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This book is dedicated to Janie. I got hooked on her in 1965. We tied the knot in ’68. It must have been a good one. Forty years is a good run in anybody’s book, but we’re just getting underway.
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Foreword

F lip Pallot introduced me to Bill Bishop. During my long life I have been one of the luckiest of fly fishermen because I have spent so much time with so many wonderful people. Driv ing back to the airport with Flip after spending time with Bill Bishop, I said to him, “Flip, you have introduced me to many amazing people. Of all of them I’ve met in the past few years, Bill Bishop is my favorite.”


There are many reasons for this. Bill is a family man who loves his wife, children, and grandkids (for God’s sake don’t ask him about his grandkids). He loves to laugh and he is the kind of friend everyone wants to have.


Like so many of my friends he is obsessed with fly rodding for tarpon—and he is among the half dozen best I know. One of the reasons for his ability to find and catch so many fish is that he constantly wants to improve. He reminds me of vacuum cleaner, sucking up as much information as he can. He is always looking for a better way.


This is a different book. Most fly-fishing books fall either into the category of how-to or what I call “pretty writing.” This book has great writing—even some one-liners I never heard and will steal. The text is filled with emotion that any serious tarpon fishermen will feel. The photos really explain how exciting fishing for these silver giants can be.


I knew Bill could draw but the many illustrations in the book not only dress it up and explain things better, but they help the reader understand why people get so hooked on tarpon.


The section on tackle is the result of too many trips to count for these silver giants and is as good as it gets. Bill’s knot drawings are superb. Bill is an innovator—one look at his tarpon skiff will show you that—and readers will learn many things from his time on the water and his ingenuity.


I consider this beautifully written and illustrated how-to book essential reading for anyone interested in chasing these wonderful fish—the high rollers.


—Lefty Kreh








Introduction

In 1999, when I was forty-nine, a heart attack stopped me in my tracks. After many years of working hard as a salesman and raising a family who were now out of the house and raising fami lies of their own, I was just at a point where I had freedom to fish more. The first night I spent in the hospital, I couldn’t muster the strength to crawl to the toilet, and the idea of standing on the deck of my skiff fighting a tarpon seemed like a pipe dream. The windows of opportunity that had recently opened had slammed shut in the blink of an eye.


A few months before, my good friend Keith Holcomb told me: “There’s something definite and final about writing down your goals and dreams.” Though that seemed like a good idea, I didn’t do it. Now, it seemed necessary. I asked the nurse to bring me a pad and pen, and I started writing. When I finished, I had scrawled twenty-five goals down on the page, and I was bound and determined to accomplish every one of them.
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Laughing with friends is a huge part of what makes tarpon fishing so enjoyable. Above, good friend David Olson jumps a nice tarpon. MARK HATTER PHOTO




Here are the things on the list that involved fishing.



	Get in good physical condition.
 
	Catch a 200-pound tarpon on 16-pound-test.
 
	Catch a 100-pound tarpon on 6-pound-test.
 
	Catch a 150-pound tarpon on 8-pound-test.
 
	Catch a blue marlin on fly.

	Build a wood skiff.

	Write and illustrate a book on tarpon fishing.

	Catch a 20-pound snook on fly.



Here’s number seven.


Only a few books devoted entirely to tarpon have been written. All of the ones that I am aware of are written by people who have spent their fair share of time on the flats, and they all offer valuable information to readers. Mine is not meant to replace any of them. It may be presumptuous of me to think that I know enough about tarpon to help people catch them more effectively, but I fish for tarpon a lot and believe I have a different approach and perspective that might help you catch more fish.


This book is most of what I know about tarpon, but it’s not the complete story or even everything I’ll know when I’m done fishing. The learning curve never flattens out and questions and answers are buried in each outing. At the end of the day, small lessons learned on the water are like loose change tossed in a jar on the dresser. Individually, they might not amount to much, but together they add up to something worthwhile.


When I first started to learn how to fish for tarpon, friends shared what they knew with me, which helped me learn a lot faster. One of my goals in this book is to help others learn about this sport a little quicker and to cut some time off the learning process. Although I believe that getting out on the water and figuring things out for yourself is the best way to learn, the friendships you make along the way by helping others is one of the greatest things our sport has to offer.


