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  Taking the Bow


  

  


  



  The skiff drops off-plane and glides to a stop. With the outboard shut down, silence descends except for the harsh croak of a passing cormorant. Five feet under the hull, bright sun and clear water reveal small frightened fish dashing under purple sea fans and tan mottled sponges. The two men aboard go into action. One unclips a black boat pole and clambers up on the stern poling platform. The other slides a fly rod and gold-finished reel from under the gunwales; the reel hums as 60 feet of fly line is stripped out. A hundred yards away an audible sigh and a splash alert the two and both catch a glimpse of a broad green back disappearing in a big boil. In unison they pronounce, “Tarpon.” The angler steps up on the bow, the pole dips into the water, and the boat slides ahead. The hunt begins.


  [image: My spouse, Jeannette Chiari, jumps a Florida Keys oceanside tarpon during the annual spring migration.]

    My spouse, Jeannette Chiari, jumps a Florida Keys oceanside tarpon during the annual spring migration.


  [image: Hunting fish on the flats is like visiting an aquarium, revealing creatures like a lurking, alien-looking stingray or rolling tarpon.]

  
    Hunting fish on the flats is like visiting an aquarium, revealing creatures like a lurking, alien-looking stingray or rolling tarpon.


  Commanding the bow of a flats boat opens the window to a fascinating aquatic world. Eyes probe transparent shallow waters in search of elusive bonefish, tarpon, and permit. You look hard for bits of color, moving shadows, or the spectral outline of fins and tails among a welter of sea life. Coral heads deceive and comical aqua trunkfish register briefly as “Bones!” Alien-looking stingrays pulse mud devouring hapless crabs, and shadowy silver-and-black barracudas hang motionless in green sand holes.


  Sinuous sharks cruise over turtle-grass bottoms, and breathing, rolling bottlenose dolphins are mistaken for tarpon. Your heart surges as a black sickle tail waves up where a permit pins a crab or a small puff of smoky mud betrays a feeding bonefish. Untrained eyes can miss these often-subtle clues. Then “no doubt” signs assault the senses like a 100-pound tarpon exploding on mullet.


  This hunt for fish occurs in a stunning, ever-changing environment. A blazing, bright tropical sun lights up shallow salt waters, giving the flats a special luminous quality. At deeper tarpon depths, add a light breeze and the water sparkles and flashes in the sun. The quality of the light changes constantly from a brilliant yellow sun in clear blue skies to a hazy orange orb rising on a still, humid morning. Other days feature stiff winds and clouds turning waters pewter, streaked with white foam lines. There are seasonal changes as well. Winter anglers battle brisk north winds—refreshing if you’re not a flats angler. Summer on the flats carries the forced torpor of wilting heat and air thick enough to cut with a knife.


  All senses come into play. The nose takes in clean salt air as well as the low-tide smell of marl mud and wet sea grass. Mangrove cays laden with roosting cormorants and pelicans emit a guano reek. Deep into Everglades waters, there is the rank fecundity of thick mangrove jungles. Ears pick up the ripping sound of showering schools of baitfish or the crash of diving pelicans. Tailing bonefish, revealed by water splashing, can be heard on still mornings in remote Andros Island bays.
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  Imagine it’s spring in the Florida Keys. The great tarpon bacchanal is under way, and a group of anglers assembles to pursue the silver king: a couple of graying veterans, a young rookie, and a pair of ’tweeners who have somewhere caught a few bones or poons but are enamored with and deeply curious about the world of flats angling—the fish, fishing, people, and places. Bad weather blows in. Flags are starched out straight, and black squall lines carrying noisy, gray sheets of rain march across the narrow islands. No one is fishing today.
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  By afternoon there are no more flies to tie, leaders to rig, or reels to oil. A bottle of fine añejo rum appears, enlivening a long, meandering conversation about why this fishing is so addictive. What makes it so alluring? Why do the angling history, mysteries of the flats, and the great fish elicit such curiosity? Why are the colorful characters encountered there—guides, old friends, and anglers, good and bad, and the occasional jackass—so compelling? What are the best places to get on the bow of a flats skiff? And throughout, fish stories abound, some of suspect veracity. Welcome to this book. Pour your own añejo, if you wish, and join in.


  Fishing the subtropical and tropical flats is a lyrical mix of fish, fishing, people, and places. Chasing bonefish in the Florida Keys and the nearby Bahamas gave birth to flats fishing in the 1930s and ’40s. Northeastern anglers, experienced in using split-cane fly rods for trout and Atlantic salmon, took readily to casting to 2- to 8-pound bonefish in the shallows. Famous author of western novels, Zane Grey, popularized bonefishing, plying the waters around the Long Key Fishing Club in the Middle Keys.


  [image: Calm mornings and slick, lazy days offer great chances for laid-up tarpon or tailing bonefish. Storms make angling difficult if not impossible.]

    Calm mornings and slick, lazy days offer great chances for laid-up tarpon or tailing bonefish. Storms make angling difficult if not impossible.


  The bonefish legend grew rapidly in the 1950s, and it continues to be the number one flats fish around the world. You must remember to breathe while stealthily stalking a big bone in inches of water. A visible dorsal fin and silver tail ooze along as the fish nears your waiting fly. You give it a twitch, the bonie pounces, its dorsal flares, the hook is set, and the fish streaks off with the fly line ripping a visible, and audible, rooster tail in the water. Adrenaline rushes into your veins, and you wonder if you have enough line on the reel. You’re hooked—literally and figuratively.
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  [image: This is the famous Long Key Fishing Club, where bonefishing was invented, before it was destroyed in 1935 by a monster hurricane. (Courtesy of FloridaMemory.com)]

    This is the famous Long Key Fishing Club, where bonefishing was invented, before it was destroyed in 1935 by a monster hurricane. (Courtesy of FloridaMemory.com)


  [image: A stealthily presented fly gets taken aggressively by a tailing bonefish.]

    A stealthily presented fly gets taken aggressively by a tailing bonefish.


  Big silver-sided, green-backed tarpon were readily evident to early Keys flats anglers. In fact, tarpon fishing—with conventional tackle or harpoons—was already a major attraction in southwest Florida in the 1890s. But fly fishing for the great beasts did not develop for another 60 years, until technology in the form of fiberglass rods, nylon monofilament, and bar stock aluminum fly reels gave anglers a fighting chance at hooking and landing the Megalops atlanticus. Pioneer guides and anglers such as Stu Apte (a Navy fighter pilot before he was a guide), George Hommell, and J. Lee Cuddy learned the tarpon’s haunts in Keys shallow waters and through painstaking trial and error figured out how to catch the big girls (almost all of the big, 100-plus-pound tarpon are female). Tarpon fishing in the Keys remains excellent. But years of fishing pressure, and catch-and-release, have educated these long-lived fish, requiring anglers to bring well-honed skills to the bow. Whether it’s stalking laid-up single fish in the Keys backcountry or intercepting hundreds of ocean swimmers during the annual spring migration, the pursuit of tarpon remains an incomparable experience.


