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			There is a generally held notion that bonefish come very close to being the perfect sportfish: They are beautiful to look at, they fight superbly, and, let’s face it, they are not really difficult to catch. Anglers on their first guided trip commonly catch a bonefish if the weather is good and they can cast adequately. It is just no big deal catching a bonefish.

			If you buy into what I just told you, it’s a pretty safe bet you have never tried to do what Rod Hamilton, the author of this book, has taught himself to do better than anyone I know—namely, catch bonefish on his own. And I don’t mean just without a guide. I mean completely on his own with nothing but his own knowledge about where bonefish tend to hang out and his own skill at spotting them and then casting to them. Believe me, squaring off with bonefish on foot the way Rod Hamilton does is a completely different kind of activity than standing on the front of a boat while an experienced guide poles you toward fish, giving you the old hands-of-the-clock cry: “Bonefish at 10 o’clock. Sixty feet. Moving left to right.”

			Don’t get me wrong: There are few finer experiences in life than a day of guided bonefishing, preferably at an elegant lodge. What I’m trying to do is draw a clear distinction between the bonefish as seen from the front of a well-guided boat and those seen from the perspective of a do it yourself bonefisherman on foot, often in a brand-new area. If the former is a four on the scale of difficulty, then the latter is a nine.

			I’ll let Rod Hamilton explain why that is so and then follow that up with advice on how and where to go bonefishing on your own. His where-to-go guide is worth the price of this book, by the way. It takes up the entire latter section of the book and gives you general guidance on where to bonefish on your own across the Caribbean and in a few places far from there, such as the island of Oahu in Hawaii. But back to the subject at hand.

			Here, I want to address the central riddle of this book—namely, why a sane adult would want to complicate his or her life by electing to pursue bonefish without a guide. And don’t jump to the conclusion that the reason is rooted in economics. It is just not true, Rod Hamilton tells me, that do it yourself bonefishermen are not cheapskates who want to avoid paying for a guide. Rod himself has retired well and so have a lot of his followers, who are growing by leaps and bounds even before the publication of this book.

			Rod Hamilton tells me one of the largest single contingents of his followers is made up of men with young families who want to learn how and where they can slip off for a day or two, or just an afternoon, on a family vacation and wade a flat where there is an outside chance of encountering a bonefish. Those in another sizable contingent want to find a way to add a few days of on-your-own bonefishing to a trip devoted primarily to guided bonefishing. The smallest group includes the guys and gals who just can’t afford a full week of guided fishing or don’t want to pay the kind of fees that guides are asking for now. At least not day after day on a whole vacation. And who can blame them with guide fees cracking $500 in a lot of areas, and even doubling that in isolated places like Turks and Caicos?

			You get the picture. There are all sorts of reasons why anglers evolve toward chasing bonefish on their own. But the thing I believe they all have in common is a yearning to get face-to-face with the challenge of bonefishing. Think about it: Millions of trout fishermen teach themselves to read streams, match the hatch, and make their own presentations. Why not bonefishermen? If you are a bonefisherman, why not you? Just be careful—on-your-own bonefishing can start as a way to add some personal pleasure to a family vacation or a trip dedicated mostly to guided fishing and turn into something akin to an addiction.

			I know. It’s happened to me.

			Don Causey

			Editor, The Angling Report
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			I have picked up useful tips from hundreds of helpful souls over the last 20 years, but the first guides I had, like Dexter Simmons in the Keys and “Dubs” Young in Belize, helped to fuel the fire that became my passion for saltwater angling.

			Thanks to the many lodges where I’ve visited, including Turneffe Flats, Two Boys Inn, Fedel Johnson’s Outback Fishing Adventures, and The Long Island Bonefishing Lodge, to name a few. It’s at the lodges where you make lifelong friends while being shown the beauty of the flats by professionals.

			Since this is my first book, I need to thank those who helped me through the process. First, thanks to Don Causey and Kirk Deeter who convinced me that I could and should write a book. To Brian Chan for his early guidance in understanding the publishing world. To Nancy Buan for her help as my “grammar coach” and for proofreading when I just couldn’t bear to see the word bonefish again.

			I owe a fishing trip to Davin Ebanks for his expert help on where and how to fish the Caymans and to Captain Rick Lee for his help putting together the section on Oahu, Hawaii. Both Captain Rich Smith in Marathon and Jim Bernardin of the Pines & Palms Resort were instrumental in piecing together the section on the Florida Keys. Thanks to my fishing buddy John Andrew for his information and insight on Great Harbour Cay.
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			Thanks to my writing partner, Kirk Deeter, whose professional guidance, encouragement, editing, and contributions kept the project moving in the right direction.