In fact, at least for me, laughing with friends is a huge part of what makes this sport enjoyable. So this book is both my best effort to share with you what I have learned about how to catch these magnificent fish and also a celebration of my partners—some who I fish with and some, such as my wife, who I don’t. But all of them make every day, on the water and off, better.
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Battle!

An hour into the fight, I needed help. Flip Pal-lot listened intently to my Mayday as he drove to the post office from his home in Mims: “I’m in the lagoon hooked to a huge ’poon on 6-pound … need help!” Flip made a U-turn in his truck and drove to LeFiles fish camp in Oak Hill.

I hooked up at 9:00 AM, and the fight up until that point amounted to nothing more than trying to keep fly line on the reel while simultaneously managing the skiff. At that point I was nothing more to the tarpon than a nuisance, and I imagined that I must have felt to her like it feels when I have something caught in my teeth. Annoying, persistent, and present—but nothing to get worked up about. She was a surefire world record for the 6-pound class. I guessed her weight to be 120 pounds, so I figured there was more than ample wiggle room. Stu Apte held the record on 6-pound-test with an 82-pound, 8-ounce fish.

That morning, the water was slick calm when I made the 5-mile run from my dock to Mosquito Lagoon well before first light. As I motored slowly around the flat searching for rolling fish, I noticed the tip of her tail protruding above the surface of the flat water just ahead and to my starboard. She was facing away. I cut the power to the bow-mounted trolling motor and drifted the skiff slightly past her and 20 feet out. I could make out the outline of her frame resting motionless in the dark, stained water.

I made the short cast, keeping the rod as low to the water as possible. The fly landed 2 feet off her nose, and one pump of her tail telegraphed her intent to eat. To prepare for the gentle set, I reminded myself out loud, like I always do, “You are fishing 6-pound.” Normal hook-setting methods will break the thin line instantly, and without the reminder it’s easy to attempt to drive the point in using the backbone of the rod. Using 6- and 8-pound requires feeling the fish through your hands and setting with the rod tip. As I fed the fish, I held my rod tip at a 45-degree angle to the water to help protect the leader, much like you would for freshwater trout.

Because manufacturers did not produce hooks specifically for hooking tarpon on light tippet, I had improvised by clipping the bent portion of the end of a #1 thin-wire circle hook with wire cutters and filing a new point to the blunt end. This gave me the wider gap needed for large fish and a thin wire that could penetrate the tarpon’s bony jaw.
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The fly stayed high in the water column just ahead of the tarpon. When she ate and turned, I simply left the rod at that position and pulled down with my line hand with several short, quick jerks. As she spun to the right, away from the skiff, the hook found a home.

The first jumps were heart-stopping, and after each one I was relieved to still feel pressure on the line. Managing to keep a tarpon stuck beyond the first miracle minute is just as difficult as driving the hook home. Though I had built elasticity into the rig by using a one-hundred-turn Bimini twist on the upper portion of the knot (a trick Lefty had taught me), fighting a large tarpon on nothing more than a wisp of a tippet is a delicate, perhaps even foolhardy, proposition.

Jay Dixon and a companion were fishing in the area and were kind enough to deliver Flip to the deck of my skiff. The boys were thrilled to meet a fishing hero. My confidence of landing the tarpon soared as Flip stepped aboard, a rescue paramount to Muhammad Ali joining me in a bar fight. “She doesn’t stand a chance,” we celebrated.

The endurance test (“fight” is not really accurate) went all day and into the night. I tried my best to not do more than the leader could withstand but at the same time do enough to eventually take a toll on the tarpon. This game went on without intermission and began to take its toll on everyone.

I was using the lightest drag setting possible. As the fish ate up more line and backing, I backed off even more on the drag, because the drag actually increases as the spool diameter becomes smaller. I had cut away some of the running line before rigging. Six- or eight-pound-test tippet can break easily under the pressure of fish dragging yards of fly line and backing through the water, especially when there is a bow in the line. On long runs, I elevated the rod as much as possible to lift as much line out of the water as I could.
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Our celebration idled down. I had assured Janie before leaving the house that I’d be home in time to drive her and our daughter, Shannon, to the airport (they were due to catch an early flight to Bermuda that day), but it didn’t look like I was going to make it. We could have taken the fish several times with a kill gaff if we’d had one. She managed to stay just out of reach. With each passing lightning storm, I wanted Janie to know we made
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The first jumps were heart-stopping, and after each one I was relieved to still feel pressure on the line. MARK HATTER PHOTO



it, and Flip’s wife had to be wondering how long those lines were at the post office. We called everyone in the state trying desperately to locate a kill gaff. The batteries in our phones ran out. Where’s more drinking water and food when you need it?