  Permit were last to the flats fishing party. Their affinity for small blue crabs was known for years, and a handful of individuals chased them on the flats with crabs and spinning rods starting in the ’50s. An odd perm or two fell to flies, mostly buggy-looking tarpon flies, but a permit on the fly was a rare achievement. Lefty Kreh’s seminal 1974 book, Fly Fishing in Saltwater, noted that “fewer than one hundred of these fish have been taken on a fly rod.” In the ’80s, however, legendary Keys guide Captain Steve Huff and frequent client Del Brown concocted a new crab imitation—the Merkin—and perfected the “hit ’em on the head” presentation to start catching perms in unprecedented numbers. Before Brown passed away, he notched 513 fly-caught permit, setting a record unlikely to be equaled or surpassed. Having demonstrated that fly fishing for permit was in fact viable, lots of hard-bitten permit addicts took up the challenge, inventing new patterns and techniques to fool the hyper-wary fish. And what started in the Keys expanded quickly into the permit-rich waters of Belize, Cuba, Honduras, and Mexico.


  [image: A big tarpon unhooks herself at boatside—note the purple Mouse fly.]

    A big tarpon unhooks herself at boatside—note the purple Mouse fly.


  The explosion of flats fishing in the Keys coincided with unfortunate declines in the Florida fisheries for bones, poons, and perms: the big three. Bonefish numbers began to slide in the late 1980s following the first of successive water-quality catastrophes in Florida Bay; the Bay is wedged in between mainland Florida to the north and the arc of the Keys south. Fifty years of damming, diking, and diverting the Everglades starved the wetlands, and adjacent Florida Bay, of clean fresh water. The combined water quantity and quality crises began to destroy the Bay, and a hoped-for recovery is still on the horizon.


  Nine Mile Bank is a massive grass flat along the western edge of Florida Bay. For decades it was bonefish central, and big schools pushing wakes were a common sight, exciting even the most jaded anglers. Those schools became harder to find in the ’90s and virtually disappeared by 2010. When that domino fell, it seemed to trigger the collapse of other historic bonefisheries throughout the Middle and Upper Florida Keys. The only good that came out of this debacle was the 1997 founding of the Bonefish & Tarpon Trust (BTT). It embarked on the critically needed research and development of conservation strategies to restore the bonies.


  [image: A big permit is ready to swim off after its encounter with a happy angler.]

    A big permit is ready to swim off after its encounter with a happy angler.


  Decades of research into tarpon and permit have also produced discoveries essential to conservation and angling. Neither species suffered declines comparable to Keys bonefish, but Florida’s swelling population, shoreline development, water-quantity mismanagement, and declining water quality raised red flags for both fish. Florida’s problems may create regional trouble, as highly migratory tarpon don’t confine themselves to the Sunshine State. The late famous tarpon hunter Billy Pate spoke for all anglers when he asked, “Are their tarpon our tarpon?” Does Florida share its tarpon population with other Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico states? Does the United States share its tarpon with Cuba and Mexico? Focused research has begun to answer these questions, revealing that Florida tarpon range widely, visiting states as far north as Maryland and west to Louisiana. Moreover, all Atlantic tarpon—from west Africa to the US east coast—are linked genetically.


  The habits and spawning movements of permit were similarly unknown. Innovative permit acoustic-tagging programs within the Keys have determined that the black tails on the flats are the same fish found in large spring spawning aggregations on offshore reefs and wrecks. Successful permit conservation must encompass these habitats and regulate fishing inshore and offshore.


  Understandable focus on the big three species—they are simply spectacular gamefish—should not distract from other outstanding flats fishing opportunities. Plenty of other hard-fighting big fish are available in the shallow waters. Blacktip and spinner sharks are commonly found on Keys flats, especially in Florida Bay and the Gulf of Mexico. These athletic species will run deep into your backing, jumping en route. Hanging a butterfly-filleted bonito or jack carcass over the side brings in the sharks, and when the scent and commotion get them fired up, they will munch big, flashy orange flies.


  [image: Bonefish & Tarpon Trust’s Science Team inserts an acoustic tag in a permit. (Courtesy of Jacqueline Chapman)]

    Bonefish & Tarpon Trust’s Science Team inserts an acoustic tag in a permit. (Courtesy of Jacqueline Chapman)


  Catching a jack crevalle or two is another way to put a big bend in a fly rod. Resembling permit but with a yellow rather than black tail, jacks are utterly tenacious fighters and usually very aggressive eaters. What they lack in cachet is more than made up for by a proclivity to bite and brute strength. And there are more-glamorous species to be caught on the flats: cobia and mutton snappers. These are deeper-water fish that infrequently cruise into the shallows but can be induced to take a well-presented fly. Both are strong and stubborn fighters, and many veteran anglers rank a fly-caught flats mutton snapper higher than permit.


  Snook and redfish can also be pursued on the flats. In the case of snook, most but not all of the action is along tangled green mangrove shorelines in Florida and Yucatan Peninsula fisheries. The silver snook sports a sloping head, yellowish fins and tail, and a distinctive single black line down its side; hence the nickname “lineside.” A snook fight is short and savage. Keep the charging, jumping lineside out of the mangroves and it can be landed quickly; if the fish gets to its tangled sanctuary, the game is over. Reds are highly popular along the Gulf of Mexico coast from Florida to Texas and up the Atlantic to North Carolina. Those found in the shallows run smaller, with big bruisers lurking in deeper Gulf waters.


  Angler wanderlust and improved travel added lots of other tropical and subtropical locations to our contemporary fishing itineraries. Bahamas out-island fisheries, such as Andros and Bimini, sprung up coincident with the Keys. Big-game fishing for massive bluefin tuna and marlin in the Gulf Stream waters west of Bimini was under way in the ’30s. Bonefish were caught to be used as trolling baits, and a few people discovered catching the “bait” could be a lot of fun. Locals realized they could earn a few bucks guiding the visiting sports to the bonefish. At the same time, wealthy American visitors to Andros—there to shoot white-crowned pigeons—found bonefish too, and enterprising Androsians entered the flats guiding business. Eight decades later the Bahamas abound with excellent flats fishing lodges and guides.


  Yucatan Peninsula waters of Belize and Mexico joined the ranks in the ’70s. The expansive flats of Mexico’s Ascension Bay teem with 1- to 5-pound bones but are better known and revered for oodles of permit—perms much more willing than their Florida cousins. Similarly, the tumultuous flats inside Belize’s barrier reef are favorites for bones and permit. Tarpon are also found along the Yucatan. Most are “juniors” from 1 to 20 pounds in hidden mangrove bays, although bigger fish can be found, especially in Belize.


