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Bud n’ Mary’s Marina is located in the town of Islamorada, in what has been called “The Sportfishing Capitol of the World.” The marina sits on the side of the Overseas Highway at mile marker 78 (78 miles to the north and east of the southernmost point in the U.S. in Key West). 

This is Bud n’ Mary’s Marina where some of the biggest names in the world of sport fishing have left their mark. Each captain, mate, guide and angler is unique. Each has many stories to tell, some very engaging and colorful, some are stories of great fishing adventures; many that have turned out exceptionally well, and some that had endings that were not so great. Four women anglers going offshore and catching 52 mahi in a day is a great story. Vic Gaspeny’s bonefish on fly that set a world record that stood for 12 years is another great fish tale. And new stories are being added everyday. At the other end of the spectrum are Hurricanes Donna, Betsy, and Irma. Those are bad news stories with tragic endings. The history of the Florida Keys, and Bud n’ Mary’s, is littered with all such kinds of adventures. 

In the marina there are 41 charter boats and just as many guides, with 1,000 years of combined experience in chartering. Not just anybody can be a Bud n’ Mary’s guide. A person would have to fit in, meaning he or she would have to know the area well, put his charter party on fish, and most of all, understand how to give a customer a world class experience. They have been doing this for more than 70 years at Bud n’ Mary’s. Their clientele is a Who’s Who of fishing enthusiasts, as is their cadre of operators. 

There’s plenty of competition in the Keys, both for who can catch the biggest, or the most, or the rarest; and for the captains and guides to secure bookings. To achieve the goal of staying booked, the guides out of Bud n’ Mary’s are simply the best. Their motto: “Your experience depends on our experience.” No one has more experience than these guys. 

This is a tradition that has been going on since the Overseas Highway was primarily a two-lane road snaking its way down to Key West. Today it is more of a four-lane highway built up on both sides with strip malls, hotels, restaurants, and more t-shirt shops and tackle stores than a person can count. Tourism drives the economy of the Florida Keys. Five million visitors a year go there to enjoy the mild weather, beautiful scenery, and wildlife, and to engage in water sports, with sportfishing being the main attraction. 

In introducing Bud n’ Mary’s to the public, it starts with the names of men and women who built the place over the years. Bud and Mary Stapleton started it in 1944 with a small fishing camp, a tackle store, and a few charter operators. After about 18 years of slow growth, they sold the marina to Jack Kertz, who built the place up. He added buildings and docks, a retail store where he sold skiffs and outboard motors, and had a full service engine repair shop and boat storage operation. Just as important as the physical improvements he made, he set about building up the charter business. He brought in the best guides and captains in the area, which resulted in scores of very famous clients routinely booking charters. In time many of the guides entered the history books as some of the most innovative and successful names in sportfishing. 

When Richard Stanczyk bought the marina in 1978, he placed the emphasis more directly on sportfishing. He got rid of the boat and motor dealerships and the repair facility, and eventually got rid of the boat storage operation. He welcomed the best captains and boats into his marina and set about building an iconic brand. He made necessary improvements to the physical facility, and equally important, he continued the tradition of better captains and guides for a better customer experience. 

Since the early 1900s commercial and sport fishermen have been coming to Islamorada to harvest the ocean’s bounty. To come for sport, to test their skills against scores of different species of fish on different kinds of tackle, to set and break world records, and to be great sportsmen and return the slimy critters back to their natural habitats. 
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Author’s Note
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First a word about how to understand this book. There are a lot of stories contained within the history of Bud n’ Mary’s Marina. Hundreds of captains and guides have chartered out of there. Scores of different boats have made a mark. Thousands of guests have come along and enjoyed the pleasures of the place. Remarkable catches, including many world records, have been set there as well. And all this has been going on for nearly 80 years. Some of the characters span all three families of marina owners. Some of their stories could be a difficult read for the person who wants to start on page one and read right through. I would suggest finding a subject you like and going with that. The layout of this book is not in the kind of chronological order that to skip from part to part would be to miss anything. 

I’ve been writing novels and non-fiction books for about a quarter century. At first I wrote novels based upon a subject I thought I knew something about: sportfishing. But what I imagined as a fiction writer paled in comparison to the real life stories many of the great fishermen could tell. So I set about to meet some of these legendary men and women and write about their lives as captains, guides, and anglers. 

The more of these captains I got to know, the more amazed I became at their stories. What they have seen in their years of fishing experiences boggles the mind. “The sea has many faces, not all of them peaceful, playful, or fun,” says Captain Bart ‘Black Bart’ Miller. The sea can give, and it can take away, and everyday out there in the ocean, or on the flats, is a new adventure. Skillful, experienced captains can make all the difference in how that experience plays out.

