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Introduction

This guide tells how, when, and where to catch the saltwater game fishes of Florida. As with any book containing this sort of information, the reader should realize that ten anglers asked the same fishing question will respond with ten different answers. Therefore, be warned! There are other ways, times, and locations not in this guide that catch fish, but what is here has worked very well for many fishermen and women for many years. So start with the information in this guide, but always follow up with advice from a local bait and tackle store for what is important to know at that moment.

Some readers might wonder why certain fishes have been left out. Swordfish, for example, are not given a special chapter because commercial fishermen have nearly wiped them out, and it would mislead a reader to see a section on such a fish. Likewise with spearfish: They are so rare that you may fish a lifetime and never see one. This simply means that the fishes covered in this guide are there for the catching now.

Others might wonder why their favorite fish receives unequal treatment compared with some others. Because some fishes such as the sailfish and spotted seatrout have been fishing targets for a long time, the angling methods are diverse and sophisticated and require more space to describe. The angler should, therefore, read the entire chapter on the fish he or she seeks, because information found for one type of fishing, such as trolling, might be useful for another, such as casting.

Another example of a question a reader might raise is why tripletail fishing around weed in the Atlantic Ocean is not described. The reason is that only the best fishing areas for each species—not all areas where the fish is found—have been included. This means that even though bonefish have been caught in the northeastern part of Florida, the sensible angler would never seek them there instead of the Keys.

Regarding fishing times recommended, the thoughtful fisherman will realize that sailfish, for example, might be caught in the Gulf Stream off Jacksonville in the winter, but he will find no mention of this in the guide, because fishing fifty miles offshore during the stormy months of the year is not the safest procedure. So, for a variety of reasons, only the best times to fish are recommended even though fish can be caught at other times as well.

When a rig or knot is mentioned, the fisherman will find it illustrated and explained in the appendix of the book. The tackle, rigs, and directions about how to prepare baits are methods that have worked for a long time. This does not mean that something different will not catch fish—try it. Also, even though a certain size fly rod, for example, is recommended for sailfish, you must consider whether this is a sensible pursuit, not only whether it is possible or not. Outside of being very expensive in terms of equipment and personnel required, fighting a large fish for a long time on super-light tackle stresses the fish so much that should one wish to release it, survival is doubtful.

When it comes to artificial baits, there are many more on the market than are mentioned in these pages. One can easily accumulate hundreds of dollars worth of casting plugs. Those recommended in the guide are known to catch fish, but there are many others locally used that might work as well or better. Before buying, check with fishermen as well as fishing tackle stores.

Regulations about Florida fishing have often changed over the past few years. The one dependable fact is the necessity of having the new saltwater fishing license. About the only persons exempt are Florida residents who fish from land or bridges and piers, anyone fishing from a guided boat, youngsters under 16, and anglers 65 and older who have a Florida driver’s license. Any other regulation found in the guide such as daily bag limits per person or legal sizes should be double-checked as such rules constantly change. During closed seasons, it is legal to catch and release fishes.

Another important point: If it is true that the earth is undergoing a changing weather pattern and that higher temperatures are going to be with us for a while, this will, of course, affect the when’s and where’s found in this guide. By the same token, if a particularly severe winter should strike, fish that usually begin to bite in March may delay until April. Again, check locally to determine current conditions.

Finally, for good fishing luck the most important act an angler can perform is to release all fish that will not be eaten and to kill only what he can use immediately. Releasing fish to resume their important role in the food chain, to breed and produce more fish, and to be there for people to catch again is the way to bring good luck.

Boris Arnov
Boca Raton, Florida
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Amberjack; Greater Amberjack

(Seriola dumerili)

An extremely strong and hard-fighting fish that is the largest member of the jack family. Although amberjacks are used as food, there is strong evidence that some may cause ciguatera poisoning, an often fatal illness. Preferred water temperature: 65°-80° F. All-tackle record: 155 lb 10 oz.

WHERE AND WHEN

1. Atlantic coast, especially the southern part. Nearly always found around wrecks, artificial and natural reefs, and deep ledges, amberjack fishing is best from early spring to the end of May.