  Not long thereafter, the Pacific got into the act. Remote Christmas Island became extremely popular for bonefish and giant trevally. Then some sharp-eyed Hawaiian locals realized big bonefish cruised deeper flats, particularly off Oahu and Molokai. Anglers in Hawaii toted stepladders into 3- or 4-foot-deep waters and perched on the top for better visibility and casting angles. By the turn of the century, bonefish guides were available in a unique fishery for what I think are the world’s spookiest bones.


  More exotic locations get added to anglers’ itineraries every year: the Indian Ocean, South Africa, and west Africa, to name a few. Time and money are the only barriers (except for an occasional pirate incident) to boating or wading the flats at places most of us had never heard of just a few years back.


  Visiting these locales with a fly rod in the luggage opens the door to extraordinary people and places missed by tourists holed up in a resort or mooing down the ramp of a cruise ship. How else could I have met in Hawaii a 350-pound former LA bodyguard who tucked his dreadlocks into an industrial-size shower cap before heading out for bones? And visitors to some Vegas-style hotel in Nassau never hook up with local guides to learn about Chickcharneys on Andros Island. Absent bonefish I sure wouldn’t have known of a great sunset spot on a Bahamas out-island to propose to my future spouse. Even close to home in the Keys, fishing reveals interesting bits of lore. You can stake out for tarpon by small Indian Key, sporting a few 175-year-old ruins, that once was the Dade County seat (now Miami). And when your search for bonefish takes you to the “Dog Dick” Flat, you wonder how did it get that name?



  Interaction with fascinating people is a major part of the flats fishing experience. Solo angling is uncommon, as most anglers get on the water with a guide and a good friend to split the costs. Guiding is a unique profession attracting a range of personalities and grade A characters. Any reference to guides requires I tip my hat to my four good friends and Marathon neighbors and outstanding guides: Captains Bus Bergmann, Scott Collins, Richard Keating, and Albert Ponzoa. Far more to me than excellent guides, these guys became friends of the first order, always willing to share hard-earned knowledge and explain why a certain spot works, or does not, and how all the variables come into play when selecting where and when to fish on a given day. Their decades-long graduate course in fishing dynamics, conducted mainly while I stood on the bow of their skiffs, was (and is) utterly invaluable. I can never thank them enough.


  [image: Anglers board a flats skiff, ready to pursue bonefish, at the Mangrove Cay Club, Andros Island.]

    Anglers board a flats skiff, ready to pursue bonefish, at the Mangrove Cay Club, Andros Island.


  Guides are among those whose lives are built around the flats, the fish, and the fishing. That’s a more difficult choice for anglers, given the time and costs needed to really learn the fisheries. The learning curve in the salt seems much steeper compared to trout. But making the flats a major feature of one’s life is possible and rewarding. Becoming a predator (even if it is overwhelmingly a catch-and-release fishery) and tuning in to the world of the fish reaches deep into our souls, creating a satisfying connectedness with things elemental.


  [image: Captain Bus Bergmann looks for laid-up tarpon in the Keys, circa 1998.]

    Captain Bus Bergmann looks for laid-up tarpon in the Keys, circa 1998.


  Growing populations and affluence have put many more people on the water compared to the “good ol’ days.” More people mean more interactions, good and bad. Simple numbers, as well as conflicting uses and users, generate controversial resource management issues. Conserving the environment is at the top of the list, but regulations to manage user conflicts create the most political heat. Unfortunately, there is no escaping these matters if we want to maintain quality flats angling as our population of over 330 million people keeps growing. Today’s committed flats angler should not simply take from our sport without giving back. It is crucial that an angler care—and act—for the future of the fish and the fishing.


  Flats fishing can be serious business, hard, and demanding. The challenges and curiosity create a deep love or passion—spilling into obsession—for the sport. But it is still recreation. No one starves when an angler comes up empty-handed—as is more often than not the case. Sometimes the best advice, especially during a difficult fishless spell, is relax and stop trying too hard.


  Humor is necessary to absorb the mishaps and blows to the ego that come with being humiliated by critters with pea-size brains. One day, the combination of hot weather, largely AWOL tarpon, and a beer for lunch had my boatmate sitting on the bow casting platform with a nodding head and an odd snore or two. A pair of unexpected tarpon appeared, and the guide called out, “Two o’clock! Two o’clock!” A sleepy head snapped up and a befuddled angler looked at his watch. The guide and I busted up and so did the snorer. Another day at another venue, my spouse, Jeannette, and I were after bonefish that were very few and far between. Smiles were in short supply. I finally hooked up and brought in a small schoolie. Jeannette handled the unhooking honors, struggled with the hook, and griped, “It’s in there hard.” I couldn’t resist a quip, “That’s what she said.” Our guide and my spouse damned near died laughing, turning a tough day memorably funny.


  Fishing is experienced in three stages: anticipation, execution, and remembrance. Think of a long-awaited trip. Anticipation starts building the day you book the lodge or the guides or plan an outing. A month out, packing lists are written and rewritten. New “must-have” gear gets bought. Rods and reels are examined for the umpteenth time. Fly boxes are checked and rechecked and more flies are tied so you won’t get caught short (and you end up with enough flies to outfit a regiment). Two weeks from departure, long-range weather forecasts are looked at, even though you know most such predictions are worthless. The intensity ramps up almost by the hour as D-day (departure day) approaches. All goes smoothly and now it’s the night before getting on the water. Sleep comes hard like it does for little kids on Christmas Eve.


  The actual angling is terribly short: Spotting, casting to, hooking, landing, and releasing a trophy fish is at most a 30- to 60-minute exercise. A whole trip gets measured in two, three, maybe six days.


  The memories and reflections, however, are infinite. They get refined, polished, and “pulled out” to be enjoyed over and over again and shared with best friends. Most of us can put a room to sleep with a second-by-second recounting of a memorable (to us) fish—taken 20 years ago! The precious nature of anglers’ memories, some not so accurate, prompts many jibes and we laugh along graciously. Deep down, though, it makes me recall an aging friend’s observation: At the end you possess three things that matter—family, friends, and memories of grand experiences. Two of those can be provided by a life on the flats.


  Nearly 50 years ago, I took my first steps onto the bow of a flats boat. The quarry that day was bonefish in the Keys backcountry, and we succeeded beyond my expectations. An addictive experience, it granted me access to spectacular fish that I came to love, colorful angling history, a fascinating environment, unique people, and wonderful off-the-beaten-track places. Incomparable experiences also built the foundations of apprehension and fear about tomorrow as well as commitments to conserve and restore what we now enjoy. Without flats fishing my life would have been less rich and concern for its future uninformed.