The entire archipelago stretching from Key Largo in the north to Key West in the south and west is dotted with marinas for the pleasure of the sportfishing public. For every offshore charter boat that thrills its clients with tuna, mahi, sailfish, wahoo, amberjacks, and the occasional marlin, there are an equal number of backwater guide boats that can put an angler on tarpon, bonefish, permit, redfish, and more bonnethead sharks than can be counted. 

There are famous marinas in a number of places in the world. Anyone who studies fishing knows that the waters around Cabo produce new world records for striped marlin practically every year. Los Suenos in Costa Rico has abundant sailfish, tuna, mahi, and the always-fun roosterfish. Cairns in Australia offers an opportunity for a grander black marlin on any given day. And the Florida Keys bustle year round with scores of marinas and hundreds of boats available for charter in the shallow backcountry and the deep blue ocean offshore.  

When surveying (in my mind) the marinas that offer the greatest opportunities for discovering a history of interesting characters and events, Bud n’ Mary’s Marina in Islamorada shows the most promise. It was established in 1944 as a bait and tackle store with a small dock for a limited number of skiffs for backwater fishing. In its nearly 80-year existence it has grown, not just in physical stature, but also in its image as a unique fishing destination. 

There is much written about the history of the Florida Keys, and there are numerous stories about Bud n’ Mary’s. There are pages and pages about the captains and guides that have worked, or currently work out of that marina. Most of the information provided in this book came from personal interviews between me and men and women who have been associated with the marina over the decades. Many of the characters, the ones who are still alive, have told their own stories for this book and have spoken of others. 

There can be no doubt that a book about the history of Bud n’ Mary’s Marina will look a lot like a treatise on the Stanczyk family with its references, stories, and pictures. Since 1978 the Stanczyk family has owned the marina, so its influence cannot be overstated. Two generations of Stanczyks have contributed so much to the development and reputation of the marina that to do less would be unbalanced. 

There are many moving parts to the Bud n’ Mary’s story that came from many different directions. While nearly all of what is contained in these pages is accurate, I cannot 100% guarantee all of it. Different people remember things differently. Some think they got their facts right but are not certain. Some contradict others, and some are trying to recall details of events they experienced sixty or more years ago. 

So please don’t kill the messenger. These tales are stories as they have been presented to me. This book follows a number of other books I have written that required similar research, and faith in the person telling the story. The bottom line is that the story of Bud n’ Mary’s is an interesting one. The marina is an iconic sportfishing destination with a world famous reputation for quality, fun, and excitement. The characters are colorful, some famous, and others just popular or talented. Enjoy the read, and come visit the place. You’ll see; it lives up to its reputation in every way.

Patrick Mansell

`
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Chapter One
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The Early Keys 

While most of the rest of the country sleeps, one of the busiest places in the U.S. south of Miami is at latitude 24.898 North, 80.658 West along the Overseas Highway in Islamorada in the Florida Keys. This is where a fleet of 41 charter boats with their captains and mates are preparing to take excited anglers and tourists out for a day of fishing in what has been called the Sportfishing Capital of the World. This is the famous place known as Bud n’ Mary’s Marina.  

At the dock the captains and crews are readying their boats. Checking their systems and rigging, making sure their electronics are A-OK, performing radio checks, and hopeful that they will be giving their charter parties a day on the water they will never forget. Mates are hauling in ice and bait, going over their equipment and making sure they are prepared with the tackle they will need for the fish they will be targeting.

Now the guests are beginning to arrive. The excitement in the air is palpable. More tackle, picnic baskets and day bags with cameras, sunscreen, extra towels, sunglasses, sun visors and anything else that can help to make them more comfortable for the next nine or ten hours in the tropical sun.

The fleet is ready to go. The fish boxes are loaded with ice, the fuel tanks are topped off, the engines are warmed up, and it’s time to untie from the dock and head out. A procession of boats a half-mile long makes its way out of the marina and into the Teatable Key Relief Channel. Some of the smaller boats will peel off and head northwest toward Biscayne National Park and Florida Bay and the Gulf of Mexico. Others will continue southeast for flats fishing, while others will continue offshore for deep-sea adventures and hopes of catching who knows what – swordfish, mahi mahi, tuna, sailfish, amberjack, groupers, sharks, wahoo, or any of a dozen kinds of snappers. Or, if Neptune is in a particularly benevolent mood, a blue marlin that can be brought alongside, photographed, tagged and released.

These fishermen and their guests have much to look forward to. This is the place where world records are made and broken. This is where thousands of fishing enthusiasts come every year to wind and unwind. The place is populated by some of the greatest guides in the world, and this has been going on for decades. This is Bud n’ Mary’s.  