2. Gulf coast, especially the Panhandle. Fish are on the reefs from late February until summer warms the water and, as above, can be found around bottom structure.

3. Keys, especially the Hump, a steep rise of the ocean floor off Islamorada Key and wrecks along the 10-fathom line and deeper. Other locations are south of Key West on the Atlantic side and in the Gulf north and northwest of this city. Although year-round fishing for amberjack is possible, spring is the best time.

TACKLE

Spinning and Plug Casting. A 6′-7′ rod; 15#-20# line, mono or braided; spin or conventional reel.

Deep Jigging. A stand-up rod about 5½′ that has a stiff tip; 30#-50# line, mono or braided; conventional reel.

Fly. A 8½′-9′ 10-12 weight rod; floating or sink-tip, weight-forward line; a reel holding at least 200 yd of 20# or heavier Dacron backing.

TECHNIQUES

Live Bait. Because amberjack are usually found deep around bottom structure, getting a live bait down to them is necessary. At such deep places as the Hump, where the fish grow very large, 6′ of 100# mono attached to a strong 9/0 hook is needed. Sliding egg sinkers are placed on the line and they can add up to 16 oz, depending on the depth and amount of current. A swivel attaching line and leader keeps the lead in place. Although any live bait can be used, the torpedo-shaped, foot-long speedo is the best. Hook any live bait just ahead of the dorsal fin and lower it to the region the depth recorder indicates fish are holding. Or, if a recorder is not on the boat, lower the bait slowly, changing depth frequently, until a strike occurs. Always approach a fishing site from the downcurrent side.

Jigging. Also done where there is good bottom structure, deep jigging is not only exciting but is very effective. Use the same size tackle as you would for live bait but attach instead a white jig weighing from 2 oz-8 o: :. Tip the jig with a piece of shrimp, a strip bait, or a strip of squid; anchor upcurrent of the selected fishing site. Let the jig sink to the bottom and rapidly retrieve it to the surface. Or jig the artificial up and down at various water levels from bottom up until fish are located.

Light Tackle Casting. When using spinning, plug casting, or fly rod, the trick is to tease amberjack from the depths to within casting distance. Lower a live bait tied to the line, using no hook. When fish follow the bait up to where they are visible, pull it away and then drop it back to them, being careful not to let them grab it. When one or more amberjack are close enough, cast an artificial so it will be clearly seen. For spinning and plug casting outfits, use a noisy, white lure such as a large popper or loud surface plug. For fly gear, use a long (6″ or so) white or yellow streamer or a large popping bug in the same colors. Spinning and plug casting need short leaders of 50#-80# mono; for fly fishing, use a 12#-16# tippet plus a foot of 80#-100# mono as a shock leader.

How to Hook an Amberjack. This rugged fish hits hard and usually hooks itself; then it takes off with great speed, usually down deep. Setting the hook once or twice when the fish settles down can guarantee it will not pull out.

Other Fish Caught While Fishing for Amberjack. Kingfish, permit, jack crevalle, barracuda, grouper and other reef fishes.

Regulations

• Closed Season: none

• Minimum Size: 28″ from nose to fork of tail

• Maximum Size: no regulation

• Daily Bag Limit: 1
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Barracuda; Great Barracuda;
Cuda; Sea Pike; Giant Sea Pike

(Sphyraena barracuda)

Prized for its short but ferocious fight which often includes a magnificent jumping display, the barracuda is a favorite game fish that is often caught when fishing for something else. Small barracuda may be fair to eat but large ones definitely must be avoided as they may cause ciguatera poisoning, a possibly fatal illness in humans. Preferred water temperature: 75°-82°F. All-tackle record: 85 lb.

WHERE AND WHEN

1. All of Florida’s saltwater including flats, bays, wrecks, inlets, beaches, over reefs, and near navigational markers and other structure. Although usually found in relatively shallow water, barracuda sometimes are discovered far out in the ocean as at the Rolldown, a ledge 52 miles from St. Augustine which is actually the Continental Shelf.

2. South Florida and the Keys are the warmest and therefore the most reliable place to fish for barracuda all year round. On Keys’ reefs large barracuda are present in September and October and on the flats from January on. With each passing cold front, fish can be expected to move from the reefs to the flats where they may be found either in shallow water or in pockets or holes in channels bordering flats. High tide is preferable but fish can be caught on any tide.