  [image: About 8 pounds of Middle Keys bonefish poses before release.]
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  Traditional saltwater flats angling is special because of the storied fish pursued in subtropical and tropical shallows: bonefish, tarpon, and permit. These are relatively new fisheries with angling techniques evolving rapidly to cope with the twin challenges of declining fish numbers and the prey made warier by fishing pressure and catch-and-release. Mystery has also surrounded these species with next to nothing known about their life cycles, spawning, rearing habitats, and migrations.


  Passionate pursuit of the “big three” has generated major technological advances in rods, reels, lines, hooks, and flats boats. It has also led to innovative fly patterns and ways to present the flies to often lockjawed critters. And although this kind of fishing was first confined to the Florida Keys, the three species are now sought in worldwide venues. Lastly, angler sponsored research has finally begun to answer many scientific questions about the species. These fascinating fish (at least to flats fishers) are explored in this chapter.


  Bonefish


  Why bonefish? It’s an unprepossessing creature: modest size, head a little too big, very subtle coloration at best, and that underslung mouth. The uninitiated look and ask, “Is that some kind of sucker?” It swam largely unmolested by humans for thousands of years. Trout and salmon were pursued by anglers in the Roman Empire and gave birth to English angling literature beginning in the 15th century. In contrast, there was no fly-caught bonefish until the 1920s, and that was by mistake. But on closer examination, it piqued curiosity. Here was a fish scurrying around transparent shallows, waving its forked silver tail above the waters, and exploding to race off when spooked. When hooked it became a formidable opponent, testing light tackle to the max. The fish also happened to occupy warm tropical waters when early sports were escaping the cold and snow of Boston or New York, and Henry Flagler’s recently completed Railroad That Went to Sea (in reality, Key West) could take you there directly.


  Chasing bones is quite different from taking on permit or poons. Bonefish are usually numerous enough to provide multiple shots, the fish eagerly take flies, and battling a 5-pound fish is enjoyable but not fraught with anxiety (permit) or a sweaty, arm-cramping grudge match (tarpon). Bones can inspire whimsy—a word never associated with the other two fish. In fact, poems are written about bonies; mostly unprintable comments get made about permit or lockjawed tarpon. Bill Levy was a dedicated bonefisher who plied Keys waters for many years before he passed. A very competent guy on the bow, he maintained a “joie de vivre” about the gray ghost, penning a great little poem (courtesy of Captain Bus):


 
    What a wonderful fish is the bone

    
    The gray ghost of the flats he is known.

    
    You are out on a flat

    
    And off he scats,

    
    And you’re standing alone

    
    And he is gone.




  Decades later it is still the perfect saltwater fish for the fly rod. One of my angling journal entries encapsulates the complete experience:


  


  FEB. 22, ANDROS ISLAND, MOSTLY SUNNY, 80, WIND 15+ E. After lunch Capt. Leslie [Greene] had us hunting big boys on a luminous green flat between two deep blue channels. He poled SW with the stiff breeze whistling in on our left. When the boat pivoted 90 degrees and Leslie started pushing intently, I knew he had seen something. Sure enough 150 feet out a sizeable greenish shadow ghosted our way over the pale marl bottom. The distance closed but the fish turned away; Leslie tracked it keeping 100 feet back, figuring it would eventually turn right for the channel. And it did. He got us to 90 feet; I let the fish move ahead a bit then delivered a 70-foot throw, putting the fly 10 feet ahead of the bone. Let the fly settle and when the fish was four feet away the good Capt. instructed “long smooth strip.” I did, the fish charged ahead, tipped and curled, I stripped long, and the line snapped tight. The big fish screamed off to the NE and kept going and going. A bona fide 175 yards of chartreuse backing melted off the 3N and we were within seconds of giving chase with the motor. The longest bonefish run I’ve ever seen. Mr. Bone was incredibly stubborn and stayed away, shaking its head and taking whatever backing I recovered. Leslie muttered “That fish is on steroids.” Unsaid was that this might be a giant bone. Patience prevailed and a long 15 minutes later we had it in hand—27" to the fork and 14" girth—probably a nine-pounder. An absolutely classic bonefish. ●


  Albula vulpes (white fox) is the scientific name. It is part of a family of “bony fishes” that have been on the planet for approximately 100 million years. Our bonefish’s ancestors evolved in the Jurassic period; modern bonies arose in the Miocene epoch roughly 15 million years before humans appeared. Scientists describe bones as exhibiting an inferior mouth (i.e., underslung) and a conical nose. The body is torpedo shaped, and coloration is usually described as a blue greenish back with bright silver scales on the sides as well as darker crossbars on the back. Behavior and feeding habits are most important (at least to anglers), and the scientists note bonefish forage primarily on the flats, entering shallow water on rising tides and feeding on benthic and epibenthic prey, often in water less than 12 inches deep. The prey includes crustaceans, mollusks, polychaete worms, and fishes, primarily the gulf toadfish. Toadfish are more often found in the stomachs of bigger Keys bones, while Bahamas fish appear to prefer bivalves.


  Creative anglers concoct all varieties of flies to imitate “benthic and epibenthic prey” and convince the fish it has found something worth eating. Because prey differ in locations as disparate as the Bahamas, Belize, and the Indian Ocean, patterns are as varied as the things bonefish will eat. Some flies have interesting names and histories: the Nasty (now Crazy) Charlie, Clouser Minnow, Gotcha, or the Frankee Belle. Once invented, the patterns get tweaked endlessly, adding a new bit of color (Gotchas now come in at least pink, red, and orange versions) or larger eyes, or scaled up or down in size.


  Recent studies, many sponsored by the Bonefish & Tarpon Trust (BTT), found that there are at least 12 species of the genus Albula scattered around the globe. A. vulpes supports the various Atlantic and Caribbean fisheries, although fish caught in deeper water or a bit to the north are likely A. goreensis. The Pacific and Indian Oceans include another seven species. A. glossondonta, called the roundjaw bonefish, appears to support the fisheries in Hawaii as well as the Seychelles. All these species look very much alike, and laboratory work is needed to identify which fish is which.


  [image: These are classic bonefish flies developed in the early years of the sport: Frankee Belle, Horror, Gotcha, and Nasty Charlie (clockwise from top left).]

    These are classic bonefish flies developed in the early years of the sport: Frankee Belle, Horror, Gotcha, and Nasty Charlie (clockwise from top left).