The Keys, from the Spanish word ‘cayo’ meaning small island, is a chain of islands in the Atlantic Ocean stretching in a southerly and westerly direction for 200 miles beginning at the southern end of the Florida peninsula and continuing on past the island of Key West. 

Islamorada and the Florida Keys have a colorful history. Thousands of years ago the area was inhabited by Matecumbe Indians, thought to be a sub-tribe of the Calusa Indians, and other visiting tribes. Its later discovery during the voyages of Christopher Columbus in the fifteenth century, and later explored by Juan Ponce de Leon and others of the early Spanish explorer/conquerors, began an era of settlement and development by non-natives that has continued for 500 years.

Until the beginning of the twentieth century no bridges had been built to connect these islands; they could only be visited by boat. But by the early 1800s there were plenty of reasons for the development of Key West. The most extremely located and populated island in the Keys was recognized for its important strategic placement. It was directly in the trade routes between the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico, and destinations bordered by the Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico. 

In addition to being the southernmost city in the country with its mild tropical weather, Key West had industry of its own. Waters teeming with fish, shrimp and sponges, and a healthy cigar production industry created opportunities and jobs for thousands of workers. By the 1830s Key West was the most populous city in all of Florida with the highest per capita income of any city in the country.

Henry Flagler

Unarguably the most important name in the development of the Florida Peninsula is Henry Flagler. Born in 1830 in Hopewell, New York, he migrated with his family to Ohio at the age of fourteen. During the 1860s Cleveland was becoming one of the leading oil refining centers in America. With his close friend, John D. Rockefeller, the two men founded Standard Oil, a company that was to grow to be the biggest company in the world. Flagler’s 25% ownership share of Standard Oil made him one of the wealthiest men in America.

Toward the 1880s Flagler wanted to chase other dreams. He resigned from his position at Standard Oil but remained a board member. By this time he had already been wintering in Jacksonville, Florida, where the climate better suited the health of his then wife, and the mother of his three children, Mary (Harkness). Flagler relocated to Florida permanently and viewed it, with its temperate climate and natural beauty, as a place of unlimited possibilities. Over the years, as he traveled south along the peninsula, he discovered one area nicer than the one before.  

St. Augustine, the earliest settlement in America dating back to the fifteenth century, was a city that captivated Flagler. The road system of that day was in its infancy and automobiles were not in common use. Traveling by rail was the way in which long, overland trips were made in the late 1800s. But there was very limited access to most parts of Florida. The railroads of the day coming from the north only went as far as Jacksonville some 40 miles to the north of St. Augustine. The center of the peninsula was likened to exploration of deepest Africa.

Already with a pedigree in railroad construction from the time during his association with Standard Oil, Flagler set about extending the rail line that next 40 miles. In 1885 he incorporated the Florida East Coast Railway (FEC). Intending to bring traffic to the St. Augustine area, Flagler built the luxurious Ponce de Leon Hotel, which opened in 1888. Then along came the completion of his Alcazar Hotel. He purchased his third hotel in that city, the Cordova, later named Casa Monica. He built it and they came. The rail line from the north could now bring passengers to Flagler’s luxurious winter palaces. When the hotels opened, St. Augustine became the foremost winter resort in America. 

By this time Flagler’s success in business made him believe anything was possible. His travels by steamships had already brought him all the way down the peninsula, and he was familiar with much of what it had to offer. He had traveled to Key West and witnessed the biggest city in Florida with a number of stable industries and a booming population. In his vision, Flagler could see it as a tourist destination as well. 

While under construction with the railroad link from Jacksonville to St. Augustine, Flagler was already planning his next project. He was in constant negotiations, and sometimes battles, with the state for rights of way for his rail line. However, Flagler had an advantage in that he was able to build this railroad using his own fortune, not in need of outside financing, and at no expense to the state. In increments, he was eventually granted the right to extend the railroad 300 miles down to Miami.

Along the way Flagler fell in love with the beautiful town of Palm Beach. As he stretched his railroad to that place, he built Whitehall, a permanent home for his family. In 1902 the New York Herald proclaimed that Henry Flagler’s estate was “More beautiful than any palace in Europe, grander and more magnificent than any other private dwelling in the world.” Whitehall went on to be placed on the National Historical Register. Today it is called the Henry Morrison Flagler Museum and is open to the public.

At the same time, Flagler built the Palm Beach Inn, which was destroyed by fire in 1903 and rebuilt as The Breakers. That resort was called the most beautiful hotel resort in the world. And now that vacationers could travel by rail from the northeast to places like St. Augustine and Palm Beach to stay at Flagler’s luxurious resorts, Florida was beginning to be noticed as a destination with unique qualities for snowbirds hoping for relief from frigid northern winters. With growth in tourism came jobs, population growth, and rapid development.

