SPORTS

"\ he Castaic fire is
contained, the wind
has settled and the
town’s namesake
reservoir has re-

opened for business.

But it’s a surreal afternoon on
the water, Lingering smoke
obscures the sunlight and there
are no other people in sight.

Marc Mitrany and I have the
Jake to ourselves and can hardly
believe our good fortune as we
make our first stop.

Beyond our bow, against a
grassy shore, dozens of ilarge
bass have cqrralled a school of
shad and are devouring the
smaller fish in whooshing gulps.

Both predator and prey are
practically beaching themselves
in the frenzy. Mitrany has come
prepared; earlier he had used a
net to fill his live-well with shad.

I fling one into the fray and
seconds later the line flies from
my reel. I've hooked a monster
and fear being spooled.

“We might have to chase that
one,” Mitrany says. But the
quarry has changed tactics and
sprints toward the boat, causing
me to frantically reel in the slack.

It then dives straight down,
again and again, until, finally, it’s
subdued and comes to color. It's
not a huge largemouth, as I'd
expected, but a striped bass
welghing perhaps 12 pounds.

Mitrany scoops it into his net
and looks at me as though to
say, “T'his is what the live-bait
bite at Castaic is all about.”

He then tosses the beautiful

fish back and we continue on our

strange and wonderful journey.

Castaic Lake, 40 miles north-
east of L.os Angeles alongside
Interstate 5, has for decades
been a popular bass fishery.

It has produced largemouth
bass nupward of 20 pounds and
stripers upward of 30 pounds,
but as the striper population
slowly increased, the number of
gargantuan largemouths seems
to have slowly declined.

Still, 1t remains a robust
fishery, thanks to the abundance

SHAD FAN: Marc Mitrany runs Ojai Angler guide service and leads trips at Castaic Lake and Ventura County’s Lake Casitas.

of threadfin shad, which rise to
feed each late summer and fall in
anticipation of the long, cold
winter.

When this happens, large-
mouth bass and stripers focus
on this prey source. And fishing,
for those able to catch shad, can
be ridiculously wide open.

“If vou’ve got the bait, you're
pretty much going to catch fish
all day,” says Mitrany, who runs
Ojai Angler guide service and
also leads trips at Ventura
County’s Lake Casitas.

The shoreline frenzy is short-
lived, though, so we've moved to
a nearby cove and begin to me-
thodically reel in largemouth
bass averaging 2 to 5 pounds.

Mitrany had been doing this
with clients almost daily before a
Santa Ana wind, which fueled
the nearby fire, led to a days-
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When it comes to Castaic, it’s all about the bait

long closure of the launch ramp.

We're here on a Friday after-
noon, a day after the ramp re-
opened, as the nearby hillsides
smolder.

Our only visible company are
gulls soaring errantly overhead
and three snowy egrets, stand-
ing motionless on the bank,
waiting for passing fish.

What I find amazing is the
behavior of the bass during the
shad run. Often they’ll tail-slap
the bait first, then return to
inhale the stunned fish.

S0 for an angler fishing six-
pound.test with no weight, there
is the initial surface boil, a brief
period of intense anticipation,
then the actual strike.

In fact, fishing with shad is a
lot like fishing with sardines in
the ocean. And the action, I've

learned. can be almost as fast as-
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it is during a wide-open tuna
bite.

Mitrany agrees and points
out that there are purists who
won’t use shad or any type of live
bait, favoring only artificial lures
such as swim-baits or plastic
worms. ,

“But to me, fishing is fishing,”
the guide adds, while admiring
another three-pound large-
mouth. “T'll use whatever’s work-
ing best at the time.”

We've caught at least 40 fish
before the sun dips over the .
western ridge, casting a cool
shadow over the cove.

It’s time to head back, but
out of curiosity we stop at the
spot where I caught our lone
striper. There is no churning
frenzy but I cast anyway, and
two seconds later my reel is
singing again.
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It’s another large striper, a
perfect bookend, bringing to a
fitting end the best afternoon of
bass fishing I've ever enjoyed.
And if this is what the Castaié
live-bait bite is really about, I'll
rue the day the shad go deep,
and long for their return.