Word of our encounter got out, and strangers showed up in the black of night with food and much-needed water, but no kill gaff. My son, Billy, drove from Orlando, launched his skiff, and signed on as bartender and captain of the cheerleading squad. I was sworn to sobriety for the duration of the fight. Friend and local guide Scott Tripp raced to the lagoon the instant he heard. The fact he was grilling dinner for a dozen guests didn’t slow him down in the least. He didn’t have a kill gaff on board either. At some point I recall Billy anchoring his skiff and boarding Scott’s. It sounded like a great party as they followed behind us. Midnight came and went.

I had never seen as much fire in the water as that night. Every movement encased the tarpon in a dome of iridescent light. The sight of it took me back to my childhood when my Dad and I would make predawn runs to Stump Pass. I would perch in the stern of the wood skiff, staring with great wonder and delight at the brightly lit pair of cresting waves fading far back in the wake.

We were all tired. The tarpon, Flip, and I had crossed the fifteen-hour mark. The feeling in my hands came and went. At times, I would gaze at the fly rod in my grasp, but it seemed like someone else was holding it. Flip steered the tiller of the outboard. It was the same for him. The tarpon had waxed and waned, but her heading never changed—due north, straight up the intra-coastal waterway.

Strenuous battles with tarpon were not new to me, but this one was pushing the envelope. Aside from the fight with the fish, I was waging an inner battle. I was hesitant to do too much with too little. Six-pound is but a thread with such a fish. Just as consuming, I feared not doing enough to close the deal. It’s easy to fall on either side of the ledger when so many people are going to such great lengths to make a personal dream possible. I had my friends in my corner. The tarpon was on her own.

Some anglers frown on fighting tarpon on 6-and 8-pound-test because of the added stress on the fish due to the longer and more strenuous battles, which can also make the fish more susceptible to shark attacks. So how worried was I that tarpon would keel over and die? Frankly, after the first ten hours or so, I think it would have been the sporting thing for her to do.

There was no horizon separating the water from the night sky. We were idling north because she did. Channel markers came and faded away in the darkness. There were few lights burning in the windows of the houses sprinkled along the river. It was late. Distance and length were unfathomable, but somewhere ahead appeared unfamiliar puffs of misty light that showed bright and then quickly faded away like miniature fireworks. I was relieved to hear Flip ask, “What the hell is that?” I had never seen anything like it before.

I didn’t dare turn around to look, but I am positive Flip was scratching his beard. He always does this when he ponders. With a tone of discovery, he finally announced, “Porpoise!” There were three together, each coming south. With every exhale, misty geysers of phosphorescent light fired aloft and rapidly dissipated. I can still see it when I close my eyes. In the narrow channel they were sure to pass by the tarpon—and then the skiff—but they didn’t do both. The trio turned in formation on a tight axis just off the bow and adjacent to the tarpon. They steered immediately alongside her starboard and port. “They’re going to run into the leader,” I said.

“Porpoise don’t accidentally run into much of anything,” Flip assured me. I put my trust in the countless days and nights Flip has logged on the water in every corner of the world. He was right. Porpoise don’t hit things accidentally!

Now the light around them was intense due to the added activity in the water. They darted over her back and under her belly like aviators inspecting the damage of a wounded bomber desperately trying to make it home. This continued for a quarter of an hour.
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They darted over her back and under her belly like aviators inspecting the damage of a wounded bomber desperately trying to make it home.



I don’t know what occurred during those fifteen minutes. None of us do and perhaps we’re not granted that privilege. I had gathered my support team, and she had finally assembled hers. She had new friends in her corner, and it was a new ball game. Now after sixteen hours of meticulously disassembling her spirit, she reassembled her strength. We were outgunned.