In the first decade of the twentieth century, Miami, which later went on to become the biggest metropolitan area in the state, was nothing more than a small settlement with only perhaps 1,000 inhabitants. But Flagler knew that between what was already in that location, and what he could bring to it, expanding the line to Miami would be a winner. When landowner Julia Tuttle agreed to deed Flagler half her property holdings, which amounted to several hundred acres, in exchange for him bringing the line south, this cinched the deal. And Flagler’s hunch proved to be a good one. With people already flocking to Palm Beach and its surrounding area, and those towns beginning to thrive, Miami was a natural for development. He went on to build the Royal Palm Hotel in that city.

And now a big decision had to be made. Flagler had brought his railroad 350 miles from Jacksonville to Miami. The distance from the end of the line to the most populous city in Florida, Key West, was half the distance the railroad had already traveled. Had that distance been a matter of laying track across land that was like what had already been crossed in coming from Jacksonville to Miami, the decision may have been an easy one. Surely extending the line another 160 miles from Miami would have been a manageable task. But laying tracks from Miami to Key West was a different kind of challenge. This was not anything like the land previously crossed. 

There are 800 Keys in total, all of which lie offshore of the main route from the mainland to Key West. Up to this time travel through this area was done exclusively by boat, and in some instances the islands were miles apart. To build this leg of the railroad meant extending the line out to sea. Among the challenges was the prospect of building forty-two bridges to connect these islands.

Ever the visionary and a man of great strength of will, Flagler saw this challenge as a project worthy of doing. He knew that the canal across the isthmus of Central America in Panama would eventually be completed. The canal effort, originally begun by a French construction team, had failed, but that project was too important to abandon. In 1904 the United States took over the canal project and it became a sure bet that this canal was going to be completed. It was impossible to guess how much shipping traffic this new canal would bring, but the impact on shipping through Panama and onward through the Caribbean toward Cuba and the United States would be immense. With Key West sticking out into the path of the newly charted shipping lanes, there was no doubt that the island was going to be more important than ever. Making Key West accessible by land, as opposed to steamboat, would open it up as never before, and it would be a catalyst for development of towns along the way. 

In spite of warnings about the folly of such an endeavor, Flagler made the decision to proceed. And it was a slog the whole way down. At one time he employed 6,000 workers on the line, and money was pouring out at an amazing rate. The men and women who worked on the line and serviced this industrial effort fought brutal heat, and miles of open ocean. And perhaps nearly as bad were the ever-present clouds of mosquitos and the discomfort and diseases that accompany that scourge. 

One unfortunate hazard to living and working in the Florida Keys has always been its position in the path of hurricanes. The hurricane of 1906 was the first to affect the railroad when it came ashore in the Middle Keys. It wiped out sixteen miles of FEC tracks and killed 240 Keys inhabitants including 135 FEC railroad workers. Unfortunate setbacks were expected, and Flagler’s resolve to extend his railroad to Key West did not waiver.

Completed by Flagler in 1908 was an area on Long Key that was about half way down the chain of islands. In this place Flagler built a depot where housing for his men was provided along with storage and staging facilities to service the FEC construction. Upon completion of the railroad, when the property was no longer needed for that purpose, the area was converted into the popular destination known as the Long Key Fishing Camp. The famous author and sportsman, Zane Gray, was the camp’s first president, and he experienced many of his fishing adventures out of that place. Other members included Herbert Hoover, Andrew Mellon, Franklin Roosevelt, William Randolph Hurst and many other famous men.

The story of Flagler’s quest to open the Keys to his railroad and the commerce that goes with that endeavor is epic. And lo and behold, in 1912 the railroad was completed and the chain of islands was opened up to hoards of travelers. New towns sprung up along the way and tourists came from all over the world to this paradisiac archipelago.

Henry Flagler lived long enough to see the completion of his railroad. As a developer of luxury hotels and resorts for many years, he continued to feed clients to his properties along the line. 

But by this time Flagler was already in his eighties and in frail health. An unfortunate fall down a flight of stairs in his Palm Beach residence exacerbated his health problems, and it was not long after that in 1913 that he passed away. Flagler’s third wife, Mary Lily (Kenan) was at his side when he died, and on that day she became the world’s richest woman. Her husband had left her cash, stocks, properties and companies valued at more than $100 million, today’s equivalent of about $6 billion.

Flagler had drawn plans for the Casa Marina Hotel at the terminus of his railroad line in Key West. That hotel was conceptualized by Flagler but not completed until 1920, several years after he passed away. With Flagler’s Florida East Coast railroad in place, development of the Florida Keys continued unabated. Railroad stations were built, towns were established, schools were opened, and fishing camps sprung up along the way. While the FEC Railroad was itself a modest financial success, the business it brought to the Florida peninsula, and to Flagler’s chain of hotels, was enormous. 

