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Introduction

Peter Bristow sat in my Fort Lauderdale office and was passionate about making a single point. In creating the Living Legends project I needed to understand an important point. The last fifty years of innovation in big game fishing have seen a revolution in the industry. The new equipment and techniques being used today are a result of research both on and off the water by industry professionals. And much of that innovation has come out of the great masters of fishing who are or have been connected to the South Florida fishing scene. That put me in the perfect place to network with some of the greatest fishermen in the world to compile this book.

So what do each of these men have in common that have taught them how to find and attract fish where mere mortals fail? How about thirty or forty years on the bridge or in the tower trolling baits and lures in every comer of the world. These men are all as different as night and day, but they all possess certain traits that make them similar. First and foremost of course is their love of fishing. In that respect I have not in a single instance of dealing with them found a great fisherman who was indifferent. In fact what I

have found is enthusiasm that never turns off. In reading the biographies of these men it appears that most got their start as professional fishermen in a very humble place, most on the various charter docks around the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. Some were mates, some sold bait; some had commercial fishing backgrounds. 

We might be inclined to assign such trades with minimal skill or education levels, kind of a blue-collar mind set. But we would be so wrong to categorize them thus. My experience of these men has been that every one of them is intelligent, articulate and very creative. In fact the cloth these men were cut from would have allowed them to be successful at whatever profession or trade they chose. It’s just that they are passionate about fishing and have directed their efforts that way. Because of their focus and dedication they have led interesting lives have mingled with every kind of humanity from the lowliest bottom scraper to the highest celebrity, industrialist, or politician. And at the

end of the day they have had experiences that most of us can only imagine.

Anyone who has ever spent a day on the water knows that all kinds of adventures can come your way. It might be some crazy weather, a wild wave, or an amazing fish, turtle, or bird. It can be a serious mishap that threatens or takes a life. The ocean can be a fun playground, but it can also be a very dangerous place. Bart Miller expressed it beautifully when he wrote, “The sea has many faces not all of them peaceful playful or fun.” And as Ron Hamlin put it in his story Fire Aboard the Premier Cru, “Bad things can happen fast.”

And of course good things can happen fast too. And that s where this book comes in. These exciting, intriguing, exceptional Living Legends of Big Game Fishing have stories to tell. They have seen it all. In fact each of them could write his own book about the wonderful, amazing, spectacular, and tragic events he has experienced and witnessed.

When putting this project together I asked each of them to tell a story that had significance to them. Tell of an adventure, a spectacular fish, a technique or opinion they would like to share. They were given a blank page on which they were asked to talk about something that was exciting or different, a life changing experience, or just whatever it was that they thought might interest others. And did they ever come up with the goods. At times I would read their articles or listen to their tapes and my jaw would drop. Sometimes it seemed inconceivable that people had the strength to live through some of the things these men have experienced. How crazy is it to land a bluefin tuna that weighs in excess of 900 pounds? I still haven’t been in the cockpit of a boat that was hooked to a 1,000-pound blue or black marlin. Most of these guys have made that happen many rimes. To them its all in a day s work. To the average person its a life altering experience.

While working on this project I have been asked many times about the men themselves. I guess that people assume that men who reach this level in any profession are full of themselves, egomaniacs, type A competitors. Anyhow that’s what I was asked. How difficult were they? How crusty are they? What’s it like to be around men who reach such a high plateau in such a rugged profession? To be honest, I always knew that each of them belonged on this A list of fishing greats. Quite a few of them were humble enough to believe they had no business in this company. They were anything but egotistical or difficult. I found them mostly to be, first of all, passionate about fishing, then intelligent, curious, and creative. Most had plenty of salt under their fingernails, but I found none of them to be conceited, arrogant, or difficult. They were eager to talk about their sport and anxious to share their experiences. I might have had some difficulty rounding everyone up to get their stories in. but remember these are very busy men, booked solid for months ahead, and traveling all over the world. Moving targets so to speak.