Without notice, the porpoise peeled from her side, turned back to the south, and raced past the gunnels. They each rolled over as they glided by as if to get a better look at who was behind all of this. The tarpon spun, chasing in the wake of her companions, and passed down the side of the skiff. Her tail kicks were strong; and I was dead tired, and line was peeling hard off the spool. As she disappeared in the night, Flip whipped the nose of the skiff south and sped up. To no avail. I don’t know if she jumped or not. Something did. We heard it where we couldn’t see. The spool stopped, and the backing sagged limp on the deck. She was free to go, and so were we.

I recall with perfect clarity what happened next. Flip and I stared eye to eye, and I said, “Have you ever had a more exciting day? Thanks for all your help.” I poured a Scotch. It was 1:00 AM.

Billy dropped Flip back at the fish camp. Once Flip arrived home, he fought the need for sleep and wrote down the night’s events, which was later published under the title “The Longest Day and Night” in Fly Fishing in Salt Waters. Scott followed me home. We stopped our skiffs on the way and watched mullet splash in the phosphorescent pools of a mudflat. It was spellbinding.

Even though I was exhausted, I couldn’t muster sleep after I put the skiff away. I drove to Orlando, showered, and crawled into bed at 4:00 AM. Janie asked sleepily, “Did you get her?”

“No,” I answered, fading off to sleep.

I woke up with daylight pouring through the windows. There was a note on the bedside table. Without my drugstore glasses, I strained to make out the words: “Drove to the airport … looked like you needed sleep more than I needed a ride. I am very proud. You gave it your best. Love, Janie.”

The phone rang. Thinking it was Janie still on the ground, I answered: “Hey honey.”

“Honey?” Pat Fulford laughed, “You’re not running around naked again are you?” Fulford’s quick. He continued, “Where are you? There’s lots of ’poons out here.” He was in the lagoon.

“I’ll see you in an hour,” I replied. I drove back to the river house and dumped the skiff in the water. It wouldn’t start. I checked the fuel tank. It was bone-dry, and so was I. I limped inside, stretched out, and slept until dark.
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Biology and Behavior


T he 186-pound tarpon I released last week in Homosassa was alive when I was in kindergarten, and she weighed only a few pounds then. In 1955, when I was eight, she spent her summer days surviving in the estuaries of Boca Grande while I was surviving in Englewood, only a few miles away. We learned how to swim at the same time, in the same water. In 1965, she waited out the winter in Cuba for warmer water, and I met my wife in high school. The tarpon tipped the scales at 90 pounds when our daughter, Shannon, was born, and she broke a 100 when Billy came along. And, when I had a heart attack in 1999, she dodged a hammerhead in Captiva Pass. We both got through it.

Part of the magic of tarpon fishing lies in the magic and mystery of the fish themselves. However, what you and I might call “magic,” a fishery biologist would call “lack of data.” One of the reasons for this lack of information about things such as migration patterns and spawning is because there is an overall lack of funds available for research. Tarpon, while part of a million-dollar sport-fishing industry, are not food fish, so beyond anglers and a handful of biologists there is limited interest. Let’s face it. It’s not bothering Oprah that we do not have all the answers about tarpon migration and behavior. And, in truth, it doesn’t bother me that much either, because I like the magic. But, for those interested in reading about the latest science regarding tarpon (and bonefish), consult Biology and Management of the World’s Tarpon Fisheries, edited by Gerald Ault (CRC Press, 2007). Much of the information here was gathered from that source.

The tarpon’s scientific name is Megalops atlanticus, which is derived from the Greek word “megalops” meaning “large-eyed,” one of the tarpon’s prominent features. While “large-eyed fish of the Atlantic” is a fair description, the tarpon’s common names are more descriptive and befit this fish’s awesome power. In Florida, it is also known as the silver king, and anyone who has tangled with one of these magnificent creatures would agree its power and strength is unmatched. Less formally, like a nickname among regulars, it goes by ’poon. In Spanish speaking countries, such as Brazil and Costa Rica, it goes by sabalo.
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Part of the magic of tarpon fishing lies in the magic and mystery of the fish themselves. They are both beautiful and formidable opponents. MARK HATTER PHOTO



Tarpon, as their common name suggests, have large silvery scales on their sides and green or dark backs, depending on where they are caught. For instance, in Homosassa, the tarpon are often referred to as “black backs” because of the distinct differences between these fish and the typical greenish-tinged fish of the Keys and Boca Grande. Aside from the color variance, Homosassa black backs are much stockier than their cousins in the Keys and Boca Grande. Fish that live inland can have brownish coloration to their backs. They have a forked tail, common among all fish with speed and power. Their large prominent eyes (befitting a nocturnal feeder) are propped up on top of their heads like an afterthought, much like the taillights on an Edsel.