  When Keys bonefishing began to suffer 20 years ago, anglers wanted to know why and what might be done to turn things around. It was quickly realized that very little was known about these prized fish. The bonefish life cycle was a complete mystery, with no one knowing when and where they spawned, how they spawned, and where little bonefish go to grow up. Ancillary questions focused on whether the various populations of bonefish in the Bahamas, Florida, Cuba, and the Yucatan were connected or related. Early, BTT-sponsored surveys looked in the Keys for young bonefish as well as groups of spawning adults and came up empty on both counts. Limited bonefish tagging also produced perplexing results. Most tags showed that bonies were homebodies, generally using a small set of flats. Nearly 90 percent of tagged fish were recaptured within 12 miles of where they were tagged; over 50 percent were recaptured within 2 miles of the tagging site. However, a few fish were detected far from home. A couple of Biscayne Bay (Miami) and Key Largo bonefish were found near Key West, 100 miles to the south and west. None of it made sense.


  The scientists scratched their heads and figured they should look instead in the Bahamas, where there were robust bonefish populations. That commenced years of investigation that paid off in 2011 when the first confirmed aggregation of spawners was found off Abaco Island. Turns out bonefish will travel quite a way to take part in their nuptials. A few days before a full moon from November through April, bonefish will school up and swim along shorelines toward a special meeting spot a little way offshore in maybe 20 feet of water. Thousands of fish may join in this aggregation, and some fish will travel 100 miles to reach the magic spot. On a full moon night, the fish will swim out beyond the reef into hundreds of feet of water. There the fish, especially the females, swim down to as far as approximately 400 feet. Going deep may use water pressure to squeeze the eggs toward release, but newer research indicates the fish could be seeking denser, more saline water that keeps the fertilized eggs from sinking into the deep. After a period of down-and-up dives, the fish ball up between 100 and 200 feet, the females expel their eggs, and males release clouds of milt. Sperm cells in the milt find an egg, and the life of a new bonefish begins.


  [image: A typical Keys oceanside bone shows off its colors: silver, olive, and aquamarine.]

    A typical Keys oceanside bone shows off its colors: silver, olive, and aquamarine.


  Adult bonefish return home to the flats, and within 25 to 28 hours the fertilized egg hatches into a tiny, translucent, strange-looking eel-like creature called a leptocephalus. Large (for a tiny larva) ferocious-looking teeth and a big mouth enable it to capture “marine snow”—nutritious plankton-like material that feeds marine microorganisms. The little “eels” can barely swim and are at the mercy of ocean currents. They remain in this odd form for the next 41 to 71 days before they change into tiny, 1-inch-long bonefish.


  The little bones head for protected, sandy flats and shorelines, where they mix in with schools of mojarra (called shad in the Bahamas) for protection from predators. A year later, the little bones are about 8 to 10 inches long and school up with other bones, taking refuge back in tidal creeks and other protected environments. When the bonies reach 2 to 3 years old, they are in the 16- to 18-inch class and weigh 2 or more pounds—ready to bend a fly rod.


  The leptocephalus stage and its weak swimming ability are important. During this approximately two-month period, the larvae can be carried far and wide by the currents. This is common among many marine species of fish and crustaceans. For example, Florida harvests about six million spiny lobsters each year, although few if any are spawned in the state. Lobster larvae drift in the currents for up to six months, and the Keys are supplied with larvae each year from as far away as the waters off Nicaragua and Honduras. The currents that form the Gulf Stream begin there and carry the larvae north and east to Florida. I speculated in a 2015 article that the Keys might receive bonefish in the same manner, but this got pooh-poohed then by some fishery scientists. Shortly thereafter, updated current modeling provided evidence that bonefish larvae from Belize, Cuba, and Mexico could end up in the Keys. Similarly, currents could create an interchange of larvae between the Bahamas and Cuba and among the Bahamas’ many islands. An extensive BTT-sponsored bonefish DNA study (over 11,000 bonefish fin clips were analyzed), completed in 2018, confirmed the current model results and demonstrated connectivity among these bonefish populations. The study also revealed that approximately 40 percent of Keys bonefish are spawned off Belize, Cuba, and Mexico.


  With these results in hand, it was time to look again at the Keys. The presence of those Biscayne and Key Largo bones by Key West now made sense: They were likely on a spawning run to some unknown site in the Lower Keys. Years ago, large schools of big bonefish would cruise south along the Atlantic shoreline of Key Largo, mostly in February and March. With hindsight, we now realize those were likely bones on a spawning run. Unfortunately, despite intense searching, no positively identified spawning aggregation sites have yet to be found in the Keys (although a few potential spots have been located). However, multiple aggregation and spawning sites have been discovered in the Bahamas and Yucatan, and efforts are under way to protect these critical locations.


  Current models also pointed to the Lower Keys as a place for Florida bonefish to spawn. Bonefish larvae hatching there would float into the waters near Key West. In contrast, bonefish spawning in deep waters off Key Largo would produce larvae carried away north by the powerful Gulf Stream. The Keys were also searched for larvae and tiny bones, with mostly disappointing results. Only a couple of leptocephali showed up, some tiny bones were species A. goreensis, which does not support the fishery, and a few other baby A. Vulpes were found in an odd corner of Florida Bay.


  Anglers knew from the collapse of the Keys bonefishery that something was very wrong. But anecdotal information and stories don’t cut it with state and federal agencies when it comes to taking action. The decline needed to be documented with hard data that could withstand scientific scrutiny. So, BTT and its partners at Florida International University went to work to document and verify what anglers and guides already knew. Sure enough, this multiyear effort confirmed empirically that the Keys bonefish decline began in 1985–1990, accelerated after the turn of the century, and nosedived following the 2010 record cold snap. Catch rates declined nearly 50 percent, with a more acute fall-off occurring in Florida Bay (and places like Nine Mile Bank).


  Other studies were commissioned to find the culprits behind the decline. In 2018 the threads of these studies came together to weave a tapestry showing what happened to Keys bones. Water-quality problems were prominent. Everglades water mismanagement had first reared its ugly head in the late ’80s by crippling Florida Bay, and it was no coincidence that this started Keys bonefish on their downward spiral. Another Bay water-quality crisis arose in 2015, caused by the very same mismanagement issues from the ’80s, killing thousands of acres of vital sea-grass beds and fouling thousands of acres of water with stinking clots of pea-green algae. Recent surveys indicate that the Bay’s three primary species of sea grass have declined 28 percent, 88 percent, and 92 percent over the last 35 years courtesy of the water-quality mess. Until the Everglades are in fact restored with better clean-water flows—as authorized by federal and state law in 1988 and 2000—the chances of a bonefish rebound in Florida Bay are slim.


  Polluted waters still plague the Bay as well as the Upper and Middle Keys. Following Hurricane Irma in September 2017, fouled Bay water could be seen (and sometimes smelled) flowing through the Long Key, Tom’s Harbor, and Seven Mile bridges. Bonefish were forced out of much of the Bay beginning in the late ’80s and have not returned in historical numbers.