TACKLE

Trolling. A 20# outfit with a stand-up rod about 5½′ that has about 7 guides and a conventional reel or a longer rod with a spinning reel; the capacity should be 150-200 yd.

Spinning and Plug Casting. A 6′-7′ rod; 200 yd of 8#-15# line, mono or braided, the lighter being used on the flats; spin or conventional reel.

Fly. 8½′-9′ 8-10 weight rod and floating line to match; reel to hold about 200 yd of 20# Dacron backing.

TECHNIQUES

Reef and Other Structure

Natural Bait. Barracuda are most often caught while fishing for some other fish and often peole can tell a barracuda is near by their odor. The smell is very much like that on a non-stainless steel knife after cutting a lemon. Trolling a swimming rather than a skipping bait is the best procedure; use a ballyhoo, mullet, or strip from a mullet or bonito. It should be double- or triple-hooked and should have 6′ of #7 wire as a leader. Any small live fish hooked in any fashion will work; on a reef or a wreck it may be necessary to add weight to get the bait deep.

Artificial Bait. The dominant artificial is the tube lure, a 10″-18″ piece of chartreuse, black, fluorescent red, yellow, or orange plastic through which wire runs with a treble hook at the end and sometimes with another hook protruding about the middle of the lure. The longer sizes are especially good in deeper water. Tube lures are usually cast to likely places and a ½ oz egg sinker inside the front of the plastic tube makes this possible; to go deep, 2 oz or more may be necessary. If fishing deep, allow the lure to reach bottom and then work it to the surface by varying the speed from fast to slow with plenty of hard jerks on the rod tip. If fishing a tube lure on the surface, retrieve it rapidly—the fastest retrieve possible is not too fast for a barracuda. If a fish follows but will not strike, let the lure sink a few feet and then begin to rapidly retrieve once again, adding jerks of the rod tip. In addition to tube lures, green surface plugs such as the Mirrolure 95MR, a noisy surface chugger, spoons, and deep running plugs will all pick up fish. Because of the barracuda’s mouthful of sharp teeth, always use a short wire leader.

Flats

Light tackle fishing for barracuda during the winter on south Florida flats is great sport that attracts many anglers. High tide is best and you should use the same tube lure as already described but no longer than 12″. Use only the amount of weight necessary to cast and place the lure no closer than 20′ from the sighted fish; hold the rod tip high and reel in fast. If it is very calm, use a surface plug such as a noisy chugger-type. Once again, a barracuda can catch any retrieved lure, so don’t be afraid to retrieve rapidly. A short piece of leader wire—about #3—is necessary.

Fly Fishing

Fly fishing for sighted barracuda is exciting and can be done on the reef where the fish frequently leap 15′ or more. Casting a fly in such a place works but it is more difficult and the sport, because it’s more visual, is better when casting to sighted cudas on the flats. A leader 6′ or so with a 10#-12# tippet plus a 3″-4″ piece of #2 or #3 wire attached to the tippet with an Albright Special knot will work. Strip the following flies rapidly across the water’s surface: a glass minnow tied on a 1/0 hook; the cuda fly, which is mainly about 10″ of white or chartreuse FisHair; and the Gallasch Skipping Bug, which should be worked at a speed so that it is noisy.

How to Hook a Barracuda. Very often when fishing with natural bait you will set the hook on a barracuda strike only to suddenly feel no fish on the hook—it has cut the bait off. Immediately begin jigging the rod tip rapidly; this may look like a damaged and struggling bait fish and often the barracuda returns for another mouthful.

How to Land a Barracuda. Once you have seen close-up the armament a barracuda has in its mouth, you will forever handle it with great respect. If it is a large fish, use a long-handled gaff and sink the point just behind the head, then swing the fish into the box as quickly as possible. Smaller fish can be lifted by the wire leader. However, large ones should be released because of the danger of ciguatera poisoning from eating them. The only way to safely release a large fish is to cut the wire with pliers as near to the mouth as possible, remembering that barracuda frequently choose to jump when at the boat. Smaller fish can be handled by grasping them behind the head with a gloved hand while dislodging the hook with pliers with the other hand.