			For many years I have traveled with the same fishing “gang.” A better group of fishing friends you couldn’t ask for. We each have our own idiosyncrasies, but somehow those individual quirks, when woven together, make a complete fishing tapestry. We don’t walk as far as we used to, but the beer shared at the end of the day tastes better.

			Lastly, my deepest gratitude to my wife, Kim, who has traveled the world with me. Whether it is wading a pristine Bahamian flat or bushwhacking through mangrove jungles, she always has that beautiful smile on her face, letting me know that we are exactly where we should be. When the idea of the book came along, her enthusiasm and encouragement got me started. But her tireless work editing each sentence got me to the finish line.
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			The memory is as clear as a crystalline tropical flat under a bright blue sky. I took my first bonefishing trip 20 years ago out of Key West with one of the area’s well-known guides. I doubt he remembers me because I was just another trout fisherman from British Columbia, Canada, who wanted to catch a bonefish, permit, or tarpon—preferably all three. A grand slam sounded good to me! And I had booked two days to make sure it happened.

			I guess I don’t have to tell you I didn’t catch a tarpon, I was not even close to hooking a permit, and the guide says I saw three bonefish, but you could have fooled me. The fact is, I didn’t do anything right. I couldn’t see fish, I couldn’t deliver a fly in the wind, and my strip set was a combination of yanking, lifting, and swearing. But the excitement, the adrenaline, and the anticipation when the guide said 70 feet at 11 o’clock—man, that felt different than casting to 16-inch rainbows.

			I loved that trip, but the only thing hooked was a fisherman. How could someone who had been fly fishing for 20 years be so pathetic? How could saltwater fly fishing be that much harder than fishing for trout and steelhead in the Pacific Northwest?

			I was humbled and humiliated by a foe much craftier than I, requiring skills I didn’t possess, in conditions I had never faced before. Game on!

			It must be my personality; I couldn’t just be terrible and leave it at that. The challenge was intoxicating, so I threw myself into learning what I needed to know to be at least adequate, and the journey has been everything I hoped it would be.

			After Key West, I began going to lodges in Belize, Mexico, and the Bahamas and consider myself fortunate that through the years I’ve fished with some of the best guides on the planet, true professionals that know their craft. They took this poor schmuck under their wings and slowly opened my eyes and mind to what I needed to learn and understand about bonefish, their behavior, and their habitat.

			Within a few years, my development and education at Bonefish U reached a point where, as good as the guides were and as much as I loved going to lodges, I needed to see if I could do it on my own. I planned a trip and hired a guide for three days, then walked on my own for four. The days with the guide went well but the days by myself, not so much. My bonefish IQ went from 120 with the guide to 60 when fishing alone. I just didn’t realize how much the guides contributed to my self-acclaimed hero status. Once again I was back in first grade, and there was a lot more I needed to know if I was going to drive down a dirt road, walk onto a flat, and catch a fish on my own.

			After twenty years, I now feel confident I possess the two skills necessary for a self-guided fisherman to be successful: seeing the fish before it sees you and properly presenting a fly into the feeding zone.

			I hope this book helps you become a better flats fisherman and find the same peace of mind and enjoyment that standing alone on a tropical flat has brought me.
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			The evening could not have been more beautiful as the sun lazily dipped toward the fire-red horizon in what was surely the most glorious sunset I had ever seen. In front of me were dozens of glistening tails reflecting the last of the day’s golden rays off the still waters of a Bahamian flat. That sparkle was more captivating than the Hope Diamond and was precisely the reason I had traveled 4,000 miles. Standing knee-deep in bathtub-warm water I reflected on my life’s journey and how I got there.

			I’ve been fly fishing for 50 years and casting bits of feathers and hooks at bonefish for 20. I started writing about my own self-guided bonefishing trips as an extension of my passion for fly fishing. My first venture was a website devoted to sharing with others what I’d learned through the years. That was followed shortly thereafter by a blog where I broadened the discussion to include my most recent trips, DIY tips and tricks, and topical reports on all things bonefish.

			Those two media outlets have developed into a community of readers and subscribers. The more I communicated with the group, the more I realized that there were people from all around the world who enjoyed fishing on their own, and a book about self-guided bonefishing felt like the next logical step.
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					A spectacular bonefish caught while stalking the flat (Photo courtesy of David Lambroughton)

				

			

			When news of the book’s publication became public knowledge, I received an email from a well-known and prominent member of the angling community essentially asking the question, “Why on earth would anyone want to fish on their own when they can catch more fish with a guide?” And there is the question: why indeed?