And what about rivalries between these captains and each other, and with other captains who are not a part of this project? My observation has been that any rivalry that I have noted probably falls within the healthy range. When you look at the records of men like Peter Wright, Bart Miller, Bobby Brown, Ron Hamlin, or Peter Bristow, and I could add all of our captains to this list, who do they really need to impress? They have been so successful at big game, deep sea fishing that their records speak for themselves. It would be beneath them to get too caught up in bragging rights and one-up-manship. I have witnessed very little of that kind of behavior while assembling these stories.

So I invite you to strap yourself in and get ready for a different kind of ride. This one is way offshore in very deep and blue water. Take comfort in the knowledge that you can relax in your favorite easy chair and enjoy these experiences with the Living Legends of Big Game Fishing while they do all the heavy lifting.

Author’s Note

A number of famous captains and anglers expressed an interest in contributing articles to the Living Legends book. And some of them had the stature to include their names among those who were finally selected. But at the end of the day I had to ask myself how have these participants evolved after their so many decades of fishing for the world’s great game fish? What I believe separates these living legends from many other famous captains and anglers is their transformation from being users of the ocean’s resources to being protectors of the ocean s resources. Each of these men has seen his share of waste at the weigh station as captains and anglers strive for a new world record or a tournament title. And each has come to the realization that what was fashionable in the 1960s, 70s, and 80s was not going to be acceptable in the 1990s, and certainly not in the twenty first century. No longer do fishing enthusiasts laud the captain who hangs the carcass of a Pacific sail or inedible tarpon on a hook for spectators to gawk at in hopes of snaring a charter for a future day. Anyone who fishes for fun and sport and cares about the future of our fisheries knows well enough to throw back the undersized catches and keep only what he can use.

The ocean’s resources are limited and they are stressed out. The men who made it into this book know this and live by it. There are no regrets for the way they fished decades ago as that was how it was done. But now the measure of the man, and how he will be judged by his peers, will depend more upon what he sets free than what he takes. Hanging the carcasses of rare, exotic, or endangered fish is just not politically correct anymore. In fact it is unforgivable and grotesque. Sports fishermen, if they are to be called sports, know this lesson and pass it on to others.

This book carries a few pictures of dead fish because they are an important part of the history of big game fishing. Most are records of inestimable importance in the sport And because they have been shown for the magnificent animals they are, or were, a greater appreciation can be had by all for knowing them better. I have a very good feeling about the direction sport fishing is going when it comes to conservation. It’s coming around to where the guy who takes a twelve gauge pump and massacres a 350-pound hammerhead shark so he can hang it at the dock and draw a crowd is going to be shunned. The guy who tags a healthy blue marlin and releases it so it can go on to make babies and live another twenty years is the hero. To a man every contributor to this book knows, understands, and preaches conservation. I have conducted hundreds of interviews in the making of the book, and never has one of these captains boasted about the fish they killed. They are the leaders in the sport and have lived through the transformation in attitudes, and now stand out as the respected voices on the subject of ocean conservation.

I have been motivated by these men to help them to tell these stories because in the end the oceans can only be saved through awareness of their condition. It was a heartwarming experience to be present at the Annual Awards Presentation of The Billfish Foundation at the Miami Beach Rod and Reel Club in February 2005. I consider The Billfish Foundation to be an important resource in the awareness and protection of pelagic species Here there are no honors for line class world record catches. Only T&R (tag and release) is respected. This is where important research is being conducted into the spawning habits and migration patterns of all kinds of billfish. At this gathering many of the top ocean scientists and fishing enthusiasts in the world come together to honor their own. It was awesome to see the entire room stand and give an ovation to Ron Hamlin, known throughout the sportfishing world as Captain Hook, as their ‘Man of the Year’. Ron has released 30,000 billfish in his career, and has been an advocate of the use of circle hooks since the things were invented. I believe that after his so many years on the bridge and his decades of educating fishermen through his example and emails, Ron stands out as perhaps the most important captain of them all. It is for this reason that he is the lead off storyteller in this book.

