for that,” he says. “Nine hundred to 1000 feet wells you
can’t really tag bottom, so you run a camera down and get
truly a good picture of what it looks like going down and you
can look at the screen to see if it’s plugged up.
“I’d run my fishing tool down there, and if there is enough
room, run my camera down in there and manipulate both at
the same time. That made a world of difference. They paid for
themselves time and time again. I love them.”
Some contractors have a rack full of fishing tools in their
shop that they’ve created over the years. When the time comes
for a fishing job, they return to the rack to choose one or two
tools to try and head back to the jobsite.
While some contractors dread fishing, others who are paid
to do it relish the challenge.
“Fishing is not catchy. You don’t catch every time. That’s
why they call it ‘fishing,’” Magee says. “When you’re dealing
with Mother Nature, sometimes she grabs you and she won’t
let go.”
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A dumble grab. Photo courtesy Gillman.
With possibly only two in the country, Steve Gillman, CWD, has
fished for many tools over the years using the rare dumble grab
tool.
The dumble grab is a tool that closes as one rotates the drill
pipe. When turned to the right, the arms close to retrieve an
irregular object. It takes 14 turns to close it, Gillman says, “so if
you’ve closed it in four turns from surface, then you know you got
something bit on it.”
It’s a cylindrical tool that’s about 5 feet long and on the end of
it are two arms that are about 24 inches long and on the bottom
of the arms are teeth to bite into the object. With the tool wide
open, it gives about a 20-inch throw.
“If you’re looking for something like an irregular elevator or
cone, you set down on it and you start to tighten it,” Gillman says.
“If it takes 14 turns and you’ve got it all the way tight, you don’t
have anything in it.
“But if you’ve got something tightening on it in five or six turns,
then that means you’re bit on it.”
Gillman says Central Fishing Tool Inc. in Signal Hill, California,
has a dumble grab.
waterwelljournal.com