			Before venturing headlong into why DIY, let me be clear about one thing. It’s my unwavering opinion that the best way to catch fish is with a guide. The quickest and surest way to learn how to bonefish is with a guide, and you can’t have any more fun or be treated better than by staying at a lodge. I go to lodges for a couple of weeks every winter and hire independent guides virtually everywhere I go. But I target bonefish for around 100 days per year. Lodges and guides take up 20 to 30 of those, leaving me a lot of time to fish on my own. Whether fishing with a guide, staying at a lodge, or walking the flat on our own, we are all part of the bonefishing community with one intertwining thread of DNA connecting us: We love fly fishing for bonefish.

			But back to the question: Why DIY? The answer depends on whom you ask; it’s not black or white but hangs tenuously in the gray area between challenge, time, and economics.

			Obviously, it’s more difficult to catch fish on your own, so it can’t be about numbers. It’s much more physically demanding, so it’s not about being pampered. The preparation is significantly more time consuming than booking at a lodge, so it’s not simpler. So what is it about do it yourself bonefishing that draws more and more people each year?

			For me, the answer lies in a complex combination of exploration, challenge, knowledge, ego, intimacy, and freedom. There is excitement in walking the next flat or wading the next creek; there’s the opportunity to peek around the metaphorical corner and explore the unknown in hope of finding the greatest fishing “hole” anyone has seen.

			When bonefishing on my own, I pit my experience and skills against the perfect example of evolution, Mother Nature’s torpedo. I desire to learn everything I can about the quarry; I want to know how they live, what they eat, and where to find them.

			There is the pleasure I get in catching a truly remarkable game fish by myself, knowing that to do so, I had to do a whole bunch of things right. And there is the serenity and intimacy of walking alone in a hidden creek to meet Mr. Bone on his own terms.

			Add to this the freedom to fish where I want, when I want, and how I want, as well as the satisfaction of fishing the correct tide and understanding what a bonefish does before 9:00 a.m. and after 4:00 p.m.

			I understand that not everyone wants to drive down nine roads to nowhere to find one road to somewhere. Or to walk a mile through swamps and mud to a flat that may not hold fish. Maybe I’m the only one that thinks catching two fish by myself is better than ten fish with help. But that’s why I’m a DIY guy.

			One particular episode and one special location embody everything I treasure about DIY trips. As with most of my adventures, this one started with a local’s comment, followed by hours in front of the computer staring at Google Earth.

			I fish a great deal with one particular friend, and it became our mission to find the place the local had mentioned. Typical of our wild goose chases, we drove down miles of what the rental car companies refer to as “impassable roads.” Finally, on day three, we parked the car at the end of a two-rut track at the location we deemed to be as close as we were going to get. After testing our radios and checking our water supply we began to hike through the woods. That hike led us to a massive tangle of mangroves and mud, which led us to a thicket of casuarina trees and finally onto a beach that encircled the bonefish flat of all bonefish flats. This was the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow and the end of the yellow brick road. To me, that flat and its adjoining bonefish-filled creek are the reasons why DIY fishermen do it themselves.

			I can say this with certainty: I have become a better fisherman because I walk the flats on my own. Fishing on your own forces you to improve as a scientist, fisherman, and philosopher. Catching fish on your own requires you to learn about bonefish behavior, their habitat, what they eat, and the effect of tides. You have to improve your casting, spotting, and wading skills, and there’s plenty of time to reflect on your own life’s questions.

			Who Is the DIY Fisherman?

			While DIY bonefishing is not for everyone, over the years the movement has grown as more and more fishermen find something appealing about hunting for bonefish on their own.

			I have the good fortune of communicating with DIY anglers from around the world every day. When I first started my website, I assumed that most users would be like myself, hardcore fishermen looking for the next best place to fly fish for bones, but I couldn’t have been more wrong.

			In my experience, DIY fishermen broadly fall into three groups:

			Fishermen in the first group, like me, enjoy the process of planning a trip and the gratification of ultimately subduing bonefish that they have found, stalked, and caught on their own. Like me, many of these fishermen hire local guides for part of the stay and walk on their own the rest of the time.

			Fishermen in the second group love the sport, but economics dictates where they go and how they fish. If money were not a consideration, many in this group would stay at a lodge or fish with a guide.

			Fishermen in the last, and by far the largest, group travel with family members or nonfishermen looking for a destination that combines a traditional tropical vacation with a few days of fishing. These fishermen tend to hire a local guide for a day and walk a flat for a few mornings or evenings on their own.
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					Fishing the roadside flats of Acklins Island, Bahamas (Photo courtesy of Vince Tobia)

				

			

			Expectations for DIY Fishermen

			If you are a novice or intermediate fisherman, you will unequivocally catch more fish with a guide. You’ll be fishing in the guide’s home waters, and he knows where to fish, what tide to hit, and which fly to use. In addition, his flats boat allows for the ultimate in mobility with the capacity to reach flats that DIY anglers can only dream about. And perhaps most important, you get to ride on the coattails of the guide’s experienced eyes.

