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When preparing for a day of fishing, the number of combinations of options is incalculable. What fish will be targeted? Where will we be fishing? What time of year is it? How will the moon, wind, and tides affect us? For every one of these questions there are scores of options to be considered. Will we go in the morning, afternoon, nighttime, moonrise or moonset? Will we troll, flat line, kite fish, bottom fish? Will we go to an inlet, far offshore, onto the reefs and wrecks? Will our tackle be heavy, medium, light, or fly? Will we use live or dead bait, lures, feathers, chum? Mono, braid, fluorocarbon, or wire? 

Certainly luck can play a part in our success, but knowledge and skill are so much more important. It’s the difference between the fishermen who go out and load up, right next to the boat that goes out and flies the skunk flag on the way in. Anyone who has spent time fishing has experienced both. But the experienced, knowledgeable fisherman will nearly always out-fish the novice. What separates the pro from the amateur is experience, knowledge, and perseverance. You cannot catch fish at home sitting on your couch. You have to get out there and put some lines in the water. And the more you do that, it seems that the luckier you get.  

I dropped my first line in the water in 1952 in a creek in Michigan. That first time my rod twitched and I reeled in a fish started something that has followed me, or shall I say defined me, for nearly seventy years. I cannot imagine how many lines I have gotten wet since that day. I have always fished. As a young boy I did it for sport every chance I got. As I grew, I became a mate and then a captain/guide at the age of eighteen. That “phase” of my life lasted nearly sixty years. I have mated on head boats, private sport fishermen, any kind of boat imaginable, and had my own charter business for decades.

I have also fished in many places around the world, including the Caribbean, Mediterranean, Gulf of Mexico, North Pacific, Central America, and lakes and rivers everywhere. But I have mostly concentrated on the waters around South Florida, the Florida Keys, and the Bahamas Islands. This is paradise for a sports fisherman. In this area of concentration I have fished far offshore, in backwaters, inlets, canals, bays, flats, and on banks. I have marked reefs, wrecks, jetties, holes, drop-offs, sunken ships, airplanes, and barges. My GPS shows waypoints too numerous to mention. 

I retired from this controlled madness in 2020. That only means I gave up my boat, and that part of the business that had me taking out two or three parties a day, six days a week, for nearly fifty years. Now I only fish three or four times a week on other peoples’ boats. I bring my expertise and leave the driving to someone else. What I might call slowing down means fishing at a level that others might call frenetic. But this is the pace that suits me now.

In writing this book, I broke it all down for the fishing enthusiast who fishes the waters of eastern Florida and the Bahamas Islands. Our target fish are of specific species, mostly fish that inhabit, or at least migrate through tropical waters. No halibut, salmon, rainbow trout, or pike. But a couple of dozen species that like the warmer waters like tuna, snapper, grouper, mahi-mahi, snook, tarpon, wahoo, and certain kinds of billfish. I talk about rigging, knots, baits, lures, tides, currents, depths, and any of the other elements that go into targeting fish successfully. I describe the different species so that my reader can distinguish between a yellow eye snapper that is legal to take, and a red snapper that looks similar but is illegal to take and will cost a huge fine if harvested. Black fin tuna look a lot like bonitos, but we use one as bait and the other we eat, a lot like barracuda and wahoo. 

Starting out on a lifetime of fishing, there is so much to learn. I have learned much through my years of experience, but I also have kept my eyes and ears open for wisdom from other successful fishermen. In this book my intent is to help the fisherman who wants to get better at his game to learn some before experiencing much. I wouldn’t call it a shortcut, but I would say it can help a lot. 

I don’t think it would be bragging to say I know that there are people out there who use me as a reference. “Bouncer said to do it this way.” Or “Bouncer told me thus and so.” Now my readers can say that they too learned it from Bouncer. They read it in his book. 

Tight lines!