Their upturned mouth makes them look like they have an underbite. Because of this upturned mouth and the position of their eyes, tarpon typically attack their prey from under it, opening their large mouths and creating a powerful suction as the water rushes out their gills, sucking in their prey. When you hold onto a tarpon’s jaw and look into its mouth, you begin to understand why it is more difficult to get a solid hookup on fly. Fine densely packed teeth line their mouth. Because of these small teeth, tarpon swallow most of their prey whole, though they will crush some prey—crabs, for instance—with their long bony plate along the lower, upturned jaw. The hard interior mouth makes it extremely difficult to penetrate with a hook, which, combined with the fish’s propensity to leap, means that even when you get a tarpon to eat your fly, you have to have a lot of things going in your favor to land them. The sandpaperlike mouth is extremely abrasive, making heavier shock tippets necessary additions to your leaders.

When a tarpon rolls in the warm morning light, its scales and silver sheen are a magnificent sight. The main reason that we see them roll so frequently is because tarpon have the unique feature, at least among the world’s gamefish, of being able to breathe air. Tarpon can absorb oxygen both through their gills and by breathing air when they roll, often making an audible gulping sound that can often be heard when the water is still. They store this air in a swim bladder connected to their esophagus. In areas where oxygen levels are low, tarpon roll and take air more frequently. This ability to breathe air allows them to live in oxygen poor waters such as backcountry sloughs and golf course ponds when they are juveniles. This is also the case when tarpon are traveling fast and exerting themselves. During the waning periods of an extended fight with an angler, it’s typical for tarpon to take on additional air, much like we do under stress. I think tarpon also roll in response to other rolling tarpon, much the same way we yawn when watching someone else do so. Often a pair of tarpon will roll almost in tandem. The frequency of this coupled with the odds of both fish requiring additional air at the same time indicate that this might be a response to another fish rolling.
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Their large prominent eyes (befitting a nocturnal feeder) are propped up on top of their heads like an afterthought, much like the taillights on an Edsel. They also have prominent upturned mouths.



Tarpon, in addition to their keen eyesight, also have good “hearing,” aided both by their lateral line and their internal swim bladder, which amplifies vibrations. It pays to keep the noise and move-
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Tarpon are strong fighters with plenty of endurance. You need to be physically fit to tame one quickly. MARK HATTER PHOTO




ment to a minimum when fly fishing for tarpon. An outboard (or even a trolling motor run at high speed), excessive body motion while fly casting, or waves bouncing backward off the hull from an anchored or posted skiff can all spook fish.

Tarpon are magnificent fighters. Their size, power, strength, and endurance far surpass that of most fish. As a result, don’t make the mistake of thinking you can tangle with giant tarpon on a consistent basis without being physically fit. Your strength and endurance must mimic that of a 150-pound tarpon to bring her to the boat.

Despite their enormous size as adults, a tarpon’s beginnings are humble. Tarpon spend the first few months of their lives as small eel-like larvae that grow to a little under 3 centimeters (going through a short phase where they actually shrink) and then migrate to estuarine and man-grove habitats where they grow by feeding on, at, or near the surface on insects, copepods, shrimp, and small fish. As they grow, they feed on larger foods, eventually preying on mullet, mollies, silversides, marine catfish, shrimp, crabs, and menhaden, among other fish.

Male tarpon can live around 30 years (maximum age observed was 43) and attain sizes up to around 100 pounds. Females live longer, approximately 50 years (oldest observed age 55), and can reach 300 pounds. Because we are, in this book, primarily talking about giant tarpon, those fish over 100 pounds, it is no accident that I, from time to time, refer to the fish as “she.” New studies indicate we may have underestimated their life span and some fish exceed that by ten years or so. The all-tackle world record (additionally certified as the 80-pound-class record) for a giant tarpon is 286-pounds, 9-ounces caught by Max Domecq in Rubane, Guinea-Bissau, Africa, on March 20, 2003.