			As a DIY guy, you don’t have any of those advantages and you have a whole lot of disadvantages. Consequently, success shouldn’t be measured by the number of fish caught. The joy of fishing comes from the exploration of new waters, the hunt, the intimate nature of wading, what you learned during the day, and, oh yeah, how many fish were caught.

			As the years have gone by and my skill has increased, my expectations for how many fish will be caught have grown. Though the pure joy of being out on the flat should be enough, at the end of the day with a beer in hand the conversation inevitably turns to “how many fish did you catch?”

			Here is an informal “fish success” rating that my gang uses for our DIY days.

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							0–2 fish

						
							
							a slow day

						
					

					
							
							3–5 fish

						
							
							a fair day

						
					

					
							
							6–9 fish

						
							
							a good day

						
					

					
							
							10 + fish

						
							
							a great day

						
					

				
			

			The more time you spend on the water, the better you get. One particular buddy and I fish a lot of days together and during the course of a trip will have many great days. Being a DIY fisherman doesn’t mean you catch fewer fish, it just means you need to put in the time necessary to learn the craft.
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					The boys contemplating life after a morning on the flats

				

			

			How to Use This Book

			This book is not a travel guide, so you’ll find very few recommendations for restaurants, resorts, or tourist attractions. What I have included are those contacts and that information I think will help you pick the right destination while increasing your odds of having a successful fishing adventure.

			In chapter 3, “How to DIY,” you will find suggestions, tips, and tricks learned over the years and advice on how to plan a DIY trip which should shorten your learning curve.

			Part II, “Where to DIY,” encompasses 16 destinations with directions to more than 300 individual fishing locations. With the exception of a few places on Grand Cayman, Great Harbour Cay, and Oahu, I have fished them all.

			The “Spousal Rating” is intended to help those planning a trip with nonfishermen to pinpoint a destination that is suitable for everyone.

			The “Seven-Day Sample Trip” is designed to help build a fishing plan from home so you can hit the ground running.

			The map that precedes each destination, which should be used in conjunction with Google Earth and local maps, is included to help you find the flats and creeks where bonefish are found.

			Good luck on your adventures and remember that life is a DIY experience. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Equipment
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			My views on equipment have changed over the years. Twenty years ago the premium rods and reels were so much better than anything else that it made sense to recommend the high-end products. But today, so many manufactures make equipment that works, it’s hard to make cut-and-dried recommendations.
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					Getting the gear ready before hitting the flats

				

			

			At the end of the day, the rod must be able to load quickly with relatively little line out, and the reel needs a smooth drag that can easily hold the fly line and 150 yards of backing.

			Where I can be of help is with the equipment carried on the flat. Most of the books and articles I see regarding wading assume you are within minutes of a boat where you can readily replenish supplies. I am often miles from the car, so if I’m not carrying it, I won’t have it for the entire day.

			Rods. For bonefish I pack eight-weight and nine-weight rods. The eight is my “go to” rod in most situations, but the nine helps in big winds and for larger species and serves as my backup. I have certainly seen seven-weight rods work well for smaller bonefish in Belize and Mexico, but they don’t cast as well in the wind. If I’m fishing from a boat or on a large flat requiring long casts, I prefer a fast-action rod. For close-in wading and short casts I prefer something with a little softer action.

			Reels. I do a lot of trout fishing throughout western Canada and the United States. Let’s face it, most of the time our trout reels are only used to hold the line. But saltwater flats fishing is different, and reels matter when you are fishing for bonefish. You need large arbor, anodized reels that are simple in construction and have a sealed smooth drag that will stand up to both the rigors of hot fish and the issues caused by the corrosive nature of saltwater. Your reel needs to hold a minimum of 150 yards of 20-pound backing. Take a reel to match each rod and a spare if one breaks. I match each reel with a spare spool loaded with a different line. Bring a reel repair kit and the appropriate grease and oils recommended by the reel manufacturer with you.
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					You need a good quality saltwater reel with 150 yards of backing. (Photo courtesy of Sam Root)

				

			

			Lines. You generally only need tropical floating lines matched to each of your rods. There are some great floating weight-forward bonefish lines out now. I lean toward the newer lines for shorter casts that load the rod quickly. For inexperienced saltwater fishermen or those who have trouble casting in the wind I am a big proponent of over lining. So if you have an eight-weight rod, bring a nine-weight floating line with you.

			The new floating lines with clear tips work exceptionally well when confronted with spooky fish. I also load at least one spool with a slow-sinking clear intermediate line and bring interchangeable sink tips with a loop-to-loop connection. Bring one extra line for emergencies. I’ve cut lines on coral and had them crack in the heat. You need to clean the line at least every other day, so bring a line-cleaning kit.