Captain Bouncer Smith  

P.S. If anybody can give me an answer to this one, I’d like to know. How is it that, particularly in fishing jargon, we can easily use the singular case to describe what can be intended to be plural. You can have a school of mahi, or a school of mahis; a tuna, two tuna, or two tunas. And both ways of saying it seem to make sense, so maybe both are right. Even the word ‘fish’ itself leaves an open question. But there are some species for which there are stricter rules. The plural of jack is jacks, and it would sound foolish any other way. Eels and crabs; same thing. Anyhow, this book is full of that kind of stuff because that’s how I learned to talk about it. I hope you’ll excuse the linguistic license I’ve taken. 
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Whenever I want to come up with a graphic or artwork, I always call on my friend R.J. Boyle of R.J. Boyle Studio in Lighthouse Point, Florida. R.J. created the cover for this book and my two previous books, The Bouncer Smith Chronicles, A Lifetime of Fishing, and Fish On! The Further Chronicles of Bouncer Smith. In addition to being what I would call an excellent marine artist, R.J. is also a first class fisherman and a highly successful sword fisherman. His artwork on canvass is exceptional, and the beautiful art he creates on swordfish bills is unique, in a class by itself. There simply is nothing like it. His work can be seen in his Lighthouse Point studio/tackle shop, or on his website at www.rjboylestudios.com. 

Now, as to the cover photo. That’s me grinning like crazy because my team just landed the biggest swordfish ever caught in a tournament in the southeast U.S. On August 11, 2018 R.J. Boyle held a daytime swordfish tournament he called the Nickel Swordfish Tournament; Nickel being a reference to a fish of 500 pounds. I was honored to be invited to fish on R.J.’s boat the Dats Nasty, with R.J., and John Barfield, and John Bassett. 

You had to be there to understand how this made us feel. The battle to land this beautiful fish was epic, and the relief of bringing it aboard was one of those feelings a fisherman seldom gets to experience. Our hearts were pounding in our chests as we high-fived all around and made preparations to head to the weigh station. Do I need to tell you we won that tournament hands down?

The photos on the back cover create a collage of some happy moments with some of my fishing friends and clients with the fish I describe in the book. Nothing gives me greater pleasure than to find and catch the species that my clients and friends have asked me to target. My greater joy comes from opening the eyes of children to the wonders of the sea, and the secrets it holds, and the awesome creatures that live there. 

We spend our lives in all kinds of battles, whether it is from great fish we catch, weather and sea conditions we have to tolerate, or just the occasional slow bite. But we do this for the people who love to fish as much as we do, and for the occasional days that end up like these. 
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My readers can follow this story on the Internet. In order for our readers to more fully enjoy their experience while reading this book, or either of my other books, The Bouncer Smith Chronicles and Fish On! we have created a website that follows the stories. You can go to www.bouncersmithchronicles.com and see the fish and events spoken about in these three books. Click on the “FOLLOW ALONG” link to enhance your reading experience. For this Guidebook we have included more than 200 photos with captions for your reading pleasure. 

BLUE WATER FISH

Swordfish

Swordfish, gladiators of the sea. Just the name excites me. A little about the travel plans of a swordfish. Several years ago in the fall they put satellite tags on three swordfish due east of Cape Cod off the Grand Banks. One tag disappeared never to be heard from again. In the course of a year, both of the other fish, according to satellite information, went down into the Caribbean Sea below Cuba, probably close to the Cayman Islands. Then they came back up, and exactly a year after they were originally tagged, one tag popped off fifty miles from where the fish was tagged. The other one popped off three hundred miles from where it was originally tagged. The fifty-mile tag was almost exactly one year to the day from its original tag. The one that was found three hundred miles away was found five days later, so it had an additional five days to swim away from the original position (if you wanted to look at it that way.) These fish, as they are maturing, migrate in the wintertime from the far north Atlantic to the Caribbean Sea, or around that latitude 2,000 miles away.  

