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BY RONNIE KOVACH

Ronnieisthe founder and owner of Ronnie
Kovach's Outdoor Enterprises, Inc. including:
" Fishing ExpeditionsTV" ; RadioFishingUni-
versity KRLA 870, LosAngeles;, FX Radio; FX
apparel; anglingbooksand publicationsaswell
as a comprehensive fresh and saltwater semi-
nar series. Hehaswritten fivebest sellingbooks
on bass, trout and saltwater fishing and has
over 500 articles and columns published in
outdoor magazines including Bassmaster,
Bassin', Western Outdoors, Pacific Fisherman,
South Coast Sportfishing, Marlin, In-Fisherman,
and Big Game Journal & Saltwater Sportsman.

LakeHodgesistruly remarkableforitssize. Even
inahighwater year, thisimpoundment is not much
more than 1000 surface acres. Yet, inagiven year,
it probably kicks out more bass topping the 8-1b.
mark than any other lake in the country! Inagood
year, Hodges is capable of producing from 200 to
300 lunkers, with many double-digit weight bass.

What is even more amazing is that this reservoir
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isonly open from March through October, and then
only four days a week. Angling pressure can be
intensein the early part of the spring when many of
the wallhangers are caught. It is not uncommon to
have more than a thousand bass anglers on the lake
onagivenweekend. If possible, try tovisit Hodges
during oneof thetwoweekdaysitisopen. Neverthe-
less, despitetheheavy pressureaccomplished bassers
canroutinely tally five-fishdaily limitsherewiththe
average largemouth weighing 2-1/2 Ibs.

As a veteran guide on this lake, | have found a
multitude of tactics to be effective on Hodges' bass
population. Let's examine some of the more potent
strategiesto use on thissmall, yet remarkable reser-
Voir.

FINESSE TECHNIQUES
The largemouth bass found in Hodges are of the
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Florida strain. In contrast to the northern variety,
Floridas tend to be a much more temperamental
species. They are highly selective feeders and are
somewhat skittish. Florida bass spook easily with
increased outboard noise, a steady barrage of casts
and the use of heavy monofilament. Hence, the
majority of largemouths recorded here are taken
with some sort of "finesse" approach, invariable
utilizing a soft plastic bait and fairly fine diameter
mono.

SPLIT SHOTTIN'

This is basicaly a West Coast version of the
popular Carolinarig. Usinga4-to8-lb. testlinewith
either a spinning or baitcasting outfit, tie on a stan-
dard plastic worm hook. Asarough rule of thumb,
use asize 1to 2 hook for plagtic baits from 2 to 4
inchesinlength. Switchtoa1/0 or 2/0for six-inch
longwormsand a3/0to 5/0 for 8- to 12-inch plastic
"snakes'. Next, crimp onasmall lead split shot, 23
to28inchesabovethebait. Asyou cast out, the split
shot will quickly sink to the bottom. Theluretrails
behind, seductively falling at amuch slower rate.

At Hodges, a number of small plastic lures are
effectivewith the split-shottin' technique. Perennial
favorites are small, 4-in. long handpoured worms.
Popular color combinations are cinnamon brown
with blue stripe, brown with green flake (known as
"Green Weenie'") and pumpkin pepper.

Another effective lure used with the split-shot
method is the feather-like Reaper. This 2-in. long
soft plastic bait can be dynamite on Hodges' large-
mouthswhen they becomeultra-finicky. Thereaper
is made to mimic a wounded, fluttering shad min-
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now. Itismost effectivein a"salt and pepper" color
which is basically clear plastic with black, glittery
flakesadded. Also, light-line drop-shottin'isstarting
to produce more limits when traditional wormin' tac-
ticsfail. Stay withlighter 4- to 8-Ib. test monoandtiny
2- to 3-in. plastic baits for the drop-shot method.

CRANKIN'

Hodges can be an outstanding lake for the crank-
plugangler. Many specimensof trophy proportionare
taken on aparade of cranks. Intheearly spring when
the lake first opens, a slow, steady retrieve seemsto
work best withascaled-down plug. If thefisharenear
thebank, try aBrush Baby® or Speed Trap™. They're
greatinearly spring shallows. A Klawdad™ isanother
great springtime lure because crayfish are mgjor for-
age at Hodges! Cast them aong and across the
shallow outside points. Many larger, prespawn fe-
malefishwill traversethese points moving from deep
to shallow terrain aswater temperaturesincrease dur-
ing the day.

As the season progresses, the largemouths may
more aggressively attack crankbaits. With warmer
water temperatures, switch to a Speed Trap or Sugar
Shad®. These shallow-running lures are particularly
effectivewith ahigh-speed retrieve, using either bait-
casting or spinning tackle.

Inthesummer heat, bassmoveoff theshoreinto 15-
to 20-ft. depths. Thisis the time to use deep-diving
crankbaits such as the 1/4- or 1/2-0z. Hot Lips Ex-
press®. Use primarily shad and crawdad patterns. A
variety of colorswill work but locals prefer the basic
Tennessee Shad and Crawfish patterns for most con-
ditions. However, particularly in the hotter months,
experiment with someof themoreopulent shadessuch
asClearwater Flash, Siver/Black Sripeand Metallic
Perch. Often baits in these patterns give off more
erratic light refractions, which stimulate the bass to
strike.