			Backing. Unlike in most trout-fishing situations, in bonefishing your backing gets used a lot. Make sure you have a solid connection between your reel and backing and between your backing and fly line. Test all connections before leaving home. The Internet is full of examples of how to tie each of these connections.

			If your backing was put on your reel by anyone other than you, test the connection from the reel to your backing. Today’s reels hold a lot of line, so there is no need to skimp on backing. As a rule, have a minimum of 150 yards of backing on your reels. As part of your pretrip routine, strip all the backing off the reel then wind it back on carefully so when that first fish takes off, the backing peels off evenly and doesn’t pinch or grab.
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					The car loaded up with kayaks ready to launch into Chetamul Bay, Mexico

				

			

			Radios. Safety is the first concern when wading on your own or with buddies. We like to stay in touch with each other and report on the fishing. Through the years we have tried every imaginable device and have now settled on high-quality rechargeable, handheld, waterproof, floating VHF radios.

			Kayaks and Inflatables. Inflatable kayaks are a pain to travel with and airlines charge extra, but I pack one with me to virtually every destination. They’re invaluable when you want to cross a channel or paddle into a creek system or out to a cay a half mile offshore. Some of the rental properties may have hard-shell kayaks available, but make sure they are allowed off the property and can be safely transported by the vehicle being rented. There are a variety of kayaks on the market and I have tested many of them.
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					A kayak can get you to areas that are otherwise unreachable.

				

			

			Rule #1: don’t go cheap on the inflatables. We have had kayaks that blew apart, fell apart, mysteriously got holes in them on the plane. and experienced a variety of other disasters. I can guarantee that at some point you will puncture your kayak on coral, limestone, or mangrove roots, so make sure you take one that can be repaired easily. As a rule, I use the inflatable for transportation only, but lately I have been testing stand-up paddleboards and kayaks. Where wind is not an issue, they allow you to cover more territory and see fish significantly better.

			Packs. The pack you carry on the flat to hold all your gear, food, and water is an essential piece of equipment. I’ve experimented with a lot of packs and settled on the Fish Pond three-zipper fanny pack with a shoulder strap. Once you get all your equipment, food, and water for the day loaded, the pack is surprisingly heavy. Pick something you can wear all day with the weight evenly distributed. Backpacks work well for transporting, but they are a little inconvenient when you need something. Single-strap backpacks are good and actually hold more than a fanny pack. Of course, I learned this the hard way, but anything that needs to stay dry should be in a separate watertight bag.
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					Mangrove shoots waiting for the incoming tide (Photo courtesy of Sam Root)

				

			

			Sunglasses. I talk about quality sunglasses at length in the section titled “Spotting Bonefish,” but next to your rod and reel, this is the most important piece of equipment you use. Take two pairs of optical-quality sunglasses equipped with straps. Two different lens colors are always good, but you really need two so you have a backup.

			Clothing. I like to travel as lightly as possible so I give my clothing selection some careful thought. The actual clothing for your trip is listed in the “Travel Checklist” section, but there are a few things to consider when preparing for a DIY bonefishing trip. If there are laundry facilities at your location, it’s nice to pack light and have your laundry done once during the week. On some trips we just walk into the shower at the end of the day with our shirt and pants on to clean them.

			Shirts. Make sure the shirts you will be wearing on the flats are lightweight, quick-drying, long sleeve, flats-style fishing shirts. Everyone has a preference about this, but I prefer lots of pockets on my shirts. Remember, you don’t have a boat to hold a fully stocked boat bag, so places to carry gear are at a premium. Be careful with your colors and avoid anything bright and flashy. I stay with neutral colors.

			Pants. Pants need to be lightweight and quick drying. They offer protection from the sun and mangrove branches. They must have solid loops to hold a fabric belt. I’ve tried shorts, but I do so much bush bashing that I need the long pant legs for protection.

			Flats Hat. It’s important to have the right hat and to pack a spare. It should have a long bill, preferably with a dark underside with flaps or wide brim to cover your ears and neck. Remember that whatever hat you choose, you will most likely be in the wind, so it needs a way to button or tie down.

			Belt. You need a fabric belt (not leather) that fits through the loops of your pants and has a solid closing buckle. You are going to hang your pliers and other items on the belt, so it has to hold.

			Wading Socks. Coral, sand, shells, and small rocks somehow magically find their way between your boots and your feet. I like to use the Simms wading sock with a gravel guard attached; others use thin neoprene wading socks and separate gravel guards.