We’ve tagged a lot of swordfish. We had one gentleman who caught seven swordfish in two days, tagged five, and three of them were recaptured. The longest one was at large for five years. It went from under fifty pounds to over 300 pounds. It was caught thirty miles from where it was tagged, but obviously it did not stay in the same range that whole time. 

Unfortunately, an awful lot of the fish that are tagged in our neighborhood, from Nick Stanczyk’s place down in the Keys, and my fish in Miami, many are recaptured in a very short period of time, mostly recaptured by commercial buoy gear. These are mostly daytime swordfish by the way. We did tag some nighttime swordfish, but I cannot remember if any of those were recaptured. One of the fish that we caught that had a tag in it came from Panama City, Florida. It was tagged where the tag itself could have easily caused the fish to bleed to death, but it was resilient enough to survive. 

Swordfish are very aggressive creatures. They have been known to attack deep-sea hardhat divers, and they have been known to attack unmanned deep-water exploratory submersibles. Photographers who jump in the water with swordfish are always in grave danger of being attacked by the fish they are trying to photograph. A couple of times they have been very close to causing serious injuries. In the harbor in Hawaii a swordfish was speared by a charter boat captain and it circled back around and killed the captain by spearing him right in the chest with his bill. So, don’t be messing with those swordfish, they’re pretty dangerous critters. 

Getting back to my own experience with swordfish, I’ve been really lucky. In around 2005 we were in a nighttime swordfish tournament. Lines-in the water was about an hour before dark. We headed out and fired out a bait, and either hung bottom or hooked a big fish. At the time we were pretty sure we hung the bottom. Anyway, we broke off and set back up and made another drop. As the bait was almost to the bottom, the line took off screaming. I locked up the reel and told our customer that we had a swordfish on. 

In about thirty or forty minutes our angler had hand cranked the fish to the surface. With a swordfish we have a ten-pound weight hanging from the swordfish. So they don’t feel us pulling on them, they feel the ten-pound weight. This causes the fish to swim up against the pull of the lead because the weight is pulling down. Sometimes they swim all the way to the top and jump. Anyhow, we got all the way up to the lead and took it off and wound in some more line. Here was this swordfish, but we had to look into the sun and we really couldn’t see it. Meanwhile the fish went under the boat and came up the other side. The guys on the other side of the boat exclaimed that it was a monster, as big as a bus. It went out into the sun again were we couldn’t see it, and back underneath the boat again. Now we were even more excited about how big it was. Then it went back down 300 feet below the boat and just sat there. We hooked that fish at seven o’clock at night, and it was staying right around 300 feet down with everybody taking turns cranking on it. 

At about ten o’clock there was thunderstorm. Every time there was a bolt of lightning that swordfish went down another hundred feet. By the time the thunderstorm passed, the fish was all the way back down on the bottom. Even taking turns we had little success winding against the fish. Finally I got on the line, and I would grab the line with two hands and pull it toward the reel while the angler tried to wind in low gear. That’s how hard it was pulling.  

We eventually worked it up to the boat after five and a half hours. One of the mates hit the fish with a flying gaff, and the two customers hit it with straight gaffs. The other mate worked the flying gaff rope, and that swordfish was towing the boat backwards. I finally got a small gaff and lifted the tail out of the water to cut down on the forward motion. The fish was bleeding out rapidly and finally retired. 

What was really crazy at this point was the we had this big swordfish hanging off the side of the boat and another swordfish, probably about 300 pounds, swam by the boat. Somebody thought we ought to try to throw it a bait, but that never happened. 

We had big guys on the boat that night. Our anglers were Clarence Flowers, who goes by the nickname of King, and we had Buster McLean, both from Grand Cayman Island. We also had Steve Huddleston, better known as Pumpkin Eater, and Silent John, and me. So we were standing on one side of the boat and four of them were lifting up as much as they could. The side of the boat went down pretty deep, and the fish slid into the boat relatively easily with four guys pulling on it and me rooting for them. I was the coach.

