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Arvin Reyes, of San cranked up the 80 Merc on his 15-foot Whaler, and we headed out of San

Diego’s Mission Bay on a calm October morning last year. We had already stopped at Everingham

Brothers’ bait receiver in Quivira Basin for a half scoop of lively sardines -- a Southern California

staple. (Not much that swims locally that will turn its nose up at a live sardine.)  We wanted them

particularly to tempt kelp -- AKA calico -- bass).  We passed the last set of speed-limit buoys in the

main channel, we were off to the Point Loma kelp, as the huge bed is known.



Arvin Reyes of San Diego with a nice sized
Calico caught deep in the kelp forest.

 Before we got even halfway, puddling bait caused us to put the brakes on as we scrambled for our fly
gear. Pacific bonito had been thick recently, and it didn’t take long for lightly weighted blue-and-white
Clousers to draw some of these speedsters up to the surface to slash at the flies.

But the calico bass were our main quarry, so we left
the bonito biting and moved on to the outside edge of the
Point Loma kelp forest. We rigged up with 1/0 live-bait
hooks tied direct to 20-pound line on stiff, fast-action
rods designed for quick hook-sets and good pulling
power. This is not finesse fishing but all-out jungle
warfare.

Pinning squirming sardines onto our hooks through
their nostrils, we proceeded to drift into the kelp,
prospecting every good looking hole or dense group of
fronds that rose up to meet us as we moved along. Good
Polaroid sunglasses are definitely worth having so you
can spot fish in the often gin-clear water, but also to
enjoy the spectacle of your sardine performing frantic
escape maneuvers when a hungry bass emerges
menacingly from the shadows before pouncing upon its
prey.

The drill with livies is simple enough. After locking
down the drags on our baitcasters (Reyes used a Shimano Calcutta, and I went with an Ambassadeur
6601CB), we cast or flipped out in free spool. Letting the sardines swim free, we used only thumb
pressure to keep in contact with the bait. Once we either saw or felt the bait being taken, we gave the bass
a few seconds to ensure it had taken the bait completely before putting the reel back in gear and driving
the hook home.

We needed an immediate, solid hook-set to turn the fish so we could pump them up and out of their
weedy holes quickly. The longer bass remain down there, the more likely they’ll dash back into the kelp,
wrapping an angler’s line around thick rubbery fronds. Several times, as I was peering into the depths
watching my bait swim around, I could see a wolf-pack of calicos jump out and mug my bait, all jostling
for position to be the first to inhale the hapless sardine. Survival of the fittest at its finest -- Darwin would
have been proud!

Pacific’s Tropical Rain Forests
Various types of kelp are found all over the world, but in few places does giant kelp (Macrocystis

pyrifera) form such vast and dense undersea forests as in the coastal waters of the Southern California
Bight. You’ll also see occasional strands of the much thicker bull kelp (nereocystis luetkeana), with its
soccer-ball sized floats, but this variety occurs more frequently further north.