			Flats Boots. You will be walking in the boots all day, so they need to be broken in and comfortable. On a DIY bonefishing trip you may walk six miles every day. If you have not broken your boots in, you will get blisters and be in agony for the rest of the trip. When wading the reefs in Belize you are around very sharp coral, so you will need substantial wading boots.
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					Resting the gear after a day fishing the salt ponds of Long Island

				

			

			Outerwear. I know it is not supposed to happen, but it can be cold at times, so bring something warm like a fleece.

			Rainwear. It’s going to rain, which is what it does in the tropics. You need a quality lightweight, waterproof rain jacket with hood and waterproof rain pants. Trust me, don’t go cheap on this gear; it will last you for many years and you will be thankful that it works when you need it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			How to DIY
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			Maybe you want to walk a beach in the evening to catch a bonefish or you’re interested in being better prepared for an upcoming trip. That’s the intrigue of bonefishing. No matter what the goal, there is always more to learn.

			Over the last 20 years I have picked up a few things about self-guided fishing and hope that you may find a nugget of information in this section to help you in your pursuit of one of the world’s great game fish.

			How to Spot Bonefish

			The old saying “even a blind squirrel finds a nut once in a while” doesn’t apply to bonefishing. If you can’t see the fish, you aren’t going to catch them.

			Spotting bonefish is part art, part science, and part intuition, but nothing takes the place of experience. Let’s be clear: When I say spotting bonefish, that means seeing the fish before it sees you. Watching tails wave goodbye doesn’t count.
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					A single fish cruising the mangrove edges looking for breakfast (Photo courtesy of Pat Ford)

				

			

			My first real bonefishing trip was to the Turneffe Atoll in Belize, where I stayed for a week at one of the lodges. For the entire week I was paired up with a young guide who has become one of the best and most respected in the business. I have subsequently fished with him many times, and we now laugh at my “vision” during those early days.

			I couldn’t see squat. On day one, there could have been a bonefish gnawing on my boot and I wouldn’t have seen it. On day two, I was a little better, and I continued to improve throughout the week. I wasn’t spotting dimes underwater at 100 yards, but I did see the occasional fish after the guide pointed it out. I can distinctly remember after seven days on the water wondering if I would ever be able to spot a single cruising bonefish. It seemed like alchemy to me. How on earth can anyone spot a two-pound bonefish weaving its way among the coral and grasses of a reef? My guide could, and I vowed that someday I would be able to as well.

			Without question, the best way to improve and to shorten the learning curve is fishing with a quality guide. Standing on the front of a boat poled by a professional gives you a good vantage point. With an instructor to teach you how to scan the water, you’ll have a chance to see plenty of fish throughout the day. The guide normally sees fish first and then directs your eye to where you should be looking. This is an important step in the learning process as it allows you to stop scanning and focus in a concentrated area and on a specific target. That’s how you learn. You need to see plenty of fish in a variety of conditions over and over again.

			Through the years I have asked every expert I could, “How do you see bonefish?” “What do you look for?” and “What is the secret?” Next to “What’s my favorite fly?” that last question is the one I now get asked most often.

			What follows is a compilation of information and advice I have received from others, mixed in with my own observations from 20 years on the flats.

			It’s a big leap from having a guide see and point out a fish to walking onto a flat by yourself and spotting a fish before it sees you. It’s not unlike taking off the training wheels and riding a bike down the road on your own. You’re pretty sure you don’t need them, but you’ll never know until you’re on two wheels. In most cases a self-guided angler is not fishing the large open white-sand flats that are fished with a guide, but rather is walking a creek or shoreline scattered with rocks, coral, turtle grass, and mangroves. Large, expansive white-sand flats are the easiest places to spot fish, and mangrove creeks are not. The first time out on your own may be a little frustrating, but don’t worry. I guarantee you will be better on day five then you were on day one.

			The information included in this section is intended for a wading angler, so the tips and techniques are more relevant to a self-guided fisherman in knee-deep water than an angler standing at the front of a boat.

			Look Where You Can See

			All anglers have a window I call “the spotting zone,” that is, the section of water in front of you where you can identify a fish. On one end of the spectrum is a seasoned guide who spots fish easily at 80 feet and on the other end is a newbie who sees fish at 20 feet. Most anglers’ effective spotting zone is 30 to 50 feet (I know, you say 70 feet). Be honest with yourself, determine what your personal spotting zone is, and commit to seeing every fish within that zone.

			Train yourself to spend 70 percent of your time looking where you can see, that is, in the spotting zone. Then 15 percent of the time swivel your head, looking behind and to the sides. The remaining 15 percent should be spent searching the surface, looking for nervous water, tails, and disturbances.

