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PREFACE


If you want to learn more about your favorite water, or learn about other overlooked hotspots in this region, this Guide is for you.

If your favorite water is not mentioned, there could be several reasons:

1. The author is not aware of the productivity of your favorite spot;

2. With so many waters to cover, it is impossible to mention each and every one;

3. The author may be keeping it a secret for himself.

This book should be a reference source for all anglers who fish or wish to fish in the future the waters of Central Florida. Each chapter focuses on the “name” lakes and rivers in the region that almost always produce good bass fishing and on many overlooked waters that quietly produce good bass fishing as well. The places mentioned in each chapter are waters where you can usually catch largemouth bass. Those waters where sunshine (hybrid striped bass) and striped bass are available are also noted.

Additionally, productive methods that will help the reader catch more and larger bass on these waters are presented in Larry Larsen’s Guide To Central Florida Bass Waters. The proven techniques, lures and baits discussed within the pages of this book should help you be better prepared to tackle one of the rivers or lakes in the book on your next time out.
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The author has extensively covered the region’s bass waters to research magazine articles and books. He has caught several hundred bass from 5 to 12 pounds from Florida lakes and rivers.



INTRODUCTION


THE GUIDE AND YOUR GUIDE

Learn everything there is to know about your next Central Florida bass fishing destination and your trip will be better planned and more productive. Guide To Central Florida Bass Waters is your best resource for trip planning, seasonal information, water characteristics and other interesting and necessary details that will make your bass fishing trip less of a guessing game.

Guide To Central Florida Bass Waters focuses on the top bass rivers and lakes from Tampa and Orlando to Palatka. This region is very productive for big largemouth!

While fishing pressure is more focused on Central Florida than on waters in the other two Florida regions, it is spread out over more water in terms of diversity and geographic coverage. This region’s waters are the state’s most popular for a reason. They produce lots of bass and offer beautiful scenery at the same time.

To help you better locate productive spots, the book lists specific locations on each of the waters covered, and effective techniques that the author and other expert bass guides and professional fishermen have employed. Launching areas, maps and other lake details are also included for many of the region’s lakes and rivers.

Largemouth bass are the main focus of this book, yet striped bass and hybrid striper bass (sunshine bass) are also mentioned when the opportunity exists for a significant catch on a specific body of water. Information on lake records is included, for those anglers wishing to prepare in advance to try to set their own.

The specific waters within these pages were picked because they are consistently productive for numbers or bass, and/or because they produce lunker-size largemouth. These waters are also popular, with a local reputation for quality fisheries, and are accessible to most anglers with canoes, johnboats or larger bass boats. If your favorite lake or river isn’t mentioned, it may be because it’s too small and heavy fishing pressure could devastate it, or because it’s private, or because it’s currently not known to be productive. Finally, it may simply be located in a different region, so check the other books in this series.

Some of the most interesting and valuable aspects of Guide to Central Florida Bass Waters are the seasonal information, lures and tackle recommendations, and detailed locations mentioned for improving the angler’s bass catching success. The author, Larry Larsen, takes the time to outline specific locations in lakes, rivers and creeks, information that is normally not possible to include in many magazine articles due to lack of space. It is certain that the reader will learn much new information revealed in this book for the first time.

For the past 24 years, Larry has covered the state in his quest for great bass waters . . . from the sand hill ponds in Holmes and Walton Counties to Titusville’s Merritt Island Refuge, from the St. Mary’s River at the Georgia line to the brackish canals in the Everglades. Fishing more than 1,000 of Florida’s lakes and rivers qualify him to author the Guide to Florida Bass Waters series of books.

It is improbable at least that readers would not learn something from Larry’s knowledge and experience. An award-winning author of over a dozen other books on bass fishing, few writers are more qualified and knowledgeable about Florida’s bass waters. He enjoys Florida bass fishing as much as he enjoys writing about it, and he’s as good an angler as he is a writer.

His Florida fishing success includes numerous bass between five and 12 pounds from the waters mentioned. He also held a line-class world record for Suwannee bass. His expertise in developing successful patterns for both artificial and live bait fishing has resulted in extensive recording of his catches and successes through several thousand color slides and magazine articles.