Other Fish Caught While Fishing for Barracuda (on reefs and wrecks). Kingfish, amberjack, jack crevalle, and sailfish.

Regulations (none)
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Black Drum; Drum; Sea Drum

(Pogonias cromis)

Drums are soft-biting fish that at first seem sluggish but quickly put up a very hard fight, pulling with great force. Small fish are fairly good to eat. Preferred water temperature: 56°-80° F. All-tackle record: 113 lb 1 oz.

WHERE AND WHEN

1. Middle to upper Atlantic coast, especially north and central coast inlets such as St. Augustine and Sebastian. Fish inlet jetties and under inlet bridges during the entire flood tide a few days on either side of a full moon. October through December are the best months and then again in March and April.

2. Middle to upper Gulf coast, especially Panhandle deep water bay mouths and Tampa Bay bridges, and John’s Pass in St. Petersburg. In winter, the entire flood tide and the slack tides are the best times.

TACKLE

Bottom Fishing. Because drums grow large, hefty equipment is used to keep a hooked fish away from entangling structure. A 6′ heavy-duty rod; 40#-50# line, mono or braided; conventional reel.

Casting. A heavy casting rod seems necessary, but small jigs require a 7′ rod; 20#-30# line, mono or braided; spin or conventional reel.

TECHNIQUES

Bottom-Fishing with Bait. Use a fish finder rig with enough weight to keep bait on the bottom in what is usually a swift current. A 3′ 60# mono leader attached to a small hook, about a #4 or #5. Bait with one-half of a small blue crab or a small whole one with its legs and pincers removed, fiddler crabs, sand fleas, dead shrimp, live pinfish, pieces of claws, and cut-up dead fish. Try in deep holes around piers, bridge pilings, jetty rocks, etc. Chum with crushed crabs. Nighttime is best.

Casting Artificials. In the same places as above, cast a 3/8 oz grubtail jig with a black head and a motor oil colored tail.

How to Hook a Drum. Drum take the bait softly so allow the fish to carry it a short distance away before setting the hook. Time and care must be taken to land a fish this large, considering the fishing is often done over rocks.

Other Fish Caught While Fishing for Drum. Bottom fish such as snappers and occasionally bluefish and pompano, depending on the bait used.

Regulations

• Closed Season: none

• Minimum Size: 14″ overall

• Maximum Size: 24″ overall (one fish only this size or larger)

• Daily Bag Limit: 5

• Possession Limit: no regulation

• Note: Drums must be brought in with head and fins intact.
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Bluefish; Blue

(Pomatomus saltatrix)

Perhaps one of the most pugnacious fishes of all, this extremely hard fighter is not reluctant to attack any bait in sight. Small blues—called snapper blues—are good to eat. Preferred water temperature: 64°-75° F. All-tackle record: 31 lb 12 oz.

WHERE AND WHEN

1. Atlantic coast beaches, all the way to the Upper Keys and Florida Bay. October to April are the best months, but blues start biting with the first north wind bringing cool weather. Caught in the surf and off fishing piers at any beach with water deep enough for schools of bait to swim close to shore, they also are taken in inlets such as at the mouth of the St. Johns River until mid-December and at inshore bodies of water near inlets, especially the Crossroads inside St. Lucie Inlet near Stuart and Lake Worth inside Lake Worth Inlet at Palm Beach. Any tide is a possibility but near a high tide and well into the outgoing tide are the best times. Early morning and before dark are generally preferable, but bluefish can go into a feeding frenzy any time of day. Onshore winds drive bait in close to shore and blues follow, often in only knee-deep water.

2. Florida Bay north to the Panhandle is a long stretch where bluefish, somewhat smaller than those in the Atlantic, are caught along the beaches, in and inside inlets all year, but perhaps best during the cool part of the year.

3. Open ocean all along the Atlantic coast to Northeast Florida, especially in March and April. These very large blues migrating north are about two miles or farther offshore in water from 120′-700′, but in the northern part of the state they often show up in inlets sometime in April.

TACKLE

Spinning and Plug Casting. This equipment is primarily for inshore use and when the fish are in the surf close enough for casting. A 7′ rod; 12#-15# line, mono or braided; spin or conventional reel.