			The eyes of a new saltwater angler are not trained. They typically wander indiscriminately, roaming from side to side, from close in to far out, and from the bottom back to the surface. My advice is to be honest with yourself, get in the water, and really determine how far out you can spot and identify a rock or coral head and stick to those limits. Let’s say that’s 50 feet.

			Now do the same exercise while you are walking. I guarantee that drops your distance by a minimum of 10 feet. I’ll discuss this more later, but

			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Neap tides are generally better to plan a trip around.

					Bonefish use incoming tides to access prime feeding areas and outgoing tides to find deeper water. 

					Fishing should be targeted around the first two-thirds of an incoming tide and the first third of the outgoing tide.

					Rising tides in both the early morning and late evening are good.

					On weak tides, bones may linger more around the edges.

					On strong high tides, they will move into the skinny water.

					Bonefish will often face or feed into a strong current.

					Bonefish are more aggressive and less spooky on the incoming tide as they head to and reach their feeding grounds.

					You have to fish the good tides, even if it is first thing in the morning or last light at night.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					30 inches of 30-pound test

					30 inches of 25-pound test

					30 inches of 20-pound test

					30 inches of 16-pound test

					30 to 48 inches of fluorocarbon tippet

			

			
			
			
			
					the butt section, usually 40-pound test, makes up half of the leader

					half that length in 30-pound test

					half of the prior length in 20-pound test

					18 to 24 inches of tippet in 12- to 16-pound test

			

			
			
			
			
					60 inches of 40-pound test

					48 inches of 25-pound test

					24 inches of tippet in 12- to 16-pound test

			

			
			
			
			
					60 inches of 40-pound test

					12 inches of 30-pound test

					12 inches of 20-pound test

					12 inches of 15-pound test

					24 inches of tippet

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
					sunscreen and lip block

					extra leader

					10- and 12-pound fluorocarbon tippet

					one fly box that holds 60 flies

					one 12-inch wire leader, two barracuda flies, two permit flies, and two heavy Clousers

					pliers

					glass wipes

					toilet paper

					reading glasses or magnifier

					small waterproof digital camera

					lunch

					two bottles of water

					eye drops

					aspirin

					rain jacket

					file, hook sharpener

					communication device, such as a walkie-talkie or VHF radio

					printed copy of Google map

					matches

					whistle

					thermometer

					GPS, if uncertain of area

			

			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
					The first row holds weightless flies, size #6 to #10, a few with weed guards.

					Row two is a mixture of Crazy Charlies in different sizes, weights, and colors.

					Row three is a variety of Gotchas, including a few with weed guards.

					Row four includes small-sized Charlies and Gotchas.

					Row five has Bonefish Junk, Peterson Spawning Shrimp, and Orange Butt Bunny.

					Row six has Sliders and Greg’s Flats Fly.

					Row seven has Veverka’s Mantis Shrimp, Bonefish Tailer, and Clousers.

					Row eight has Turneffe Crabs, Pop’s Bitters, and Raghead Crabs.

			

			
			
					Greg’s Flats Fly

					Orange Butt Bunny

					Rubber-Legged Gotcha

					Bonefish Junk

					Tan-and-White Bonefish Clouser

					Pop’s Bonefish Bitter

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
					
				

			

			
					Is it a trip where fishing is the main activity or a family vacation where fishing is secondary?

					Is it self-guided only or does the trip include some guided days?

					What is the skill level of the anglers?

					Are numbers of fish more important than size?

					Are the comforts of home important?

					Do meals need to be prepared, will you cook, or will there be a combination of meals?

					Is budget a primary concern?

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Does it come with a kayak and, if so, can I move it around by car?

					Is a car part of the rental package?

					Is Internet available and is there cell phone coverage?

					Do you know anything about bonefishing, have you rented to fisherman before, can I have a couple of references who are fishermen?

					Are there local maps in the home?

					Can you give the names of some locals I can talk with about fishing?

					How far is it to the grocery store?

			

			
			
					Can I fish from dawn to dark and how will I be fed if leaving early or arriving back late?

					How many DIY places can you direct me to and are they flats or creeks?

					Do you have a kayak available and can it be transported?

					Can you help me with fly selection and steer me in the right direction if I’m having trouble hooking up?

					Do you provide transportation to DIY waters or do I need a rental car?

					Are maps available?

					Do you have Internet and is there cell phone coverage?

					Can you provide two references of self-guided anglers who have stayed at the lodge?

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Order the appropriate currency in the right denominations from your bank one week in advance.

					Call your credit card company and inform them of your travel dates and destination.

					Check that your inoculations are current.

					Be sure your travel and evacuation insurance is up to date, you have the appropriate cards and contact phone numbers in your wallet, and you have photocopies separately in your luggage.

					Prepay and organize financial commitments such as tax filings, bills, and children’s tuition payments.