So, as you read these stories and view the pictures, don’t be too judgmental if some of the scenes and tales are in shades that do not perfectly please your sensibilities. That was then and this is now, and we had to go there to get where we are today.
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Captain Ron Hamlin 
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Ron Hamlin began his professional fishing career in 1959 in Boynton Beach, Florida, on board the charter boat Lucky Penny. From there he began chartering out of Palm Beach with Capt. Frank Ardine, where he was first introduced to tagging. In 1967 Ron got his first job as a captain. Later, in the early 1970s, Ron ran the Big Blue for Jerry Bos and in 1971 Jerry took Ron to Australia where he caught his first grander, a 1098 pound black marlin on board Kalimar. Ron then took the captain’s job on Joe Lopez’s boat, Prowess, shuffling throughout the Atlantic and Caribbean. During this time he developed the process for formaldehyde mackerel This invention allowed anglers to fast troll for marlin using dead baits, and in 1974 and 1975 they caught more blue marlins than any other boat in the Atlantic Ocean. It was sailfish in Cozumel, marlin in St. Thomas, and giant bluefin tuna in Cat Cay. In 1975 Prowess was the first American boat to discover the excellent fishing off Venezuela, and had a great deal of success with sails, blues, swords, and of course white marlin. 

In 1977 Ron rook rime off from fishing to write the Doubleday book Tournament. Soon thereafter he returned to fishing throughout the Atlantic and Caribbean. During this time, between the 1980s until 1994, he caught upwards of 3,000 billfish. Then in 1994 at the strong urging of his friend, Tim Choate, Ron moved to Guatemala where the sail fishing is unequaled anywhere in the world. Bill Gooch bought the beautiful Carolina built 42-foot Willis and named it Captain Hook after Ron’s nickname of 30 years. Ron took over as captain and made this one of the most famous bill fishing boats in the world. In Guatemala Ron became a serious enthusiast of tagging, and pioneered the use of circle hooks with billfish. In the time since his arrival there Ron has released 20,000 billfish, mostly sails, and has tagged more than 7,000 of them.

With over 40 years of experience on the bridge Capt. Hamlin has earned a world class reputation as an award winning sportfishing guide. He is also accomplished at offshore fly techniques and has held six world fly fishing records, four for sails and one each for white and blue marlins. For his efforts at conservation of the billfish species with circle hooks, and tagging and releasing, he has won many awards. But the one of which he is most proud is the NOAA Environmental Hero Award.

In addition to numerous tournament victories Capt. Hamlin has continued with a consistent pattern of awards and world records dating as far back as 1974 when he took his first world record for a 56-pound sailfish on 12-pound tippet. In 1977 he was the first person to ever catch a swordfish in the Bahamas on rod and reel. In 1984 he established the records for the largest blue marlins ever caught in Venezuela and Puerto Rico, 1,023 and 984 pounds respectively. In that same year Capt. Hamlin set the world record for white marlin on fly. 

Fire on Board the Premier Cru

I was bringing the 41-foot Striker, called Premier Cru, up from St. Thomas. The year was 1982, and on board with me were two mates, Greg and Bait, and my fiancé, Danielle. We were at the end of a 400-mile leg to South Caicos, only thirteen miles left to go, and from the bridge, the Riding Rock Inn could be seen on the horizon. The Striker performed best at slower speeds, and we were cruising at ten knots on the way in. At about 3:30 in the afternoon I decided that if I boosted the throttle a little we would be able to make it in to port before Customs closed thus avoiding the overtime we would otherwise have to pay if we arrived too late. I throttled up to about 14 or 15 knots, not the best performance speed for this boat but with the island in view we could be in within the hour.

Meanwhile down in the engine room what I believe was a faulty oil line ready to let go must have had more stress than it could handle. The boat backed off its speed all by itself without my touching the throttles. This was not good. The hatch on the engine compartment was very tight so I could not hear anything that sounded wrong. I would just have to climb down off the bridge to see what was the matter.

The engine hatch was just inside the cabin. The instant I opened the cover to the compartment all hell broke loose. I believe that the fire had already started and was contained somewhat on account of the automatic C02 system. It’s possible that the C02 had been keeping the fire under control, but it had not put it out completely. And because the oxygen in the compartment had been burned up, the fire did not have all the ingredients it needed to grow or spread. When I opened the engine hatch it set up a classical backdraft situation. Oxygen rushed into the compartment and fire leapt out and reached all the way to the cabin overhead. I reacted as quickly as I could, barely getting out of the way fast enough to avoid being burned. The instant the flames shot out of there the fire was out of control. Our main fire control device had been used up and there was no time to stand there and throw water on it. I had a greater fear that something would soon explode and injure or kill one or all of us, so I made a quick decision to abandon everyone safely from the boat. I yelled for everyone to head for the bow. I repeated this several times.