Surf and Pier. Light to medium rod, 8′-14′; 25#-36# line, mono or braided; spin or conventional reel.

Ocean Trolling. A 5½′ stand-up rod; 20#-30# line, mono or braided; conventional reel.

Fly. 8½′-9′ 7 or 8 weight rod; weight-forward sink-tip or floating line.

TECHNIQUES

Surf and Pier

Natural Bait. Use a fish-finder rig with a 3/0 or 4/0 long-shank hook and attach it to a black swivel by means of a 1′-2′ leader made of either #3 or #4 tobacco-stained stainless wire, 45# nylon-coated cable, or 50# mono; attach the swivel to the fishing line with an improved clinch knot. When the water is calm use natural bait—mullet are the best. Scale a 12″ or so mullet and cut the fillets into strips 1″ wide and 7″ long, tapering them at the end into a point with a little flesh left attached. Thread the strip bait on the hook. Small finger mullet about 4″ long are very good bait and should be used whole; hook them in the tail. It is a good idea to chum in the surf by burying the bodies of the filleted mullet in sand a few feet out into the water. Cast to feeding fish or out to the slough and reel in a few feet every few minutes.

Artificial Bait. When blues are actively feeding or when the water is rough, use artificials. In sizes from ½ oz to 2 or 3 oz, depending on the type of rig, you can use the following: Krocodile and Gator spoons; a Hopkins jig; a popper bug; a Zara Spook in red and white; a Mirrolure 77M with a dark back; a Rebel plug, large, and in black and silver.

Inlets and Inshore Water

Natural Bait. Ladyfish cut into strips 3″ long and 3/4″ wide threaded on a 4/0 hook are considered the best bait but mullet and menhaden are also first rate. Use a leader as above and attach it to a black swivel above which place a 1 oz egg sinker or whatever weight is necessary to get the bait to the fish.

Artificial Bait. Light tackle trolling or casting is very productive. Use a 2′-4′ leader made of material described above and for a lure a Rag Mop in yellow and orange; a green tube jig; a Krocodile or Gator spoon; and a Hopkins jig.

Ocean Trolling

This is for large bluefish up to 15 lb-20 lb and appropriate tackle is necessary. Although natural bait works, it is rarely used. Tie on a 6′ leader with wire, cable or mono as described above. Troll slowly and use the lures listed under surf and pier.

Fly Fishing

With a floating line for breaking fish, make a 6′ leader as follows: 4′ 30#, 1′ 12# tippet, 4″ 50#-80# mono shock for use in clear water. With sink-tip line, eliminate the 4′ butt section and lengthen the tippet to about 3′; in unclear water, instead of a mono shock, make one from 3″-4″ of #2 or #3 stainless wire and attach it to the rest of the leader with an Albright Special knot. Use a KA-Boom Boom Popper, 2/0; a white bucktail with a green or black back (if mullet are in the vicinity); a Lefty’s Deceiver, pink and grizzly, 4″-5″ long; and a Rainfish.

How to Hook a Bluefish. Bluefish strike hard and hook themselves most of the time. Nevertheless, set hard and if you miss, reel in fast, stop, and jig.

Other Fish Caught While Fishing for Bluefish. Jack crevalle, barracuda, Spanish mackerel, redfish, and snook.

Regulations

• Closed Season: none

• Minimum Size: 12″ from tip of snout to fork in tail

• Maximum Size: no regulation

• Daily Bag Limit: 10
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Bonefish; Banana Fish; Phantom;
Silver Ghost; Ladyfish; Grubber

(Albula vulpes)

This highly sought-after fish is extremely strong; it can strip off 100 yd of line, make a right angle without stopping, and strip off another hundred yards—all in a few seconds. Although some people eat them, because of their many small bones, the bonefish is nearly always released. Preferred water temperature: 72°-80° F. All-tackle record: 19 lb.