					Did you really book during your anniversary, a birthday, or another important special occasion? If so, you know what to do.

					Stop the mail and papers.

					If going for an extended period of time during the winter, confirm coverage with your house insurer, as you may need to have someone check the house and turn off the water tank.

					Provide your itinerary and emergency numbers to someone at home.

					List and copy all credit cards, driver’s license, travel insurance, evacuation insurance, and passport and leave with someone at home, just in case your wallet is lost or stolen.

					Set up a Skype or FaceTime account with anyone you want to be in touch with.

					Check your equipment thoroughly. Take out each rod piece and make sure there are four pieces and they fit together, your reels are greased and working, the extra spools fit the reel you are taking, the reel seat threads work and hold the reel, your backing is secured to your reels, the backing strips off the reel for 150 yards without catching, and the connection between your backing and fly lines is solid.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					passport with an expiration date at least six months out

					photocopy of your passport located separately from where you carry your passport

					traveling visa, if required

					airplane, car, and hotel reservations in hand with correct dates 

					copies of all of maps (road, Google Earth) you require to get around your DIY location

					emergency contact numbers, credit card information, and driver’s license photocopied and placed somewhere other than your wallet, just in case it’s lost or stolen

			

			
			
			
			
					airline ticket and itinerary

					passport and required visas

					confirmed travel insurance

					copy of passport in checked luggage

					medical insurance card and numbers

					accommodation and car reservations

					driver’s license (if renting a car)

					fishing license

					alarm clock

					binoculars

					books, games, and cards

					cameras, accessories, case, lenses, tripod, extra batteries, and extra memory

					large and small ziplock plastic bags

					earplugs for plane and roommate

					emergency and contact numbers

					appropriate inoculations

					flashlight, headlamp, and extra batteries

					insect repellent and afterbite lotion

					sunscreen and chapstick (minimum 30 SPF)

					fanny or hip pack and water bottles

					maps or Google Earth printouts

					prescriptions that you always carry on the plane

					money, including small bills for tips

					toiletries

					duct tape, superglue, and Boeshield

					first aid supplies

					laptop, paper, and pens

					cell phone, charger

					waterproof boat bag

					small repair kit and screwdriver

					sewing kit

					converter from 110 to 220v

					guide gifts

					walkie-talkies, GPS, and VHF radio

					reading glasses, contacts and solutions, eyeglass cleaner, wipes, and eye drops

					mask, snorkel, and fins (if diving)

					soft-sided cooler

					mosquito netting

					rope, bungee cord, or straps

					garbage bag to bring home wet boots

					extra pair of shoelaces to fit wading boots

			

			
			
					three to five long-sleeved, lightweight, ventilated, fast-drying flats shirts

					two or three pairs of lightweight, fast-drying wading pants

					wading shorts

					fabric wading belt

					T-shirts, underwear, socks, long-sleeved shirts, short-sleeved shirts, and shorts

					sandals and one pair of casual shoes

					flats hat with long bill, dark underside, and wide brim or flaps

					casual evening wear

					flats wading boots

					bandana, flats mask, or buff

					flats gloves (extra pair)

					neoprene socks, booties, and gravel guards

					rain jacket and rain pants

					fleece

					two pairs of sunglasses, strap, and lens cleaners

					swimsuit

			

			
			
					multipiece travel rods weight seven through nine

					reels to fit rods

					one spare eight-weight line

					backing

					leaders, 9 to 12 feet

					tippet, fluorocarbon (4×, 3×, 2×, 1×, 0×)

					flies

					fly boxes that can be carried

					pliers

					knife

					line cleaner

					nail knot tool

					nippers

					reel lubricant and grease/oil

					wire leader for toothy critters

					hook hone/file

					thermometer

			

			
			
			
					first aid manual

					different-sized adhesive bandages

					moleskin/blister repair

					aspirin, acetaminophen, ibuprofen

					safety pins

					thermometer

					Imodium

					eye drops

					cold and allergy medicine/antihistamine

					sterile gauze pads of different sizes

					triangular bandages for the scalp or as a sling

					antibiotic cream

					calamine lotion

					medical gloves

					mild laxative

					Dramamine

					adhesive tape

					antiseptic wipes

					hydrocortisone cream (1%)

					sharp scissors

					alcohol wipes

					throat lozenges

					antacid

					aloe/sunburn remedy

					needle and thread

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Pack as if none of your bags is ever going to find you (believe me, it happens). Carry on the plane as much as you can, including all prescriptions, essentials you need in the sun (pants, shorts, hat, buff, wading shoes, sunglasses, gloves) and as much bonefishing gear as the airline will let you carry.

					Relax and stay calm—it will all work out. Consider surprises part of the DIY adventure.
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