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Nestled deep in the mountains about 35 miles east
of San Diego, lies one of the most consistent yet
unusual bass fisheries in the state of California. It is
unique as far as I know in that although publicly
owned and run by the San Diego City Lakes
department, it operates on a strictly controlled
advanced reservation schedule where you book your
permits through Ticketmaster. Open on a
Wednesday/Saturday/Sunday schedule, from
usually mid-April through September, demand is
high, especially early in the season. Add to this that
there are only 25 permits available for each day
(relating to the 25 rental boats available) and there is
a lot of wheeling and dealing behind the scenes for

the 4 fishing spots available on each permit. As the lake access road goes across private property, you are
currently met at the gate at set times during the morning and escorted down the road to the lake. The same goes
for when you want to leave. There are set times when one of the staff will lead you out back to the main road.
Miss the boat, or in this case the truck, and you will have to wait for the next convoy in or out so don’t be late.

Tubes, kayaks and car-toppers are allowed, so usually most people fish two to a boat for comfort and the other
two anglers bring their own choice of floating transport. Shore fishing is available in places but very limited
overall due to the steep banks and vegetation, especially if you have no means of getting around the lake.
Fishing from the boat dock however is popular and you
can usually catch fish from there all day. This includes
some absolutely monster Bluegill and Crappie which
although taken on the smaller bass baits, can provide
excellent sport on the appropriate light tackle and pan-
fish lures. Lake Barrett also has it’s own set of fishing
regulations in order to protect the quality of it’s fishing.
The main ones are that this is strictly a no-take fishery.
All fish must be released, including the pan-fish.
Therefore only artificial lures may be used with all barbs
crimped down or removed from the hooks. No live bait
of any kind is allowed. The other reason for the
restrictions is that this is one of the last strongholds of
the northern strain of the Black or Largemouth bass in



southern California. The faster growing Florida strain has replaced them almost everywhere else. This is a
shame as the strength and fighting qualities of the northerns has to be experienced to be believed. They may not
attain the double figure sizes of their cousins, but when even a 2lb fish can fight like a Florida strain twice its
size, who cares when it is sport rather than trophies you are after.  With just 5 years experience, I count myself
as an average Bass angler, yet I expect to catch at least 20 fish per day on average. For those who know what
they are doing, a good day will see you catching anywhere from 30, 40 or regularly 50 fish upwards when the
lake is really going off. Last year, even talk of 100 fish days for some was the norm for a few weeks in the
spring and early summer. Compared to elsewhere, it will cost you more to fish here. The permit for 4 anglers
costs $40 with a $10 per angler fee at the lake. This is money well spent though as it is the best place I know to
gain confidence in new baits, new techniques and to take new or inexperienced anglers to catch some fish. For a
complete list of regulations, schedules and directions please visit the Lake Barrett website at www.ci.san-
diego.ca.us/water/recreation/barrett.shtml . For up-to-date local information you can also check out the “Barrett
reservoir seasonal forum” in the message boards online at www.SDFish.com .

As with most southern California lakes, it is well below its capacity
currently thanks to several years of below average rainfall. You can easily
see the well-defined high water mark on shore some 30 or 40 feet
overhead in places. However, there is still a lot of water to cover in the
two main arms of Pine Creek and Hauser, along with the area in the
vicinity of the boat dock near the dam. The sheer numbers of fish means
they are well spread out and early in the day you can be fairly sure of
finding at least one or two along practically any part of the shoreline in
the spring and early summer. Later in the year, many of the bass move
out into the lake as they start chasing the shoals of shad, or down to the
cooler deeper water around rock piles. There are fish along the shoreline

all year long though. With the restricted numbers allowed on the water, this means you can always find a quiet
spot for yourself somewhere.

If you have an electric trolling motor, bring it. Working the shorelines of the numerous coves and rocky points
is a favorite way to find the fish and is also a great help when the wind kicks up which it often does. It can get
quite strong as it gusts down the canyons but usually peaks in the middle of the day and dies off by the late
afternoon ready for the evening bite. Also bring plenty of food and water as there is no concession at the lake.
With summer temperatures regularly in the 90’s and little shade, you will need plenty of liquid to stay hydrated.

It is very hard to pick just a handful of places that you may wish to start if you are new to the lake. It is that
good. But, for the purpose of this article I will offer a few of my own favorite areas. Desolation Point and
Wilson Creek just before it have a mix of structure and depth, with weedbeds, rocky points and walls to work
along. Back in the middle of Pine Creek are large areas of trees and stickups. While many like to fish the trees, I
prefer to work the edges of the thick weedbeds that typically grow out from the shorelines here. Around in the
Hauser Arm, just past Becky Cove - which is a weedy shallow
bay, is a long rock wall. It used to be a hotspot when the water
was deeper, and can still hold a lot of fish. Experiment
though, find your owns spots too. There are so many fishy
looking areas and in most you will not be disappointed.

This year so far, plastics have been very successful. Jigs had
their time in the first week or two, but now senkos and drop-
shotting minnows and flukes are taking over. A lot of fish
have spawned already as the balls of fry show and in the
morning and evening, the top water action can be good as the
bass take advantage of the easy pickings. As the last fish
come off the beds in the next week or two, the crank and



spinner bait fisherman will have their turn too as the fish start
to key back primarily on the shad which are their primary
forage. Later in the year, jigging also works well as does sight
casting spoons to boiling fish as they work the schools. Don’t
forget the fly gear also. More and more anglers are trying this
now and having success. The usual poppers work on top when
the fish are aggressive, but also Wooly Buggers, Clousers,
Deceivers and just about any other lure will take a fish or two.

This really is a lake for all anglers so give it a try if you have
not already – you will become hooked like many of the
regulars do. I hope to meet you out there sometime.


