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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to my mom, who sent me off to Lakefork Creek at the age of 10 with a willow pole, a can of worms, and the instructions to bring back supper.


PREFACE

It was a wise angler who pointed out that catching fish is 10 percent knowing HOW to fish, 90 percent knowing WHERE to fish.

This book tackles the second portion of that equation, the 90 percent part. No matter how good your tackle nor how refined your techniques, if you don’t know the specific locations where your target species gather, you’ll strike out. In some 25 years of chasing Florida’s gamefish, I’ve been blessed with discovering more than my share of good spots--often as a result of the generosity of good friends and guides, but also because of just plain, dogged persistence.

“If you can’t be smart, be stubborn,” grandpa Sargeant once told me, and I have.

Are the spots contained in these pages guaranteed to produce, first time, every time?

Naw.

Secret spots are only good sometimes, maybe two hours a day in a particular week in the month of May, on falling tide. If you don’t have all that information, your secret spot is not worth the treasure map it’s written on. But hit the right place at the right time with the right bait and the right presentation and it’s angling heaven. This book gives you as many clues as possible, but you’ll have to be smart . . . or stubborn--to put it all together.

A word of caution. Many secret spots remain secret because they’re tough to find or tough to get to. This book contains many inshore spots that are risky or downright dangerous to approach if you’re not familiar with shallow water operation. Go slowly, go cautiously, and keep your eyes open anytime you approach an inshore location. Unmarked rocks, bars, pilings and other hazards are part of the flats fishing game, and running at speed in waters you don’t know can wipe out your lower unit or even hole your boat in extreme cases. Discretion is definitely the better part of valor in running the inside waters.

Remember, too, that the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration Nautical Charts on which the maps are based have in some cases not been updated for 10 years or more. While most areas along the west coast do not see dramatic changes in bottom structure, depths in passes and over bars can alter enough in a matter of days to put you aground. Let your depth finder and your own eyes be the ultimate judge of safe depths, using the charts only as a general guide.
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HOW TO USE THE CHARTS

The charts in this book are based on the offical U.S. government charts produced by the National Ocean Survey. However, because the charts have been sectioned to fit the format of the pages, not all navigation markers and hazards to navigation are shown. And, some charts have been reduced in scale, others expanded, which changes the apparent distances between markers and obstructions. DO NOT DEPEND ON THE CHARTS IN THIS BOOK FOR SAFE NAVIGATION! They are offered only as a guide to good fishing spots.

Key your use of the charts to the seasons. While trout, redfish, snapper and snook are shown well inland in some of the rivers, remember that these locations will produce only in winter, when the fish move inshore to find warmer water. Conversely, species like tarpon and mackerel, shown at the outer edge of the grass flats, will be found there only in temperate weather, spring through fall.

Similarly, areas on the flats showing snook, trout, flounder and reds are likely to produce best on rising or high tides, while swash channels, creek mouths and dredge holes are better bets on low or falling tides.

Adjust your fishing to the seasons, tides and weather conditions, and try a series of the indicated spots until you find action. Remember, no “secret spot” produces every time, but by selecting your spot based on prevailing conditions, you’ll frequently find action.
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CHAPTER 1

HILLSBOROUGH BAY

The north side of Tampa Bay is actually two sizable bays, separated by Interbay Peninsula. Hillsborough Bay has been heavily impacted by industrial development, and is not a great fishery despite improved water quality--but it has flashes of brilliance and is getting better. Old Tampa Bay, on the other hand, has very good water quality, abundant grass beds, and lots of fish. Let’s take a look at Hillsborough Bay first:

THE HILLSBOROUGH RIVER

The Hillsborough River, the bay’s main tributary, runs through downtown Tampa. It’s an excellent winter snook spot. Fish to 20 pounds hang around many of the bridges and deeper bends and marinas, and are best caught on a slow-trolled live shiner--the same sort of bait used by freshwater bass anglers. They also gang up below the Lowry Park Dam after rainfalls, when strong current occurs there.

Unfortunately, some of the areas where snook are most abundant are also the areas where there are an unusual number of bad guys ashore. It’s not advisable to fish from bridges in the Florida Avenue area after dark, and maybe not even in the daytime.
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Power plants around Tampa Bay put out heated water that attracts trout, snook, reds, snapper, sheepshead and other species from December through March. Jigs or live shrimp fished near bottom produce most of the action.

The fishery is probably most intense in winter, but there are some fish in the river year around, particularly around the docks in the lower sections. There’s a boat ramp at Tampa City Marina, off Bayshore at the Brorein Bridge.

DOWNTOWN TAMPA

Snook are also fairly abundant in the canals around Davis Islands, where they take a free-lined shrimp or sardine readily. The locals don’t welcome visitors in their backyard waterways, but this is public water for boatmen so don’t be intimidated.