By the 1930s there was a new dynamic in place. With the industrial revolution in full swing, the average family could now own an automobile. Road construction was proceeding at a blistering pace and the country was more mobile than ever. Expansion of the road system in Florida had opened the state to the migration of millions of new permanent residents. Miami was becoming a booming city. Interest in the lands to the south of Miami grew as never before in large measure because of the building of the railroad.

For 23 years the FEC Railroad was the main lifeline from the mainland through the Keys. But all that ended in 1935 when the notorious Labor Day Hurricane packing winds of nearly 200 miles per hour, and a tidal inundation of 17 feet, hit the Keys. The upper and middle Keys were decimated by that storm. Hundreds of lives were lost, property damage was nearly complete, and 40 miles of railroad track were wiped out. Not only were railroad cars tossed around in the wind like toys, but a number of bridges were knocked out by the storm as well. Key West was cut off from the mainland with the exception of steamship and other boat traffic.

The concept of an Overseas Highway had been discussed prior to 1920. The land boom in the area to the south of Miami attracted real estate interests who sought vehicular access to the Upper Keys where there were thousands of acres of undeveloped land. The completion of Flagler’s railroad had proven that a highway through the Keys was feasible. At the time of the 1935 hurricane the FEC did not have the resources to rebuild the railroad, so it negotiated with the state of Florida to sell its right-of-way for $640,000. Portions of the highway came into existence earlier while the railroad was still operational, and the purchase of the right-of-way gave the state the ability to continue building the roadway as an extension of US 1 with its terminus in Key West. 

The FEC railroad still operates profitably from Jacksonville to Miami. Passenger service on the FEC was discontinued in 1968, and the system is now a freight carrier. In 2007 it was sold to Fortress Investment Group for more than $3 billion. It was acquired ten years later by Grupo Mexico. 

Early Opportunities for Stapleton and Kertz

In the 1930s the Keys were under robust development. No longer were the shanties erected in the days of Henry Flagler the dominant construction. Sturdy concrete buildings were built all along the railroad line. Homes, retail stores, lodging for visitors, fish camps, and marinas were evidence of a boom in development that would last for many decades. The Keys, as a commercial and sportfishing destination, had been established with big name celebrities, and a number of sports personalities and presidents enjoying the fishing and the beautiful winter weather. 

However, the hurricane of 1935 changed many things. The devastation caused by that hurricane, the property damage and loss of life, was horrifying. The Keys extension of the Florida East Coast railroad was forever out of service. Businesses shuttered, residents cleared out by the hundreds, and what was left was a huge mess to be cleaned up. 

Today’s real estate speculators would marvel at the thought of what had happened to prices after that hurricane. Oceanfront parcels sold for bargain prices, and it became a buyers’ market. By this time, the Overseas Highway was snaking its way down the island chain and had reached Key Largo, mostly over the FEC railroad right of way. Further road construction soon followed.

Capt. Everett Fowler was able to purchase the natural boat basin that would become the site of Bud n’ Mary’s at mile marker 79.8 on the Overseas Highway. At that location in 1937 he built a fish camp, motel and marina. In the following year the highway to Key West was complete. 

In 1944, New Englanders Bud and Mary Stapleton visited the southernmost end of Upper Matecumbe Key and recognized the potential of the place. After purchasing the oceanfront parcel, they renamed it Bud n’ Mary’s. According to Bud Stapleton, by 1950 they had five guide boats operating, along with a motel and bait shop, with a second-floor apartment for him and his wife. 

Business was good for Bud and Mary. Mild winter weather and some of the best sportfishing in the world kept the tackle store busy and the charter fleet was successful. During the time the Stapletons owned the marina, Bud, along with his best friend, Gene Glowniak, and two helpers built the bait shack and the apartment building with their own hands. 

On August 10, 1960, Cat 4 Hurricane Donna, packing sustained winds of 145 miles per hour was a direct hit on Islamorada. A 13-foot storm surge over islands that had only eight to ten feet of elevation caused flooding as far north as Miami 100 miles away from the eye. At Bud n’ Mary’s the water rose to within one foot of the ceiling on the ground floors. Telephone wires and electric lines were down for weeks. The aqueduct that supplied the Keys with fresh water from the mainland broke apart at five different locations, and water had to be ferried in by boats. Residents had to carry buckets, cans and jars to watering stations to collect fresh water. Bridges were destroyed cutting the Lower Keys off from the mainland, and 364 people died. This was another one of those events that caused many of the Keys people to abandon the area and head for safer ground. The Stapletons recovered from Donna with $18,000 in property damage. 