Danielle and the mates had to climb through the cabin windows to get up to the bow. I was fortunate in that my briefcase that contained our money and passports was right at the side of the cabin doorway and I was able to grab it as I backed away. While Danielle and Greg and Bait were scrambling to get out onto the bow I hustled up to the bridge. I knew the flames were right under me so I only had a few seconds to act. Knowing that the Riding Rock Inn monitored channel 16, I put out a Mayday on the radio. 

Premier Cru had no lifeboat, but by some stroke of good luck, while we were in St. Thomas, we had found a small Zodiac about nine feet long. We used it as a utility boat for rowing around and snorkeling. When we headed to Caicos we hauled it up onto our bow and let it ride up there. In it at the time of the fire were a mask, fins, and a half jug of water. While I was on the bridge calling in the Mayday and putting the engines into reverse with the autopilot still on, Greg and Bait launched the Zodiac Danielle grabbed a life preserver and all three of them jumped overboard and climbed into the Zodiac. I followed a few seconds behind them.

Within a minute or two one of the engines shut down which caused the boat to move in circles. I was concerned that we might be in its erratic path, but that ended up not being a problem. From a distance we watched the boat become engulfed in flames. It was a burning, melting, stinking mass of diesel fuel from the tanks, aluminum from the hull, and a combination of those materials that were contained in the interior of the boat including the furnishings, electronics, our clothes, and all of our fishing gear and provisions. It was an impressive flame that I will never forget,

Soon the stern started taking on water, and it took only a few minutes for the boat to begin to sink. For awhile the one engine continued to run and then it too shut down. We watched as Premier Cru did its final death dance. Fire hissed and crackled as the hull sank deeper and deeper from the stern. And then, as if in its final death throes, it sank beneath the surface and did not stop until it rested on the bottom.

From the bridge I had been able to see South Caicos Island. My eye level was about 15-feet above the surface of the ocean. But from the Zodiac we were at sea level and could only see the horizon. While I knew which direction we needed to head to get to the island, Danielle was not so certain of that. She was terribly shook up from the experience as we all were, and she was scared as she had a right to be. I knew the direction we had to follow because I knew the direction of the wind and currents. I knew they were favorable and in time we would end up pretty close to where we wanted to be. 

But Danielle questioned that and could not relax even for a minute. We drifted for hours through the evening and into the deep hours of the night. The moon came up and, undisturbed by any outside light source, our night vision was very good. Eventually we were able to make out a lump in the water that we guessed to be a small island. No matter what other options were or were not available to us, this island held much better possibilities for us than the Zodiac did. We used the fins as paddles and made our way up to the small coral outcropping. We could hear waves breaking against its shore so we knew we had to get around the other side of it in order to come ashore. A few more minutes of paddling and we were there. The coral rock was as sharp as glass, and we had to be very careful climbing out of the boat. Once we were on shore we could not move around very much because we only had two pairs of shoes between us, and we had to hand them back and forth in order to move around. But, in spite of everything, we knew we were on solid ground which greatly improved our chances of survival.

We had been soaked by the sea and cramped up in that small Zodiac for many hours. In the night the temperature had dropped precipitously and Danielle was most certainly suffering from hypothermia. As awful and jagged as the surface of the coral rock was, we had to lie down and try to give each other body warmth just to make it through the night. Danielle’s condition was bad and I did not want it to worsen. We curled up together in a small ravine that offered only the slightest relief from the jagged rocks, but on account of our extreme exhaustion we were able to sleep.

I was awakened by Greg and Bait’s yelling at a passing Bahamian lobster boat. We hailed the native lobsterman over and told him of our dilemma of having lost our boat and struggling to get onto this small rock outcropping. The man said he had seen the smoke and fire of Premier Cru the day before but he could not get out to us because of the sun setting in his eyes.