  [image: image]


  [image: BTT’s bonefish DNA study (from bonefish fin samples) and ocean current modeling revealed that bonefish spawned in places like the Yucatan (the aqua square), and the dark blue depicts areas where the drifting larvae can be carried by the currents. X. Zeng, A. J. Adams, M. Roffer, and R. He. “Potential Connectivity among Spatially Distinct Management Zones for Bonefish (Albula vulpes) via Larval Dispersal.” Environmental Biology of Fishes 102, no. 2 (2019): 233–52.]

    BTT’s bonefish DNA study (from bonefish fin samples) and ocean current modeling revealed that bonefish spawned in places like the Yucatan (the aqua square), and the dark blue depicts areas where the drifting larvae can be carried by the currents. X. Zeng, A. J. Adams, M. Roffer, and R. He. “Potential Connectivity among Spatially Distinct Management Zones for Bonefish (Albula vulpes) via Larval Dispersal.” Environmental Biology of Fishes 102, no. 2 (2019): 233–52.


  And since the Bay fish traditionally migrated to warmer oceanside waters off Key Largo and Islamorada in the cooler months, few fish in the Bay means few Atlantic bones in the Upper Keys.


  Hypersalinity remains a problem too. Studies show that tiny young bonefish rely on estuarine low-salinity environments. The extensive creek systems and freshwater flows in places like Andros Island may be one factor in sustaining its outstanding populations of bonies. Of course, young Florida bones encountering extra-salty water in Florida Bay (because there’s not enough clean fresh water flowing through the Everglades) may face death without ever becoming part of the adult population sought by anglers.


  Unusual cold weather in January 2010 was another culprit. A record cold snap of unprecedented length caused water temperatures in and around the Keys to plunge into the 40s. Consequences were devastating, with untold thousands of subtropical fish killed by the chilled waters. Permit that survived sported red, bleeding tails—some kind of disease rot caused by the cold. Fish with injured tails don’t survive long among the sharks and barracudas. Bonefish carcasses floated ashore along the Middle and Upper Keys, and dead tarpon littered the margins of the Everglades. Snook took a terrible hit, causing Florida to close snook fishing for the following two years. Fortunately, the fisheries proved resilient, with all of them bouncing back in the following eight years. The bonefish recovery, however, trails the other species.


  Contaminants in south Florida waters are yet another source of worry. Copper sulfate is used extensively to control water weeds in the state’s canal systems as well as on agriculture lands, golf courses, and lawns. Copper residues can be deadly to many fish species, and the presence of such residues in Biscayne and Florida Bays may be a looming problem. Similarly, untold quantities of prescription drugs are flushed down toilets throughout south Florida, and these chemicals are not treated in sewage plants. The result is growing drug residues in the state’s waters. Drugs—especially birth control pills—are causing serious fish deformities in many locations across the United States. No one knows yet if the drugs will cause comparable problems in bonefish and other flats species, but the presence of a retrovirus in Keys bonefish has set off an alarm. This retrovirus has not been found in bonefish in the Bahamas or Cuba.


  Despite this depressing news, Keys bonefish populations from Islamorada (in the Upper Keys) to Key West (Lower Keys) have been staging a comeback in the last few years. Most of the returnees are now 4 pounders approximately 2 to 4 years old; 20 years ago, the average Keys bone weighed in at around 5 or 6 pounds (5 to 7 years old). There are now enough of the small guys, and a few bigger ones, to once again target bones with good odds of success, as revealed by another angling journal excerpt (as I have decades of entries, expect to see more from the journals):


 


  NOV. 22, CONTENT KEYS, CLEAR, 80, WIND ENE 10. Capt. Scott [Collins] and I had enough Hurricane Irma (2017) recovery chores behind us (Scott and his family lost their house) to finally sneak off and see how the fish survived the Cat 4 storm. They did great but the backcountry islands did not—shattered, uprooted black and red mangroves were stripped bare. After exercising a bunch of 10-pound tarpon, we hit the Gulf edge on an incoming tide. During the next two hours, and two passes down a big flat, we encountered about 60 bonefish and a dozen grumpy permit. We took turns poling and fishing and got half a dozen bones all about three pounds; I blew a shot at a trio twice that size. This was the best sight fishing for bones in quite some time. ●


  No one is sure where these smaller fish are coming from, but some speculate that diminished inshore gillnetting in Belize, Cuba, and Mexico has allowed more bones there to survive, spawn, and send some of their larvae to Florida. Whatever the source(s), it’s a start toward broader restoration of the Keys’ historic bonefishing. The hope is that serious progress on Everglades restoration, better water quality in Florida Bay and around the Keys, and continuing efforts to control bonefish netting in Belize, Cuba, and Mexico will let the bones rebound. Netting control remains a major issue, demonstrated by recent research indicating approximately 20 tons of bonefish are being netted annually from one port on Cuba’s north shore.


  No discussion of bonefish research and conservation is complete without a tip of the hat to the founders of BTT. Two committed Key Largo bonefish anglers noticed the steady decline in bonefish numbers in the Upper Keys and quickly found that no one knew why or what could be done to reverse the slide. Instead of simply lamenting this sorry state of affairs, Tom Davidson and Russ Fisher went to work corralling fellow flats adherents and establishing in 1997 Bonefish & Tarpon Unlimited. The plan was to conduct the needed ground-breaking research to answer the oh-so-many questions surrounding bonefish and tarpon (and later permit). They passed the hat and made incredibly generous personal donations to get the fledgling entity up and running with a goal all of us can subscribe to—restoration of the Keys bonefishery (and conservation of the flats fisheries in places like the Bahamas, Belize, Cuba, and Mexico). Twenty years later Tom and Russ handed off their leadership batons as chairman and vice chairman of the re-designated BTT, having grown it into the respected organization it is today. These two guys earned the enduring gratitude of flats anglers everywhere.