Over the past eight years, Larry has covered the state for Outdoor Life as their Florida Editor, fishing and writing about the top waters and those often overlooked. His numerous articles on Florida bass waters have also appeared in Florida Sportsman, and many other regional and national publications. He is a member of the Outdoor Writers Association of America (OWAA), the Southeastern Outdoor Press Association (SEOPA), and the Florida Outdoor Writers Association (FOWA).

Guide to Central Florida Bass Waters is the second of the Bass Waters Series which also includes North Florida, and soon will include South Florida Bass Waters.

Guide to Central Florida Bass Waters includes several appendices that an informed reader should find of interest. Appendix A lists the significant lakes and rivers in each Central Florida county and the surface acreage of each. The addresses and telephone numbers of the game and fish office and those of the county chambers of commerce are listed in Appendix B.

To help broaden your knowledge on bass fishing, inshore fishing and hunting for deer and turkey, Appendix C is the informative Fishing & Hunting Resource Directory. A compilation of quality outdoor reference books that are extremely popular with sportsmen is presented. For example, Larry’s award-winning nine-book BASS SERIES LIBRARY details highly productive fish catching methods and special techniques. Other books published by Larsen’s Outdoor Publishing reveal how to be more productive on your next fishing or hunting trip. This additional information in the Resource Directory will help you catch more bass and inshore fish, and locate more deer and turkey on your next hunting. They will help make you more successful!

Information on how to obtain the most comprehensive maps for many of the state’s lakes is also available in Appendix D.

Finally, the comprehensive Index includes a cross reference of lakes, cities, bass species, counties and fisheries information that will help you quickly locate and review each reference throughout the book.

I’m sure you will enjoy learning from Larry’s expertise, as I have over the years. -- Lilliam M. Larsen
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REBOUNDING RODMAN RESERVOIR

THE NEWS WAS BLEAK. The headlines screamed, “Major Fish Kill Wipes Out Rodman!,” and “Rodman Reservoir Is Dead!” The obituaries were written in late 1985 and early 1986. It was gloom and doom, and the fishery that was reportedly depleted would not regain its strength until maybe the mid-90s.

But the reporters and many others more recognized as experts were wrong. The premature death announcements for the Corps of Engineers’ impoundment stemmed from an apparent chemical runoff upstream in the Oklawaha River. It entered the lake and forced many fish to the dam, where low oxygen killed a large number of them.

An estimated eight million fish perished during September, and about 50 percent were gamefish. Abiologist reported largemouth bass up to 12 pounds stacked a foot deep along the shoreline after the kill. Most reports predicted that it would take several years to rebuild the bass population of Rodman. Numerous articles in newspapers and magazines convinced anglers that the fishing here was ruined.

This bass fishery was out of action a few months in the mid 1980s, but today it yields huge bass.

Gainesville resident, Shaw Grigsby, didn’t quit fishing the lake when the news hit, however. And he claims that bass fishing ever since has been fantastic. In his frequent visits to Rodman after the big kill, he noticed very few other anglers on the lake. Grigsby found, though, that the big kill didn’t eliminate all of the bass. On the contrary, many were left, and he found them to be healthy and hungry.

The young angler, who has been justifiably impressed with the quantity and quality of bass in the impoundment, likes to toss baits in the areas that lie between Kenwood and Orange Springs Landings. There is more diverse cover in that area, the “center section” of Rodman Reservoir.

“One of the largest concentrations of largemouth exist in the standing timber, vegetation mats, old creek channels, and major river channel,” says Grigsby. “Upstream, are only the Orange Springs flats and the Oklawaha. Toward the dam, is a large expanse of flats.”

Grisgby, who has caught Rodman bass of up to 11 3/4 pounds on a buzz bait, usually opts for topwater lures. He’ll use them most of the year, particularly from February through November. When not tossing a buzz bait, he’ll use either an injured-minnow type lure, or a tiny Torpedo surface plug.

Most of my Rodman catches have occurred in either shallow or mid-depth waters. A crankbait is often my choice for an area just out from the dam where the old Oklawaha River channel makes a bend. Large, deep-running plugs, as well as vibrating plugs have been productive there. I’ve caught big bass by flippin’ worms in the floating water cabbage around the old river channel. There are other kinds of areas on the lake that also draw my attention.