Atlantic tarpon have a wide range throughout the central Atlantic Ocean, and their “comfort zone” loosely corresponds to the range of the tropical and subtropical mangroves. In the western At lantic, tarpon are only caught with any regularity (though the catch numbers are only a sliver of catches farther south) as far north as Virginia’s eastern shore, where anglers successfully target them in July and August. The bulk of the fish are caught south of Virginia to Bermuda and in the Gulf of Mexico. The Caribbean Sea has good stocks of tarpon, with fisheries in Brazil and Costa Rica, among other places. In the eastern Atlantic, tarpon occur most frequently along the west coast of Africa from Angola to Senegal. Genetic studies have shown that the populations in the western Atlantic intermix, but that the populations in Africa are more or less distinct from those that migrate along the coast of the United States.


Habitats

Tarpon are not as sensitive to freshwater intrusion as some fish. In fact, during the summer, they seek out brackish or pure freshwater environments. Boca Grande, Homosassa, and the Everglades all have a constant flow of fresh water entering the Gulf and are prime spots for tarpon. Because of this ability to live in a wide variety of habitats, and their ability to breathe air and live in water with low oxygen, juvenile tarpon can live in golf-course ponds, canals, and out-of-the-way places.

The range of temperature tolerance for adult tarpon is 62 to 96 degrees F. I’m not sure what their optimal temperature is, but in the early spring in Boca Grande we find the fish in 72- to 74-degree water, and studies have shown that during their offshore migrations tarpon tend to prefer the 78-degree isotherm. I think it is safe to assume that their ideal temperatures are in the middle of the 62 to 96 range, or 70 to 85 degrees, though the water being warm enough is more important than it being too warm. Cold water below 50 degrees F is lethal, and winter cold spells can kill tarpon that do not have access to deeper, warmer water.

The differences between tarpon fisheries are less significant than what they share. A flow of
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Tarpon are road warriors, following the highways laid out by the contours and bars on the ocean’s floor.



fresh water mixed with salt is one common denominator. Charlotte Harbor, the backdrop to the passes and beaches of Boca Grande, is fed by the Myakka and Peace rivers, which provide an increasing flow of fresh water as the rainy season intensifies in midsummer. As this continues, huge numbers of fish push east and stage up, feeding in the stained brackish waters of Charlotte Harbor. The same influx of freshwater intrusion is apparent in the backcountry of the Keys from the Everglades. The Homosassa flats are fed their fair share of sweet water from numerous tributaries such as the Crystal River, Homosassa River, Chassahowitzka River, and Weeki Wachee Springs.

Food sources vary from one fishery to another but abundance is the key to maintain a large population of breeding-size tarpon. Grass beds with consistent water depths ranging from 5 to 8 feet seemed to be preferred for backcountry habitats. Areas located in moderate to strong tidal flow patterns are also a universal requirement. While spawning habits still remain a mystery, the fish need access to offshore locations.

Some of the other ingredients that make excellent fisheries, as much for fishermen as for the fish, are access to both ocean and backcountry fishing (which both Boca Grande and the Keys provide) and white sand bottoms that make spotting and sight-fishing to the tarpon easier. Water clarity is also a factor—more for fishermen than the fish. Water in the Keys is considerably clearer, making it easier to see fish but much tougher to get them to eat the fly.
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Tommy Locke and client searching for tarpon in Boca Grande, one of the world’s greatest tarpon fisheries. JAY NICHOLS PHOTO



Boca Grande and the Keys are relatively user-friendly. Homosassa is not. Homosassa is by far the most physically challenging tarpon fishery I’ve encountered. No backcountry islands or sandbars offer anglers the option of tucking inside when it gets windy. Outcroppings of jagged craters litter the Gulf’s floor, jutting upward like headstones that mark the final resting places of more than a few lower units that have been sheared off over the years. The craggy crevices of these black rocks have a special knack for taking a viselike strangle-hold on push-pole tips, shearing them off like toothpicks and launching even the most sure-footed guides into the water. The only things tougher than the environment are the guides, and I respect their talent and rawhide mentality. Anything less won’t work on these flats. Because of the challenging fishing conditions, you should hire a guide to be successful in Homosassa. I do, and I’ve been banging around those rock piles for a long time.