WHERE AND WHEN

From Biscayne Bay down the Florida Keys to the Marquesas Keys beyond Key West, bonefish are typically a fish of the flats. The shallows near shore at low tide might be dry but during high water become feeding grounds for many varieties of fish. Although bonefish are occasionally caught far north of this region, no one intentionally fishes for them anywhere else in Florida. In this long island chain most bonefish are caught from Biscayne Bay to Islamorada Key. Oddly, even though bones are caught in the Marquesas, fishing for them is only fair between Marathon and Key West. Although bonefish are present all year in places such as Biscayne Bay, they are very sensitive to the water temperature and are usually numerous on the flats in the spring and early summer with April and May probably the best months and then again in October. During March they are getting ready to spawn and, if the water is warm enough, the largest fish can be caught then. When the water really heats up in August, bones can be found in the deeper water around the flats. In the winter afternoons, a grassy bottom will have warmed up enough to be comfortable for the fish. In the middle of summer when the sun bears down on the flats, a sand bottom reflects the light and the water remains relatively cool, as when it is overcast.

As with most saltwater fishes, early and late in the day and during spring tides are generally the best times to fish. Moving tidal water on the flats is a necessary condition, but the exact tidal stage to fish any given flat comes with observation and experience; some produce fish during the first part of the flood tide while others are better midway through a falling tide. When there is little or no water on the flats, bonefish frequently can be caught in the deeper channel edges or holes in the flats. A little breeze and a slight chop to the water will make bonefish less wary than a dead calm day. If the wind is blowing hard from the south or southeast, fish the ocean side flats; if it is from the north or northeast, try the Gulf side. Polaroid sunglasses in either yellow or amber are as necessary as a fishing rod.

TACKLE

Spinning and Plug Casting. A 6½′-8′ rod that will cast a 1/8 oz bait; a reel holding at least 200 yd of 6#-10# line, mono; spin or conventional reel. (Note: Spinning tackle is easier to use with very light baits.)

Fly. A rod 8½′-9½′ 7-10 weight. (Note: This is a real science!) Use a 7 weight rod when it is calm or when using small flies; an 8 weight rod with #4 and #2 flies; and a 9 or 10 weight rod when it is windy and/or when using epoxy lures; floating, sink-tip, a Bonefish Taper, or Monocore weight-forward line that is colored gray or at least not bright; a reel with a reliable drag system that will hold 200 yd of 12#-20# Micron or Dacron backing.

TECHNIQUES

Spinning and Plug Casting

Natural Bait

Live shrimp: This is the most reliable bonefish bait of all and not very long ago was the only bait used. Tie a bronze 1/0 or 2/0 hook directly to the line which should be doubled with a Bimini Twist. Or with a double surgeon’s or Albright Special attach a short leader of 12# mono not over 1′ or so long. On very calm days when the water is clear, the fish flush easily so no leader is used. When it is a bit windy or the water is a little dirty, you can get away with a light leader.
   Remove the tail fins of a lively shrimp and hook it one of several ways. 1) Under the chin and out the top of the head; 2) through the collar; or 3) remove the tail section and thread a hook up through the body and bring the point out either in the belly, side, or back (barbs in the shank of the hook help keep this kind of rigged shrimp in place). If you are using very light line—6# or less—casting a shrimp is easy. But if you need more weight when using heavier line or when it is windy, add a split shot or two to the line just ahead of the shrimp. A better way of doing this is the Texas rig.
   Fishing with shrimp can be approached with or without chum. To chum one usually anchors a boat upcurrent and, if possible, with the sun and wind behind. Pick a sandy-grassy area known to host bonefish on a rising tide. Dice fresh shrimp into small pieces and scatter them in the chosen area. Crushed crab and cut-up conch can also be used. When you see bonefish feeding on the shrimp pieces, cast your shrimp about 6′-8′ beyond and in front of a fish; lift the rod tip just as the bait lands on the water and retrieve it so that it skips across the surface, then stop. Or you can just cast and leave your shrimp on the bottom, and wait for a bone to get its nose on your bait. Fishing without chum means wading the flats or casting from a flats boat, a shallow-draft skiff made especially for this type of water. Because bonefish are so sensitive to noise, a flats boat must be poled to within casting distance of a sighted fish. Wading offers an advantage as you can quickly follow a hooked fish to untangle the line from around a mangrove or sea fan. However, there are dangers in wading: an unknown flat may have deep holes, so scout it out
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