The Marina Grows

Jack Kertz was an avid sport fisherman who fished for bluefin tuna in the canyons off Long Island. He was best known as a jeweler up north, and when he retired from that business he moved to Islamorada, most likely to be closer to where the best fishing opportunities were to be found. Kertz had a diverse background. While history speaks of him as a jeweler from New York, he was also the marina owner/operator of Henning’s Fishing Station, a bait store and boat rental operation in Atlantic Beach, Long Island, New York. But Jack loved fishing in Islamorada and visited the area often. 

When Kertz bought Bud n’ Mary’s in 1963 it was a well located, but modest facility. It had minimal docks, and the souvenir shop and the booking office that is there today was a small bait shop. It had a rudimentary gas dock, an upstairs apartment, and a lot of empty space. Jack embarked on a building program that took years to complete. Of primary importance was the ability for boats to get into and out of the marina. What is the marina basin today was shallow water impassable by bigger sport fishing boats. Jack had that area of the marina dredged and used the sea bottom that he dug out placed to the north and east of the site to make fill for the storage shed he would later build. This building project accomplished two objectives: it gave the marina a deeper port for the larger boats, and expanded the land area to make it usable. The use of fill from the sea bottom to expand a building site was not unusual in the 1960s and 1970s, but legislation enacted after that time would make such a land development program come under much more county and environmental regulation.  

Kertz opened a showroom for boats in the main building that sits on Overseas Highway. He sold several makes of skiffs and was the Mercury outboard motor dealer. The boat storage barn that is the facility’s flagship building, visible from miles around, did not exist before Kertz took over. For many years after he built it, the building was used to store boats as an in and out facility, and it became an outboard motor repair facility with Elliott Burgess and Don Durkin as its two full time mechanics. 

In 1974 Jack built the original guide dock with twenty-four slips. Here the shallow water guides would store their skiffs. In those early days the guides each built their own lifts, which were hand-cranked winches. Some built rudimentary roofs primarily of corrugated metal. The dock was described as a sea shanty, but it served its purpose. 

The outer dock, referred to as the Pelican Dock as it is a favorite resting area for numerous resident pelicans, was a feature that Kertz added to the facility in 1975. On the inner side of the dock are moored mostly open fishermen boats with center consoles. On the outer, ocean side of that dock are houseboats that Bud n’ Mary’s rents out to vacationers. 

Some of the best captains and guides established their charter businesses at Bud n’ Mary’s while Kertz owned it. Famous fishermen and celebrities added to its image. As the fishing grounds around the marina became more and more popular, and as world records for bonefish, tarpon, and other species were made and then broken in that area, it became a destination for sportsmen and women from all over the country and the world. 

The guides who worked out of Bud n’ Mary’s during the ownership days of Jack Kertz watched the marina grow. To see what it was when he took over, and what it had become while he owned it, one would not recognize the place. Driving down the highway passersby recognize the giant shark mount hanging out front. Tourists slow down to gawk at it. It is hard to miss that iconic Keys landmark.
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Chapter Two
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The Earliest Legendary Guides

The history of Bud n’ Mary’s is also the history of many of the most notable guides in the Keys, and some of the most recognized anglers in the world. Islamorada is home to many world record catches, particularly in the area of light tackle and fly tackle for such favorite species as bonefish and tarpon. 

Don Gurgiolo

Don Gurgiolo was one of the earliest guides in Bud n’ Mary’s going back to the beginning days when the marina was just getting started. He was born in 1928 in Newcastle, Pennsylvania, and at an early age joined the Marine Corps. While stationed in Panama, Gurgiolo became interested in fishing. When he completed his tour of duty he returned to Pennsylvania and completed his high school education.

Understanding that the best fishing could be found in the Florida Keys, he moved to Islamorada in 1949 and began fishing out of Bud n’ Mary’s in 1950 while the marina was not much more than a fish camp on the side of the road. Gurgiolo became one of the premier guides at Bud n’ Mary’s and fished alongside the old timers like Jimmie Albright, Cecil Keith, Hugh Brown, Clifford Ambrose, Dick Rake, and Angus Boatwright. Among his protégés were Skip Nielson, Alex Adler, and Jimmy Poe who each went on to place his name among the best captains to ever guide out of that marina.  

In his 50 year career as a fishing guide Gurgiolo owned five different six pack boats, all named Gonfishin’. He was a man of diverse talents, which included owning and piloting a seaplane; but he was known best for his fishing prowess. Although he chartered as an offshore fishing guide, he also loved bone fishing on the flats, and was considered very good at it although he mostly did it for his own recreation and that of family and friends. 