TWITCHIN'

In late spring through early fall, lake veterans fre-
quently rack up some hefty limits using floating min-
now-shaped plugs. Usualy luresof thisgenréexcel in
the early morning hours. However, there are times
when afloating minnow can be effective al through
theday if the bassarein asubsurface feeding pattern.
TheFloating Power Minnow™ isaperfect choicefor
thislineof attack. Rig either the 3-1/2" model on 10#
test mono using amedium action spinning rod. Donot
add an additional snap or snap swivel but tie directly
to the lure's split ring.

Thetrick isto "twitch" the lure dlightly below the
surface. Occasionally pauseto alow it to rise to the
top. Thenimmediately usetherod tip to make rhyth-
mic twitcheswhich cause the minnow to dance below
the surface. Try the lure in the Slver/Black Top/

Orange Belly but keep aGold/Black Belly handy
in case the action dows down with the silver
model.

Attimesthetwitchin' techniqueis sensational
onceyou master theretrieve necessary to makeit
appear tobeafrantic shad minnow. Just beready
for aspectacular surface strike asit floats during
the pause phase of the retrieve. As with any
topwater bait, always"swing and set" when you
feel resistance on the end of your line, not when
you see the splash and commoation.

M ORE SURFACE ACTION

During the summer period, amore traditional
surface bite can heat up at Hodges. Usually the
best action will bein the early morning. Thisis
thetimetothrow larger luressuch asthe Amazon
Ripper™ or Nip-I-Diddee”. Theseprop baitsfish
bestin shallow, cAlmwater. Useeither the Slver
Shad or Perch patternson 10- to 12-1b. test mono.
Y ou caneither twitchor "pop" thebait after it sits
motionless for a moment following the cast.
Occasiondly stop your retrieve and alow the
lure to rest completely till. Or you can kind of
“pull" it back toward you using longer sweeps of
the rod to generate more flash. This has the
illusion of aschool of shad crashing the surface.
When bass are especialy skittish and feeding on
small shad minnows, switch to a P.J. Pop™.
Work it with slower, rhythmic "pops" with the
rod tip.

Hawghuntersshould consider thelarger \Wood-
chopper®. This wood lure in the large 3/4-0z.
size can be dynamite. Point your rod downward
and retrieve with short twitchy pulls to make it
"walk" for sidetoside. Useheavier 12-to 15-1b.
testlineand astiffer baitcasting rod. Thenumber
onecolor is Slver Speckle but it pays to experi-
ment with Slver Glitter or Slver Foil/Black
Shad.

SPINNERBAITS

Inrecent years, Hodges has produced sporadi-
caly good results for spinnerbait enthusiasts.
Don't hesitate to use a larger, magnum-sized
model with willow leaf blade and solid white or
chartreuse skirt, especialy in the spring. Fish
blades through the shallow flats wherever rocky
rubble and stick-ups can be sighted. In high
water years, these lures also are effective when
fished paralel to the tule banks. During the
summer months, thelargemouths at Hodges sus-
pend in 18 to 35 foot depths over submerged
structure. Thisisthe perfect situation to vertical
spoon thesefish. A favorite of lakelocalsisa3/
4-0z. Crippled Herring® in Nickel/Neon Blue

Back, Nickel/Neon Green Back or solid Chromefinish.

JIGS

Someof thelargest bassweighed in each season are
taken on the basic jig and pig combo. Lake experts
recommend brown, black, purple or blue live rubber
jigsin 3/8to 1/2 ounces. A standard #11 Uncle Josh
Pork Frog in either brown, black or purple is matched
with the live rubber jig. One of the best well-kept
secretsisto useablack jigteamedwith apork frogthat
isblack on one side, blue on the other.

Thejigand pig should befishedwith 10to 12-Ib. test
line and medium heavy baitcasting gear. Thisbait is
most potent intheearly springwhenthelake'sFloridas
areforaging on crawdads. Fishthejigand pigaround
any rocky walls and outcroppings, aong tule banks,
points, rock piles and outside ledges.

Over the years, in my own guiding experience at
Hodges, | havefound that bassrefer a"slow pull" with
jig and pig. Instead of imparting the more conven-
tional "hopping" motion to the bait, sowly "pull” it
through the obstructions. Thismoreclosely replicates
the movement of a slow crawling crawdad.

AREASTO FISH

Like most small reservoirsin Southern California,
Hodges has a number of key spots that have histori-
cally produced bassover theyears. ThisV-shapedlake
isdividedintotwo basic sections: theeastern Bernardo
Arm and the western Del Dios Arm. In the Bernardo
Arm, work the points as you motor away from the
marina heading east, It startswith "The Narrows' on
the south side. This popular bank is characterized by
prominent boulders and is a good place to throw
crankbaits, pork and worms.

Heading farther into the Bernardo Arm to the north
side are the "Bee Hives', so-caled because of the
numeroushivesset upaongtheshore. Thisisamuddy
flat with scattered broken rock. Try split-shottin’,
worms, crankbaits and topwater baits here.

Inthe Del Rios Arm, work the east side, fishing the
rocky outcroppingsandthemassiverock wallsleading
al the way to the dam. Thisis the classic wormin',
split-shattin', jig and crankbait territory. On the west
side, switch to shallow water strategies. Topwaters,
spinnerbaits along with shallow-diving crankbaits,
plasticwormsand jigand pigscanbepotent fishingthe
muddy flats, tule banks and subtle points.

If youwant to catch that bass-of-a-lifetime, try Lake
Hodges. It's undoubtedly California’s premier big
bass factory!

Ronnie Kovach's Fishing Expeditions
can bereached by calling 714-375-9888
or by writing P. O. Box 3118,
Huntington Beach, CA 92605-3118.
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