Rodman is not typical Florida water. Its variety of structure and depth is unparalleled in this state. There’s plenty of vegetation and shallow flats, plus an abundance of submerged stumps and timber, creek channels, drops, humps and banks. The reservoir also has numerous natural springs and artesian wells that flow into it. That makes for a water temperature that is pretty consistent in some areas and productive bass fishing, even in the coldest winter.

FLUCTUATIONS IN WATER LEVEL AND SUCCESS


Rodman’s fishing has been up and down, thanks in part to drawdowns. The reservoir, located in the middle of the Ocala National Forest, experienced several drawdowns in the interest of aquatic weed control during the late 1970’s. Bass were very accessible to anglers and fishing pressure increased significantly when the Rodman Pool water level was minimal and the bass pickings relatively easy. The fishery suffered.

Lunker-size largemouth were scarce in the lake during the late 70’s. Numerous mid-range bass were taken from the lake, but not even the profuse vegetation could protect the fishery. Much of that was lying high and dry for a period of three or four months. The lunker resource could not quickly recover from the bass fishermen onslaught.
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The drawdowns, while normally employed as a very positive means to control aquatic vegetation and benefit the fishery, can also be too frequent on some bodies of water. The characteristics of the reservoir and its most valuable resource, in Rodman’s case, big bass, should have received paramount consideration. Many lunker bass guides on these waters believe that they didn’t.

The initial drawdown on Rodman didn’t occur until 1975. Prior to that, the reservoir was renown for lunker bass. Constructed in 1969 as part of the now defunct Cross Florida Barge Canal project, the controversial waters soon established a reputation for largemouth of huge proportions. The twisting Oklawaha River was dammed and a straight 150-foot wide canal dredged nearby, creating some 16 miles of superior bass habitat.

Continuation of the 107-mile-long canal project was halted in 1971 due primarily to environmental concerns, particularly on the Florida aquifer, and to the decreasing financial feasibility. Flooding of the hardwood forest gave Florida anglers a new and unique opportunity, though: an artificial impoundment with a tremendous habitat for freshwater game fish and their forage.

THE HISTORICAL HEY DAYS


I certainly enjoyed the great fishing there in the early 70’s and caught several bass between five and 10 pounds. The most powerful fish I ever had on hit a large crankbait like a “freight train” going the opposite direction. It burned drag until my 25-pound test line broke. I can only assume that it was the “Mother of all Lunkers!”

With an abundance of standing timber and forage-filled flats, the reservoir zoomed into angling headlines in the early ‘70’s. Several bass in the 10 to 15-pound category were caught. Local bass club tournaments often found a 10 or 11-pound largemouth anchoring a winning catch, and in a national bass tournament in late 1973, a one-day limit (10 fish) weighing over 60 pounds was weighed in. “Big bass” of that tournament was 12 pounds, 13 ounces.

The crystal clear waters soon allowed an influx of water hyacinth and hydrilla which remain today. The weed growth, essentially absent in the 1973 tournaments when crankbaits gained huge stringers and popularity, caused successful methods to change. Today, the logs and scattered stumps lie beneath pennywort, dollar weed, hyacinth and water cabbage.
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On cloudy days, flippin’ around heavy cover in Rodman Reservoir and its tributaries is often productive.

Jigging small leadhead jigs during cool weather became popular. It involved using a garden rake to make a fishing hole in the masses of floating water hyacinths. The 1/16 ounce jigs were dropped through the ‘new’ openings in the thick cover and bass were there, feeding on the tiny freshwater shrimp, bugs and other forage present. The size of these fish was not always impressive, but a cold zero-day could often be salvaged with the method.

Then, in the late 1970’s, hydrilla began to ‘take over’ the entire reservoir. It rooted in 15 feet of water, choking off areas to anglers, but the bass loved it. Forage was everywhere, making feeding easier, yet anglers unaccustomed to fishing such vegetation-intensive areas were frustrated. Guides and weekend anglers that learned how to cope with the ‘problem’ continued to do well.

Soon, however, the pressure for annual drawdowns increased and the Army Corps of Engineers complied. Baitfish and bass were concentrated in the open water then, making them too vulnerable. Lack of drawdowns during the early 1980’s helped to increase productivity, and guides are happy with that.

TODAY’S TROPHY BASS FISHING


Guide Dan Thurmond, who fishes Rodman almost daily with huge shiners, is in agreement that the bass fishing is great. He is an avid proponent of catch and release and a critic of those anglers who keep more lunkers than they wish to mount. Rodman is once again hot, he contends.