In the time period around the 1950s and 1960s most offshore fishermen were using heavy tackle to target some of the game fish such as sailfish and mahi. But Gurgiolo was an innovator and advocated for much lighter spinning tackle for those species. He pioneered live bait sail fishing on 12-pound spinning gear. This, in combination with his friend, Bob Lewis’ kite technique, revolutionized sailfish tournaments in the Keys and South Florida. 

Gurgiolo was a founding member of the Islamorada Charter Boat Association, and was active in tournament fishing in the Keys. He is reputed to have been among the winningest captains in the history of the MET Tournament, the largest fishing tournament, with the most entrants of any fishing tournament in the world.   Don Gurgiolo was also instrumental in starting several tournaments including the Islamorada Sailfish Tournament, which is run out of Whale Harbor, and is the first leg of the Florida Keys Gold Cup Sailfish Championship. He also helped to found the Cheeca Lodge Presidential Sailfish Tournament, which serves as the third and final leg of the Gold Cup Championship (not to be confused with the Gold Cup Tarpon Tournament).  

As many of the captains in Islamorada do, Gurgiolo liked to get away from the Keys from time to time. He and his parties, frequently including his daughter, Tammy, would fish the waters around Cuba, and Cay Sal Bank and other locations in the Bahamas. 

If fish mounts are any indication of a captain’s or guide’s success, Don Gurgiolo has much to be proud of. Tammy says she is quite certain that if she ever needed anything from Gray’s Taxidermy in Ft. Lauderdale she would just have to ask. Her father sent scores of anglers there to have replicas made of their catches. Many of his charter parties were new to offshore fishing so they would want to have a nice replica to show the folks back home. He was a big generator of new business for Gray’s.

Don Gurgiolo fished out of Bud n’ Mary’s from 1950 until 1968. He then moved his charter operation up the road to Holiday Isle. He fished out of that location for more than two decades and finally retired from the business in the late 1990s. He passed away in 1999. The last of the Gonfishin’ boats, number five, still charters out of Bud N’ Mary’s with Glen Miller as its owner and captain. 

Jimmie Albright

The legend of Jimmie Albright has a number of faces. While it is universally agreed that he was a fishing guide extraordinaire, his legacy is one of having many admirers, while at the same time having detractors. When discussing the development of sportfishing in the Florida Keys, particularly flats fishing on fly, often as not Albright’s name will pop up early in the conversation. He was one of the true pioneers in the discovery, development, and innovation of saltwater fly-fishing. 

A native of Indiana, Albright moved to Miami in 1935. He originally worked as a lifeguard, but also moonlighted as a mate on an offshore charter boat. This experience eventually led him to fish with the blue-water fishing enthusiasts Zane Grey and Ernest Hemingway. 

After serving in World War II, Albright moved to Islamorada with his first wife, Frankie, and eventually set up shop at what was Jack Kertz’ Bud n’ Mary’s Marina. It is rumored that it was Frankie who taught her husband, Jimmie, the basics of fishing. She was, in her own right, an excellent and motivated fisher. She was also community minded, and when the local Chamber of Commerce launched The Upper Keys Lime Festival in 1953, Frankie instituted a one-day fishing tournament for the community where bonefish and barracuda were targeted. 

One of Albright’s earliest jobs was running an offshore charter boat out of Cheeca Lodge, and it did not take him long to develop the reputation as the guy to go to when fishing in or around Islamorada. His skills were recognized early and fishing enthusiasts came to fish with him and learn from him. He soon began guiding celebrities inshore and offshore of Islamorada.

While many will remember him for his shallow water, fly-fishing expertise, Jimmie was equally adept in the blue water offshore. He was hired along with the famous big game fish innovator, Tommy Gifford of Miami, to come up to Canada to show those people how to catch the giant bluefin tuna. Upon assessing the situation, Jimmie made a simple observation: those fish have to eat, don’t they? And from that approach Albright and Gifford set about to discover the best ways to attract, hook, and land those monster fish.  

But Jimmie loved the challenge of sight fishing and outsmarting the bonefish; it was much like hunting, where he could pit his skill against the skittish bonefish, and not have to rely so much on luck. He knew how and where to place his boat depending on the direction of the flow of the fish, how to present his flies, and what to do when the bonefish hit. 

Still in its infancy, flats fishing did not keep all of the guides busy. Of course the most popular guides like Jimmie Albright, Cecil Keith, Roger Martin and George Hommel kept busy, but other guides did not stay booked all the time. Then things began to change in the 1960s. With this renewed interest, and the expansion of the season from the months of February and March, to the months of February through June, and again from September to November, it opened up new fishing opportunities and became a busy time for the Keys flats guides. 