Rescue was at hand and I did not want to jeopardize that, but at the same time I knew the man was lying. Our boat sank to the east of Caicos, and the sun would have been setting behind the man. Anyhow I didn’t say anything about that. I just wanted to get my crew back to land. I asked the Bahamian to help us out. He balked because he had lobster to catch and he would lose money if he stopped now to help us. My urge was to put this man on the coral rock and take my crew back to Caicos in his boat. But I didn’t want a hassle so I offered to double what the man would make this day by lobstering if he would give us a ride back in. He agreed. 

The lobster boat could not come ashore for fear of damage to the hull on the sharp rocks. No problem, we would jump in the water and swim over to him. But there was a problem I did not know about. Danielle had never told me that she could not swim. While I wanted to tear into her for being so stupid as to take an ocean voyage in a small boat without having this basic skill, this was not the time. I gently coaxed her into jumping into the water with the life preserver on and together we swam over to the boat.

It took a while to get settled once we reached land. There was Customs to clear, and reports to make about the boat. We had to find a place to clean up and something to eat. The report of the sinking was made to the authorities, and was made available to the boat’s owner, Bill Reed, so he could file his insurance claim. When I spoke to Bill and told him of the loss of his boat his only concern was for me, and Danielle, and the crew. He didn’t even ask about the boat. He just wanted to be certain that we were all right. His concerns were in the right place for a good boat owner, and I have always appreciated that.

The Mayday I sent out was never received. The Riding Rock Inn was closed, so I’m not sure anyone anywhere ever heard my call. But I learned an important lesson that day. Even though I had at that time been a Captain for many years, there was a lesson here that everyone should learn. When there is a fire on board a vessel there is very little time to react. Events happen in an instant and things go down hill at breakneck speed. Flames can engulf a boat in seconds and explosions can occur even on diesel machines. Near panic sets in, and split second decisions can mean the difference between a

successful evacuation and rescue, and tragedy. It is always best to have a fire plan in place before the boat leaves the dock. 

Captain Without a Clue

I was 19 years old in the summer of 1963 when I ventured up ta Atlantic City New Jersey to see what the action might be like, and look far a job as a mate on one of the local charter boats. Upon arriving there I found that there were no jobs available for mates but there was a job available for a captain. I told the owner that I was more of a mate than a captain, but he asked me if I knew how to run a boat. I said sure I could, and so he said I was hired.  Naturally I was nervous about this responsibility, but I had some friends up there who said they would help me out, keep me from getting lost, and in general look out for me. 

We were entered in the Atlantic City Tuna Tournament. For this tournament the committee would blow a claxon at five in the morning for the start of fishing. Since I was following two other boats that knew the way out, I could not be a minute late for the start. I told this to the owner and his family and they agreed. My instructions to them were that we were to meet between 4:30 or 4:45, but no later. The owner complied with my instructions and they were at the dock at exactly 4:45 a.m. There was no time to waste. We had to just climb on board this 37-foot wooden Peterson Viking named What’s Wrong and get ready for the starter’s signal. In the party was the owner, his wife and son, and the son’s fiancé a nice family group that promised to be a couple of good days of fishing together. 

At quarter to five the son came to me and said he wanted to go eat breakfast. I told him that it was now too late as we had to be ready when the bell goes off because I was following two other boats out. We were heading out off Ocean City, Maryland, to a place called the Jack Spot where we were going to fish. I didn’t know a thing about being a captain or navigating, or anything else, so I would have to follow my friends out. My thinking was that if they had enough fuel to get out there, then I must too.

We ran out to the southeast for about three hours. It was now about 8:00 a.m. when one of my engines quit. Knowing nothing about marine mechanics, I went down and opened the engine hatch and looked around. I tapped on the carburetor, checked the spark plug wires, and twisted the distributor cap, and then I was out of ideas of how to fix this problem. I closed the engine hatch and decided we’d have to continue on one engine. I got on the radio and told my friends that I wouldn’t be able to follow them any longer. They said not to worry because there were 200 other boats in the tournament and there would be plenty of boats to follow in when we were done fishing. This was OK with me, so I kept running.