  A full-scale return of Keys bonies would be a welcome event, bringing back genuine good old days from over 20 years ago:


  


  APRIL 29, SUGARLOAF, SUN AND CLOUDS, 80, WIND ESE 10. Capt. Bus [Bergmann] had us looking for tarpon in the Lower Keys, and the big fish were stubbornly absent. Bus looked at his watch, pulled out his tide book, stared toward a nearby key, and asked, “Want to try for some bonefish?” I was game for anything and asked about our chances. He pointed with the boat pole and offered the coral bar protruding from the east side of “Blue Roof Key” could be good on this tide. A big house with a very bright blue tin roof occupied the small island. As he poled toward the bar, I stowed the tarpon rig and grabbed a 9-weight with a strange bright orange Clouser on the leader. My apprehension must have been evident, prompting Bus to explain, “That’s the Navel” (as in navel orange), adding it was an experimental fly that worked well at Key Largo. I said “OK” without conviction. Started down the south edge of the bar looking hard in the morning light for signs of fish. It didn’t take long before I heard “10 o’clock, 60 feet, sliding right.” Stared hard, catching a glimpse of gray/green moving to 12, got the rod in motion, and put the fly 10 feet ahead of the bone. Let the fly sit for a moment and then gave it a hop, hop. Mr. Bone accelerated ahead, stopped on the fly, Bus commanded “strip,” I complied, and the hook went home. The fish wanted none of this and burned off, taking line at a frightening rate. Out there a genuine 150 yards, the fish stopped and started shaking its head, making the rod buck. Bus and I looked at each other and said together, “A good one.” Played it carefully through the subsequent runs and let the rod absorb a series of head shakes before Bus got it in the net. The scale read 10.2 pounds—my first [and only] 10-pound Keys bonefish. We followed this trophy by sticking another four or five—the bar was crawling with bonies until the current slacked. ●


  [image: Jeannette and Captain Bus get ready to release a small Florida bone, part of the post-2010 recovering population.]

    Jeannette and Captain Bus get ready to release a small Florida bone, part of the post-2010 recovering population.


  Fly fishing for bonefish, particularly in the Keys, breaks down into roughly four types: regulars, mudders, tailers, and chummers. The “regular” bonies are hunted on 1-to 3-foot-deep flats covered with luminous transparent waters over mostly dark green turtle grass in the Keys, pale marl in the Bahamas, or mixed in the Yucatan, where the fish cruise about in search of a meal.


  Smaller fish travel in packs or schools of up to 20 fish; the big double-digit trophies are mostly by themselves, but a two- or three-pack is not uncommon. When the fish are 30 to 80 feet from the boat (or the wading angler) the fly is delivered a bit ahead of the fish. The precise distance is a function of the depth, the speed of the fish, and the bones’ sensitivity to a plopping fly. On good days, the sound brings them charging in; on others, the sound sends them fleeing for their lives. Standard weighted flies, typically with bead-chain eyes in shallower waters found in the Bahamas or Mexico, or small lead eyes for slightly deeper Keys flats, are the ticket.


  [image: A hefty Keys bonefish is revived. Note the torpedo shape and the barred, camouflage back.]

    A hefty Keys bonefish is revived. Note the torpedo shape and the barred, camouflage back.


  Chasing mudders is a form of angling voodoo. Clouds and wind turn clear waters an opaque gray, pushing bones into deeper waters, say 3 to 5 feet; at those depths and curtailed visibility, the fish are damn near invisible. Fortunately, their feeding behavior gives them away. Digging in the bottom for prey, the bones kick up saucer-sized puffs of smoky mud that a trained eye can detect. Throw at the puffs and an unseen hungry fish will often jump on the fly. The best situation is to spot one puff, then another, guess where the next will appear, and drop your fly there. Heavier flies are needed to get down quickly, so patterns with bigger lead eyes get affixed to the leader. These tactics work:


  


  MARCH 11, CLOUDS AND SUN, 75, WIND ESE 15–20. Relocated to the east side of a Gulf-side mangrove cay torn up by Hurricane Charley. A sailboat was way up in the groves and the tilted mast will be a landmark for a while. Tide was rising and saw some bones, but we were fighting clouds and got no shots. Then a pair of mud puffs blossomed 50 feet out at 2 o’clock. Looked hard for the next, got it also catching a glimpse of a couple of gray/green shadows. Delivered a low sidearm cast under the wind, dropping the lead-eyed Brown/White Clouser on our side of the last puff. Started hopping the fly and on the third felt resistance, stripped hard, and hooked up. A classic bonie fight followed and got the good fish—about eight pounds—in the net. ●


  [image: Flats come in a variety of forms: sand/grass combinations in the Florida Keys (above) or bright sand in the Bahamas (below).]

    Flats come in a variety of forms: sand/grass combinations in the Florida Keys (above) or bright sand in the Bahamas (below).
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  “Tailers” are the acme of bonefishing. The fish are highly visible in the shallowest of waters. They’re on high alert, ready to bolt from a small splash, an errant shadow, or sprinkles of water from a fly line.


  The olive back with faint bars sticks up, as do the dorsal and upper lobe of the silver tail; creeping and crawling defines the motion better than swimming. Seeing or scenting prey, a bone will dash ahead furrowing the water, pounce on the hapless shrimp or crab, and the tail waves up as the nose pokes down. If you can show it the fly, without scaring it off, the fish wants to eat. Breathing is hard, anxiety constricts your throat, and the


  


  

  

  


  

  

  [image: Bonefish have a hard time hiding in skinny water.]

    

  [image: Comical trunkfish, which fight surprisingly hard, are frequently mistaken for bones.]

    
  
  

  

  

  [image: Keeping a bonefish in the water and not touching it while the hook is removed is a quality release.]

    

  

  [image: Don’t “trout set” a bonefish: Strip-striking requires you to keep the rod tip down.]

    

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Punta Allen, a small Mexican beach town, where fishing pangas are launched from the shore, sits on bonefish-and-permit-filled Ascension Bay at the end of the long sandy road.]
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  [image: A pod of Atlantic bottlenose dolphins swim the North Bight, Andros Island.]

    


  

  

  

  

  

  [image: A spotted eagle ray, about 4 feet across, cruises under the skiff.]

    

  

  


  

  

  


  

  [image: Great bonefish spots, Fever Creek, Little Moxey Creek, and Moxey Creek (left to right), are found near the mouth of the Middle Bight on Andros Island.]

    

  

  

  [image: Saltwater fly reels evolved from simple reels with click drags to sophisticated barstock models with strong, smooth (cork or nylon) drags—Pflueger Medalist, SA System, Seamaster, Abel, Tibor (clockwise from bottom left).]

    

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Captain Richard Keating mans the pole on a modern flats skiff.]

    

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Choosing Bonefish Flies


  


  

  

  [image: The Pink Gotcha, Brown/White Clouser, Snapping Shrimp, Small “Golden” Merkin, Small Standard Merkin, Mantis Shrimp, Chartreuse Clouser, and Red-Headed Gotcha (clockwise from top tight) are recommended bonefish flies.]

    

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  
  
     
  

  Interview with CAPTAIN RICHARD BLACK: Chasing Bonefish


  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Captain Richard Black with a Keys bonefish. (Courtesy of Brooke Black)]

    

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  [image: The Frankee Belle, Horror, Nasty Charlie, Snapping Shrimp, Gotcha, Tasty Toad, Clouser, Borski Slider, and Kwan (clockwise from top center) represent the evolution of bonefish flies from the 1950s to the present.]