My wife, Lilliam, and I traveled to the lake to fish with Dan one June and to check out the fishery. Lilliam, looking for a “birthday” bass, caught one of her largest ever, a healthy seven pounder. Like an 8-1/2 pounder she caught earlier, she released it. We took seven largemouth, including two others over five pounds, in just over five hours of fishing on her birthday.

Thurmond’s largest client-caught bass from Rodman before the kill was taken by Miami resident, Charlie Haag. He was using ten-inch river shiners near a hydrilla-clogged weed bed when the fish hit and buried itself in a mass of weed. The huge bass was 29 1/2 inches long with a 21 1/4 inch girth and weighed 14 pounds.

Less than two months after the big kill a Thurmond party caught two bass that each weighed over 11 pounds. About nine months after the “fish slaughter,” a Thurmond client caught a 15 pound, 3 ounce largemouth from Rodman. Numerous ten-pound-plus bass have been caught and released by Thurmond and clients in the six years since. That activity, while impressive, is an increasingly frequent occurrence today on Rodman, or Lake Oklawaha, as it’s known to map makers.

Some Rodman bass have even been more impressive. Dan Harris, of Interlachen, Florida was fishing with his wife on the flats one morning when something unusual happened. They had caught a couple of five pound bass in two hours, when Dan’s shiner became nervous. The bass sucked the shiner under, and Dan set the hook. He quickly played the bass to the boat and landed the unusual fish.

“What is it?”, his wife asked.

It was a largemouth bass that was completely orange in color! The fish weighed 5 pounds, 12 ounces and was 25 1/2 inches in length. The oddity was kept at the National Fish Hatchery aquarium in Welaka, Florida for several days before it died. Hatchery supervisor, Jim Maxwell, verified the catch but could not offer any explanation for the unusual coloration, other than it being just a freak of nature.

Large Rodman bass of normal coloration can be taken in deep water without the aid of a depth finder. During the summer and fall, the hydrilla defines many deep holes and creek channels. Big bass will work the edges. Best times to catch behemoth bass here are the winter months, but the period of April through June, and again from August through December are also peak times.

WHERE TO LOOK


Some of the better areas in the main pool to fish are at the junction of Deep Creek and the Oklawaha River channel which drops from eight feet down to 25, the hydrilla beds and stumps in front of the dam, and the stumpy flat area south of the Oklawaha River channel nearer shore. Hangups are a reality in the pool area, but many bass are taken there year around.

Hydrilla edges adjacent to 15 feet of water along the Barge Canal spoil banks, and those cuts through the spoil banks and weedbeds usually provide good bass fishing, particularly when the locks are letting water out of the impoundment. Bass gather on the canal side in the hydrilla and other vegetation and wait for forage. The points of the spoil islands are very productive, especially during high winds, wave action and overcast cloud cover.

Bass in the seven to nine foot deep flats off Deep Creek often hang out around the channel as it winds through the area. Anywhere the Oklawaha River channel crosses the barge canal also provides an excellent big bass area. The area depths will range from 15 to 20 feet. The Oklawaha River channel cuts through the flats north of the barge canal spoil humps, and bass set up home at the edge of the 15 to 20 foot deep channel.

Largemouth are often found in the bends and horseshoe turns of the Oklawaha River channel as it crosses the barge canal and winds through the flooded forest off the pool area. The channel provides some unique structure and topographical changes. The bass typically hold on the outer bends of the channel. The best areas are usually the sharpest turns in 5 to 8 feet of water. Anytime the channel leaves the treeline and floating surface canopy, anglers with sonar units have a chance to thoroughly fish an outer bend.

Specifically, the bends of the wood-surrounded river channel near the Blue Springs Cut entrance are productive bass areas. Blue Springs is one of the larger springs on Rodman and reached via a cut through the timber flats south of the river channel. The flow is not very noticeable, but the area holds fish. The nearby area known as Doctor’s Cove is a productive bass hole behind the standing dead timber and floating canopies.