About an hour later I spied some tuna jumping so I slowed the boat down and came down off the bridge to set up the cockpit. I didn’t have a mate, so I had to do everything myself. After a bit of a struggle I had four lines out and we were fishing. I ran back up to the bridge and began to circle around on the school when I heard the fiancé scream. I looked down to see the boy leaning over one of the rods in the transom and going into convulsions. He had fallen out of the chair onto the rods and then onto the floor. He was going into uncontrollable spasms. He was kicking and shaking back and forth side to side, and was totally out of control. I came down from the bridge to try to get him under control. As I held on to him he shook me around as if I wasn’t even there. Finally I put my feet up against the stanchion of the fighting chair and pinned him against the bulkhead. He could not squirm so much even though his head was still rolling and snapping from side to side. The father began screaming, “Get a doctor get a doctor!” The girlfriend was hysterical, and the mother fainted dead away. I ran back up to the bridge and got on the radio. With 200 boats nearby there had to be a doctor. I called out on the radio, “This is the boat What’s Wrong. We need a doctor. Is there a doctor out there?”

Right away a call came back to me from a doctor who had been monitoring his radio. “What’s wrong, What’s Wrong?” Came the reply. I told him that this kid is going crazy down here; that he had fallen out of the chair and was jumping and shaking all around. I had him in a blanket and his feet elevated. This was just about the extent of my first aid knowledge. I didn’t know anything else to do. Then the father called up to me that the boy was diabetic. I relayed this back to the doctor that the boy was diabetic. The doctor asked me if he had his insulin this morning. I asked the father if he’d had his insulin this morning. The father said yes that he had given it to him. I said to the doctor yes the father gave it to him. Then the doctor asked has he had anything to eat this morning. I began calling down to the father to ask him had he eaten anything. Then I remembered that I had stopped him from going to breakfast over four hours earlier. I replied to the doctor that he had not eaten anything. The doctor immediately diagnosed the boy s problem as sugar shock, what we know as an insulin reaction. He said if the boy were going to live he would have to be air lifted to a hospital. He instructed me to try to get some sugar into him and that would help bring him out of this condition and might save his life.

I was told to put out a Mayday to the Coast Guard to have them bring a doctor out in a helicopter and treat him, and then bring the boy back in with them. I placed the call to the Coast Guard and tried as best I could to tell them my position. I had no GPS, and I was far out of sight of land so all I could tell them is that I had run so many miles for such a length of rime and let them figure out where I was. They instructed me to stay on the radio and they would triangulate off my radio signal. They soon located my position and dispatched two helicopters to find me and rescue the boy. 

By now I had attracted several other boats to my position who were curious and wanted to watch this fiasco. As an immediate remedy to the boy’s situation I was instructed to try and force some sugar into his mouth to combat the insulin reaction. We had some packets of sugar in the galley, so I got a few of them and proceeded to try to pour it into his mouth. But with his rolling of his head back and forth it was hard to get it to go into his mouth. There was a mountain of sugar surrounding his lips and on the edge of his mouth, but I had to somehow get it to go into his mouth. I found a pencil and used the eraser end to push the sugar over his lips and into his mouth. As I was pushing the eraser into the boy’s mouth, imagine me kneeling over the boy and stuffing the eraser end of a pencil down his mouth when his mother woke up. She looked over, saw what I was doing and fainted all over again.

I asked the Coast Guard on the radio if there was anything he wanted me to do with the boat as he hovered above us. He said to do nothing. But as he hovered above me the downdraft from the copter blades caused the boat to spin around. Soon they were lowering a doctor down from the helicopter onto the spinning deck of my little boat. As the boat kept moving away from the descending doctor I got out the long handled gaff and caught him by the pants leg and started guiding him in. The doctor’s feet finally touched down on the deck of the boat. He took off the horse collar that had been used to lower him from the helicopter and the first thing he said was that he thought he was going to be sick. He had not been on the boat long enough to be seasick. He was actually sick from the helicopter ride out.

For the first ten minutes onboard he puked over the side and moaned about his condition. When he felt just a little better he looked the boy over and gave him a shot and said that he would have to go to the hospital. We called the helicopter back over and told them that we were going to have to airlift the boy back
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