    

  

  

  


  

  [image: Jeannette releases her first good bonefish in Andros Island’s North Bight.]

    

  

  

  Tarpon


  

  

  [image: Tarpon up close reveal subtle colors not seen by casual observers.]

    

  

  

  [image: A big Keys oceanside tarpon demonstrates the high-flying skills that excite anglers.]

    

  

  

  

  [image: Putting the “down and dirty” move on a big poon is a proven fish-fighting tactic; too little pressure merely “walks the dog.”]

    

  

  

  

  

  [image: A horde of ocean-migrating tarpon swim into view, causing wobbly knees and sweaty palms.]

    

  

  

  

  [image: Paul Turcke bows to a leaping Cape Sable tarpon.]

    

  

  [image: A BTT tagging crew gets ready to tag tarpon No. 15918—part of BTT’s tarpon acoustic-tagging program.]

    

  

  

  [image: The odd-looking tarpon leptocephalus will transform into miniature tarpon. (Courtesy of Dr. Jon Shenker)]

    

  

  

  

  [image: Lines depict the four-year movement of Lower Keys tarpon tagged in May 2016. (Courtesy of Dr. Lucas Griffin)]
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  [image: An angler battles a leaping Keys oceanside tarpon and ultimately brings it boatside for close-up admiration.]
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  [image: Tarpon nursery waters are found deep in the mangroves, where tannic-stained waters provide protection and millions of mosquito larvae to eat. (Courtesy of Dr. Aaron Adams)]

    

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Lockjawed tarpon frequently snub even well-presented flies (note the fly line on the ight side).]

    

  


  

  

  

  

  [image: A departing school of non-biting tarpon flip their tails at Captain Collins and his anglers.]

    

  

  

  [image: The mysterious 3-inch-long palolo worm hatches on special Keys evenings, creating tarpon feeding frenzies that provide great opportunities for prepared anglers.]

    

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  [image: Captain Albert demonstrates that not all summer shrimp-eaters are small; this one is about 30 pounds.]

    

  


  

  

  

  [image: Tarpon often swim in a circular “daisy chain,” and a well-presented fly often earns a hookup.]

    
  
  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

[image: Keys backcountry tarpon like to lay up in the early spring, especially when it is calm and warm.]

    

  


  

  

  

  


  

  [image: Prime early season tarpon days are hot, humid, and still.]

    

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: A flats angler’s dream: a big school of May oceanside poons cruises into casting range.]

    

  

  [image: Moby/Goldie appears yet again—this time in a bigger school of poons. (Courtesy of Dr. Neal Rogers)]

    

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  [image: Captain Rich and Don Wright hide from a Keys storm under an Overseas Highway bridge.]

    

  

  

  

  

  [image: Big sharks sometimes attack hooked tarpon. The results aren’t pretty.]

    

  

  [image: Captain Albert releasing a big fall tarpon subdued on a 12-weight rig.]

    

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Jim’s first fly-rod tarpon goes airborne—note the prime calm early season conditions.]

    

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
  [image: Keys tarpon flies have evolved over 60 years from classics like Apte's Tarpon Fly and the Cockroach (below) to Toads (middle), and a host of other fly-box-filling patterns (top).]
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  Choosing Tarpon Flies


  


  

  

  [image: A few of the “fusion” flies (combination of elements from Mouse, Toad, and classic tarpon fly patterns) I like for tarpon: Mouse Toads (left) and Bugs (right).]

    

  

  [image: Recommended tarpon flies, among hundreds of patterns, are the Cockroach, Chartreuse Toad, Olive Toad, Black/Purple Puglisi Baitfish (left from top); Andy Mill Shrimp, Palolo worm, unweighted Kwan for small tarpon (center from top); Purple Mouse, Olive Mouse, and Olive/White Puglisi Baitfish (right from top).]
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  [image: Palolo worm flies come in a variety of forms and colors but all are fished best using the two-handed retrieve (demonstrated by Ralph MacDonald).]

    

  

  

  

  [image: Tarpon can be hard to feed on the bright sand.]

    

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Good casting is a crucial skill: JJ Reynal throws a good loop to a school of tarpon from Captain Keating’s skiff.]

    

  

  


  

  

  [image: A rampaging tarpon jumps free—an all-too-common occurrence.]

    

  

  [image: The fruits of good line management: An angler clears the line as the hooked fish races off.]

    

  


  

  

  

  

  [image: Rick Hirsch bows to the silver king—failure to bow lets the tarpon fall on and break the 12- to 20-pound-test class tippet.]

    

  

  

  [image: Happy rolling tarpon are a beautiful sight, surpassed only by a very unhappy one on the end of an angler’s line.]

    

  

  

  Interview with CAPTAIN ALBERT PONZOA: Targeting Tarpon


  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  Permit


  

  

  

  [image: Say ahhh . . . Mr. Perm shows off his crushers, which it uses to pulverize and eat hard-shelled crabs.]

    

  

  

  

  [image: Traditional Merkin and three variations (clockwise from top) are all versions of the famous Merkin fly.]

    

  


  

  

  

  

  


  

  [image: The lunchtime perm: a nice 15-pounder that ate a “realistic” crab fly.]

    

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Interview with CAPTAIN JUSTIN REA: Pursuing Permit


  


  

  

  

  

  

  
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
  [image: Captain Justin Rea (Courtesy of Justin Rea)]

    

  


  


  

  Choosing Permit Flies


  


  

  

  [image: A weighted realistic crab, Strongarm Crab, unweighted realistic crab, Spawning Shrimp, Olive Merkin, and Goldilocks Merkin (clockwise from bottom left) are recommended permit flies.]

    

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  


  

  [image: A Florida Keys guide makes a good release of a perm that wolfed a size 2 Red Headed Gotcha.]
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  [image: Dave Merryfield hooks a big permit on a wide Gulf of Mexico flat, lands the trophy . . . and makes the photographer envious.]

    

  

  

  

  Interview with GUY FULLHART: Ascension Bay Perms


  



  

  

  

  [image: Guy Fullhart shows off his 40th birthday permit from Mexico’s Ascension Bay. (Courtesy of Guy Fullhart)]

    

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  Other Flats Fish


  

  

  

  


  

  [image: An athletic 25-pound blacktip shark that couldn’t resist a brightly colored shark fly.]
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  [image: Barracuda flies are supposed to look like needlefish—and when stripped superfast sometimes fool big sharp-eyed fish like the “Jo Boo” cuda.]
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  [image: Del Brown, aka Mr. Permit, shows off a flats mutton snapper, circa 1990. (Courtesy of Captain Bus Bergmann)]
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