One of Albright’s claims to fame was in guiding, and becoming a close friend of baseball legend Ted Williams. Williams was a demanding client, but Albright was the one guide who could keep up with him and help him to improve his skills. Some would say that Albright and Williams got along so well because they were so much alike. Both operated at the highest professional level, demanding perfection, and delivering what was expected. The two men fished together as guide and client, and as friends, for a number of years. In describing their relationship Bud n’ Mary’s owner, Richard Stanczyk said, “Jimmie and Ted were a lot alike. Both of them were competitive, expert, tough and cantankerous. Jimmie had a great sense of humor, but he was also very dedicated and disciplined. He took his guiding seriously, and helped make the industry a legitimate profession.”

Vic Gaspeny, the man Richard Stanczyk calls “the best fisherman I have ever known,” and who guided parties out of Bud n’ Mary’s since 1975 and for 40 years said, “With Jimmie you had to prove you were a real fisherman, not just a guy with a license and a boat.” Vic knew and fished alongside Albright for many years and the men became close friends. After Jimmie divorced his first wife, Frankie, Vic bought her boat when it came up for sale. Sometime later Jimmie married has second wife, Kathy, who already had two sons, Philip and Gary. When Jimmie and Kathy went off on their honeymoon Vic watched one of the boys until they got back. As a kind of payback, Jimmie took Vic fishing in Flamingo. The two men had mutual respect and fished along side each other for many years.

People might like to portray Jimmie Albright as a prideful, difficult fisherman, but Vic Gaspeny says he was anything but that. He speaks of a time when he was out on Buchanan Bank fishing for tarpon with a party, and Albright was fishing nearby. The way that Vic had his boat facing was causing the ripples in the water to splash against his transom. From where he was standing not far away, Jimmie could see that that splashing was causing the tarpon to move off and at a distance from the boat. Vic’s bow was simply pointed in the wrong direction. Jimmie held on to that information, and when the two men returned to the marina Jimmie took Vic aside to tell him what he observed. Many other guides may have called out to Vic at the moment they saw that mistake, which may have been mortifying in front of his clients. But Jimmie spared Vic that embarrassment by taking him aside privately and speaking so no one else could hear. Jimmie had shown great leadership by being the teacher and sparing the student any discomfort. Vic says that Jimmie was that kind of guy. He didn’t have to prove to anybody how good he was or how much better he was. He was sure of himself as a professional fisherman and he left his ego on the dock.  

Vic also talks about an event that not many people know about. One day Jimmie was out fishing in the Gold Cup Tournament when his angler hooked into a 130-pound tarpon. Jimmie thought it might be the winning entry at the weigh-in, so he stood ready with the kill gaff, a nasty piece of stainless steel that was meant to be used against the toughest of fish. Albright gaffed the tarpon, which in turn bolted and caused him to fly out of the boat. The man and the tarpon thrashed in the water for a few seconds, and Albright ended up with the gaff in his leg. The angler saw what had happened and guided the boat over to where Jimmie was bleeding and in pain. He helped Jimmie aboard and rushed him back to shore and to the hospital. From that event Albright had damage to his leg that caused him a slight limp forever after.

For years Jimmie Albright was the center of the universe in Islamorada sport fishing. His expertise and his ability to attract celebrity clients and positive publicity for the place helped to shine a light on sportfishing in the Florida Keys. But more than that, Albright was the real deal. He had brains, talent and stamina. He worked hard and built up a well-deserved reputation as one of the best ever in the Florida Keys. Anyone who has ever joined two lines together using an Albright knot can thank Jimmie for inventing it. 

Jimmie Albright died in January 1998 at the age of eighty-two. In a rare nod to the captain’s greatness, the New York Times published Albright’s obituary. The IGFA Tommy Gifford Award honors the top captains, guides and crewmembers in angling history. Jimmy Albright was inducted into that group posthumously in 2013. 

Cecil Keith

There’s the story of the Hurricane of 1935 where winds of nearly 200 miles per hour toppled the FEC railroad car that was supposed to take families to safety but arrived too late to go any further. It is said that a father held his four-year-old son above his head to save him from the rising floods. That little boy was Cecil Keith. 

Early tales of great innovators in fly-fishing on the Florida Keys flats would be incomplete without mention of Cecil Keith. Fly fishing presents challenges at a different level than can be understood by conventional fishermen used to spinning tackle. The process of fishing with fly, the tying of the flies, the rigging of terminal tackle, the casting technique, and the sight placement of the fly when targeting bonefish or tarpon presents a challenge like none other. 

Cecil became a guide at Bud n’ Mary’s in 1947 at the age of 16 when the inshore and offshore waters of the Florida Keys were virgin territory
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