TACTICS, LURES & BAIT


Live bait now accounts for the majority of huge bass on these waters. Native shiners seven to 12-inch long are frequently drifted on a cork set three or four feet above the baitfish. A 5/0 or 6/0 hook through both lips is often the only shiner adornment that I use when after trophies. I’ll fish them in areas with river or wind current for best results. If the water depth is more than 10 feet, I’ll usually remove the bobber.

During a cold front, bass will often move deeper into the cover, calling for more effort on the part of the angler to get a bait to them. Fishing shiners on a tight line without weight or bobber will allow the baitfish to penetrate the floating vegetation easier and result in more strikes. Another way to locate bass during frontal conditions is to move the boat into the vegetation canopy and scoop a “hole” in the weeds. Then, drop a shiner through the opening and let it swim several feet.

Nine to 12-inch plastic worms fished slowly over the aquatic plant life has also been very productive for me. By using minimal weight, the lure will make contact with the edges of the vegetation. I’ll opt for a shorter, red- or moccasin-colored wigglers with curly tail under bright skies. Weed Walkers and other snagless artificials can be highly successful in and around the hydrilla patches when the sun is not straight overhead.

Early or late in the day, or during overcast days, lures that resemble injured minnows tossed into open pockets, take their share of monster largemouth also. It’s best to work them methodically in a twitch, pause, twitch retrieve. I like to fish such lures around the cuts in the canal berm. When the locks are being operated, a current through such areas is set up, and baitfish gets sucked in and out of them.
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The author finds the winter months normally provide the best trophy bass fishing on Rodman.

Buzz baits and other topwater lures worked above the hydrilla in the flats can be productive, particularly from February through November. Wood surface plugs are responsible for many trophy-size bass. A crankbait is often a good choice for the flats area just out from the dam where the submerged Oklawaha River channel makes a bend. Large, deep-running plugs, as well as vibrating plugs, have been productive there.

LAKE DETAILS


The reservoir is 13,000 acres and has a maximum depth of 30 feet, length of 16 miles and width of 3 miles. It has an average depth of 8 feet. Since its construction, the level of the reservoir has been manipulated from approximately 13.2 feet to 18.2 feet. These planned drawdowns in the interest of aquatic weed control, flooded woodland preservation, construction purposes and fisheries management occur periodically.

The section of Rodman, from its headwaters at Eureka Dam to Paynes Landing, is called the riverine section. It consists of flooded woodlands and resembles the pre-impoundment Oklawaha River. The middle section, from Paynes Landing to Orange Springs, consists of dead standing timber and large areas of floating vegetation through which flow the river. The pool section from Orange Springs to the dam includes the river channel, Cross Florida Barge Canal and flats. It consists of expansive areas of floating vegetation, submersed vegetation, dead standing timber and submerged and partially submerged logs and trees.

Three inlets, the Oklawaha River, Deep Creek/Sweetwater Creek and Orange Creek, all drain into the lake, with the Oklawaha being the major source of reservoir water. Numerous underwater springs also contribute slightly. Water levels are maintained by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers dam. Rodman Dam, located on the east side of the reservoir, controls the lake’s water level and flows into the Oklawaha River below. While fluctuations usually do not exceed two feet, drawdowns of five feet have occurred periodically since the mid 70’s.

The lake has approximately 90 miles of shoreline and profuse vegetation. Several floating masses of water hyacinth, water lettuce and flooded trees tend to define certain river channels, shallow humps and spring holes. Hydrilla is the dominant submergent-type vegetation. It is found throughout the reservoir and covers 2,800 acres. During late summer and early fall, most of the hydrilla has grown to the surface. Only the deeper areas of the Oklawaha River channel and Barge Canal are generally free of the vegetation.

The floating water hyacinth are primarily confined to areas of flooded timber along the old Oklawaha River channel where they have lodged and along much of the shoreline. The densely-packed mats of floating vegetation in the areas of flooded timber on Rodman also include pennywort and water hemlock.

LAUNCH AND NAVIGATION DETAILS


There are no fuel facilities or marinas on the water. The free boat ramps spread around the reservoir help alleviate any problems caused by that, however. On the east side of the lake off highway 19 just south of the Barge Canal is the Rodman Recreation Area. Special regulations include open gate hours of 5 a.m. to 10 p.m. for non-campers. On the north side off highway 315 is the popular Kenwood Recreational Area. On the west side off highway 315 in Orange Springs is the Orange Springs Recreation Area.
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