What a thrilling fish. I’ll never forget when we called the Committee Boat and said we had it in the boat. They asked how big it was, and I told them it was longer than our eight-foot gaff. If I remember correctly, the lower jaw fork length was 103 inches. We landed the fish at twelve thirty, and got to the weigh-in at two in the morning. We hung it up and weighed it right away and it weighed 546.5 pounds. 

To continue the story, we stayed at the weigh-in until it closed so everybody could see this monster swordfish. Up until a couple of years ago it was the biggest swordfish ever weighed in a tournament in the Southeast U.S. There have been some swordfish caught up around 700 or 800 pounds, but not in a tournament. 

Lo and behold, two years ago my boat was in getting new motors, and Abie was on vacation in the Pacific Northwest, and R.J. Boyle was having a tournament. I asked if he needed any help and he said, “Sure, come along.” So I fished with R.J. and John Bassett, and John Barfield on R.J.’s boat. The tournament started at seven o’clock in the morning. At eight o’clock we hooked a fish. At ten o’clock we landed the fish. That fish was 558 pounds, and is now the record for swordfish ever weighed in a tournament in the Southeast U.S. I was lucky enough to be on the tournament boats that won with the two biggest fish ever weighed. What a thrill!

Sometimes they don’t have to be big to be spectacular. We were going after a world’s record one night and caught a swordfish on eight-pound test that took eight hours to get up to the boat. It was very interesting. It would stay down about 300 feet down, and with the eight-pound test we couldn’t get it to come up. I suggested that perhaps the green hydro-glow light hanging in the water was spooking the fish. So, I unplugged the light and the fish went 300 feet deeper. Eventually the angler got it back up to around 300 feet again and it stopped there. I unplugged the light and it went back down. Then I left the light unplugged and finally we got the fish up to the boat. Gary Carter was the angler on that one. He has many big game light tackle records. The fish was only perhaps fifty or sixty pounds and we released it. 

Gary Carter went out with Tony Dejulian and Leo Lumbera the next night and caught a 124-pounder on eight-pound test. Then, unfortunately, his line over-tested so that record didn’t work out either. It was a tough week for Gary Carter having an ultra-long fight with one fish and a line DQ on another potential world record fish.  

Another really great small swordfish that I caught was with Marty Arostegui. We have fished together for years and his son wanted to catch a swordfish, so we took him out and he caught one. Marty was assessing everything that was going on, and on the way home he suggested that we might be able to catch a swordfish on fly. So, the next time we went out it was Marty and his brother, Gonzalo. Marty and Gonzaalo each caught swordfish on rigged squid, but we never put the fly rod out. So Marty exclaimed that the next time out we would be fly-fishing. 

A couple of months later we went fly-fishing, and Marty had a bite in the first half hour on the fly. We had a squid out on a balloon, and it had not gotten a hit. We had a blue runner out on another balloon and it didn’t get a hit either. Thirty minutes after we started fishing Marty got a hook up on the fly but it came off pretty quickly. An hour later he hooked up on the fly again. I ran up to put the boat in gear but he told me to stop because the fish was coming back. So it came back and I never put the boat in gear. 

I believe this to be the one greatest angling accomplishment in the history of fishing. We went out targeting the swordfish. Marty tied his own fly, rigged his own leader system, and of course he had to cast and retrieve the fly himself. Then he hooked a swordfish and caught it from a dead boat; the boat was never put in gear. In all the history of fishing that is probably one of the best angling accomplishment ever done. It was done by Marty Arostegui, and I was lucky enough to be there to watch. 

The sad part about it was that while Marty was fighting it, his son, Martini, was on the boat and he never woke up during the fight. After that fish was caught and released Martini finally woke up and he got a swordfish before we went home. But what a thrilling fish that was! 