There are lots of snook in Seddon Channel and the ship basins downtown--pick a morning with lots of wind from the south and fish some of the south-facing seawalls and docks, where bait will be forced up against the cover. A 52-M MirrOlure is a favorite for this action. Trolling live mullet near the seawalls also results in some monster snook. The Port Sutton powerplant outflow is good for snook, jacks, reds and a bit of everything else when it gets cold--and try the riprap shoreline to the east for snook early and late.
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HILLSBOROUGH RIVER AND DAVIS ISLANDS
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PORT SUTTON AND MCKAY BAY
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BALLAST POINT TO CATFISH POINT

If you have patience and a compulsion to catch a monster snook in excess of 30 pounds, slow-troll a foot-long ladyfish on 40-pound gear and 7/0 forged hook around the ships in East Bay, the major shipping port, and in Garrison Channel downtown. Summer nights are best for this.

There were once lots of tarpon on the west side of Davis Island in late summer, and a few have been showing up there again in the 8-foot basin in recent years.

McKay Bay turns out reds on occasion--and the nearby Palm River can be very hot for snook when the weather turns cold in late November. Also, the first dam on this river is a good spot to try if a front brings in lots of rain, causing a current flow. Rat-L-Traps, Bangolures and Bomber Long A’s are all good.

There are two ramps at the south end of Davis Island, one on the main ship channel, one on the yacht basin, both adjacent the small-plane airport.

BALLAST POINT PIER

For shorebound anglers, this pier is a great facility, thanks in large part to the late Clyde Parrish, who pushed hard to have the extensive artificial reef built there. Today it turns out the same quality snook fishing it did when Clyde walked the boards with his Calcutta pole and 120-pound-test mono.

The reef has attracted sheepshead, reds, snook and trout, and provides good fishing from spring through late fall--and sometimes there are winter runs of trout under the lights. There’s a boat ramp and a baitshop/restaurant in the park.

The yacht basin just south of Ballast Point Pier is frequently stacked with small to medium snook--they’ll hit live sardines and free-lined shrimp after sundown.

ALAFIA RIVER

The Alafia has gone through tough times, including a massive acid spill in the 1980’s that killed most of the fish in the lower river. But it has bounced back amazingly well, and these days consistently produces good winter snook fishing from the ship basin near the mouth all the way upstream to the Lithia Springs tributary. Action is particularly good below the rapids near Bell Shoals Road in December, when you can do no wrong with a topwater Rapala or Bangolure.
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ALAFIA RIVER AND BULLFROG CREEK

Try the boatdocks in the lower river from March through early May, and also try the riprap where the deep water from the turning basin turns the corner to shoot out the navigation channel on falling tides.

In spring, there’s often a run of trout around the grass on the south side of the river channel, between the channel and the bird islands. Spoons, jigs and live shrimp get them. In winter, fishing live shrimp deep in the ship channel connects with loads of silver trout.

Williams Park, on the north side of the U.S. 41 bridge at Gibsonton, is a good place to launch for fishing up or down river. Bait is available at Giant’s Camp, on the south side of the bridge. If you want to fish the upper river for snook, there’s a ramp at the Riverview Civic Center, east of U.S. 301 off MacMullen/Booth, another off Vaughn Avenue in Gibsonton.

BULLFROG CREEK

The flats outside Bullfrog Creek have no bullfrogs, but in April and May, these grass patches just south of the Alafia have excellent trout fishing for topwater anglers tossing the Rat-Lure, Bangolure, 7M MirrOlure and similars. Part of the good fishing is in the old channel of the Alafia River, which was cut off by dredging many years gone by. Depths average 3 to 5 feet.

In winter, the Whiskey Stump dredge hole, about a mile south of the mouth of Bullfrog Creek, holds many of those same trout--catch them then on jigs or live shrimp fished deep. The stump hole is not shown on the chart, but it’s just north of Whiskey Stump Key, and surrounded by only a foot of water. To get there, you run along the north edge of the Big Bend Power Plant fill, within 20 feet of shore, where there’s a dredged channel. The cut exits the main port dredge area just north of Marker 11A.
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BIG BEND AND APOLLO BEACH
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Live sardines, which can be cast-netted on many Tampa Bay grass flats, are a prime bait for snook and most inshore species. The baits are chummed into range with a mix of canned sardines, jack mackerel and whole wheat bread.

BIG BEND

The Big Bend plant itself is always worth a visit in winter. The area has been deeply dredged to accommodate coal barges, thus providing a haven for fish in cold weather. The north basin has water 25 feet deep, the center 12 feet and the south 18 feet, making them all possible refuges for winter spotted trout, silver trout and reds. The deepest part of the port, 34 feet, is just west of Marker 14 in a smaller basin off the main channel. Troll the deep water with jigs by day until you find the fish, or drift along with a weighted shrimp just off bottom. If you don
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