Now, a little bit about catching swordfish. The traditional way to catch swordfish going back to the 1970s, was to run out to 1,000 to 2,000 feet of water and deploy three or four baits. The standardized method in the last fifteen or twenty years was to fish one bait with a Lindgren Pitman battery operated light and a rigged squid. We would put a float 300 feet from the squid. Then we let that squid drift way off the side of the boat and it could go to whatever depth made it happiest. 

The second rod we would put out would be on a float with a one-pound lead, and it would be set to 200 feet. It got to the point that that was either a dead weight bait fish, either a bonito or tinker mackerel, or whatever, with an electralume light. Then we would drop a bait with a one pound lead 100 feet straight down off the side of the boat off the bow. Then we fished a bait at least 300 feet down, also with a light, and a pound and a half or two pound weight.

The 300-foot bait was very critical. We had it marked at 300 feet and let it go down slowly another fifty feet. And then we might wind it up seventy-five feet, and then let it down 100 feet. The important thing was to keep the bait moving a lot. We would move the other rod straight up and down a lot too, but not as much as the deep one. Moving these baits all the time tends to produce more bites. It was very effective. We caught a lot of swordfish at night that way. As a general rule, we would drift for an hour or hour and a half and then wind everything up and re-position the boat and make another drift. 

One of the best nights we ever had doing that was when we had Pam Bascow from Houston, Texas, with us. Pam was very active in the IGFA, and she was down here for their annual banquet at the Breakers. But she wanted to go sword fishing the night after the banquet. So we took her out, and put out a squid and a blue runner, and I don’t remember what else we had out. We hooked a fish on the blue runner and fought it for almost an hour, but it came off. So we ran back and put out a squid, and while my mate went to put out a second bait, the squid got hit. Pam caught that fish. We ran back to the same spot and started to put out baits, and got hooked up right away. We caught a second swordfish, and then a third. Well, that was it. We were out of squid. From what was left of the wrecked baits we tried to create a squid and put that out, but got no bites. Pam said, “We’re three for four, let’s call it a night.” We caught three swordfish as fast as we could put the baits out. Not big guys, fifty or sixty pounders. They were all released, but what fun that was. 

On another night with Steve Nichols we caught five swordfish. Almost as fast as we fired the baits out we would have another fish on. One night with Mark Breshner and Don Dietrich we were actually releasing one swordfish and the next rod would take off with another swordfish. We were catching 125 pounders and keeping a bait in the water as we caught them. It was really crazy, and we had some really good nighttime swordfishing up until 2005. Then the commercial fishermen started using buoy gear and the nighttime sword fishing became much more difficult. There were a lot more hooks out there competing with us, and the bites dropped down quite a bit. We had some great years prior to that buoy gear. 

For the record, the LP (Lindgren Pitman) lights we used would be green or blue. Then we got some disco lights that would change from green to blue to red to white and back to green. The LP lights had a long line clip on them, and on the bottom was a loop. We would use the long line clip to fasten the light thirty feet from our bait. We would fasten our sinkers to the loop on the bottom of the light with a tie wrap. We would fight up a fish and just unclip the lead and keep right on fighting the fish. It was a really simple system to use. The floats we used were two liter drink bottles with a number sixty-four rubber band half hitched around the neck of the bottle. Then, when we reached the mark, we would hold the end of the rubber band and flip the bottle around four or five times and put the rubber band over the neck of the bottle. We taped a cyalume stick to the bottom of the bottle and it would stick up in the air making it easy to see. It was really easy to deploy.

Now we fish almost all of our swordfish in the daytime. We started out back in 2005. We would put one bait down about 100 feet off the bottom, almost always using a bonito belly or a kingfish belly, and occasionally a whole rigged tuna. The most important thing is that they were rigged so they would not spin. If they spun around, they could get caught up in the line or twist the leader up on the way to the depth. Almost any bait we used would work, and a lot of times, back
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