So what’s the lure of this difficult fishery? During the first two weeks or so of May, anglers stand a chance of hooking up to a special kind of tarpon. Not only is the average size of Homosassa fish larger than those in Boca Grande or the Keys, but they look different. Unlike the more graceful, streamlined tarpon elsewhere in Florida, these fish are stocky with coal-black backs. These Homosassa black backs are meaner and more unpredictable than tarpon elsewhere. They arrive and leave when they’re good and ready. Homosassa tarpon fishing isn’t a numbers game, except when it comes to calculating weight.

As of 2008, twenty-nine world-record tarpon have been caught in Florida, and all of the major fly-fishing records have been caught in the Homosassa area, no doubt why it is considered a mecca for giant tarpon. In 1982, Billy Pate set a fly-fishing record on 16-pound tippet with a 188-pound tarpon caught off of Homosassa. Pate’s 16-pound-tippet record was broken on May 13, 2003, with a 190-pound, 9-ounce tarpon caught by Tom Evans Jr. Evans was guided by Captain Al Doparik. On May 11, 2001, Jim Holland Jr., guided by Captain Steve Kirkpatrick, caught the first tarpon on fly over 200 pounds—a 202-pound, 8-ounce fish on 20-pound tippet.

Smaller numbers of tarpon also congregate in many other places throughout Florida and neighboring coastal states. These small pockets can provide great fishing as long as they are not overfished. Mosquito Lagoon, for instance, was too small and fragile to have the makings of a full-blown fishery like Boca Grande or the Keys, but we caught fair numbers of adult fish for years until word got out and more people started fishing it.

But the presence of tarpon is only one small part of actually being able to catch them. These fish swim in a complex environment of tides, weather, and changing seasons, and they respond to the habits and patterns of other things sharing the water—the baitfish they feed on, human pressure, and their predators such as sharks. Tarpon fishing is an ever-changing and complex game.




Migration and Spawning

The migration and spawning habits of tarpon still remain a mystery. While it is critical to understand these aspects for their conservation, understanding the factors that influence their travel patterns certainly won’t hurt your fishing success rate. In Boca Grande, tarpon usually start showing up in numbers (like in many other fisheries, there are both resident and migratory populations) during the first to middle part of April. Perhaps because of swimming speed over the long journey, it’s not unusual for smaller fish to arrive together. But it doesn’t take long before strings of fish contain fish of varying sizes. Some have suggested that the fish appear in the nearshore waters at this time to feed before the spawning that occurs April through August in Florida, though some data suggests that they spawn as early as May and as late as October.

Though tarpon have not been observed spawning offshore, fertilized eggs have never been collected, and specific spawning sites have not been identified, scientists have attempted to deduce the spawning times and distances from the shore based on larvae collected offshore. In one instance, larvae three to six days old were collected and scientists were able to deduce that spawning took place in the Gulf of Mexico offshore of Florida at distances as far as 155 miles.

Biologists have identified that the presence of young larvae peaked with new and full moon phases, demonstrating that spawning occurs a week after each major moon phase. Scientists believe that they spawn at least four to five times each season. Though actual spawning has not been observed, many prespawning behaviors have been observed such as many smaller males bumping and accosting one large female repeatedly. Daisy-chaining (fish swimming in circles) is a common sight on the flats and may also be related to spawning.

As far as fishing is concerned, this means that the tarpon are migrating through the passes to the offshore areas shortly before each major moon phase, and they are returning shortly thereafter. And, since they are spawning multiple times each season, they are making this journey more than once. This combined with their daily movement for food and their movements associated with tides paints a very complicated picture—fish are coming and going and traveling here and there to eat and procreate, offering anglers with many chances to intercept them. Periods immediately following postspawning activity can be superb fishing times because they feed heavily upon their return.

In addition to movements related to spawning and feeding, the Bonefish Research Project at the University of Miami and Bonefish and Tarpon Unlimited’s (BTU) tagging efforts and satellite pop-up archival transmitters (PATs) are revealing some interesting facts about the travel habits of tarpon.

The PAT is designed to be towed by a tarpon for a preprogrammed time period, which may be up to two years, after which it automatically releases itself from the fish, floats to the surface, and transmits its recorded data to an orbiting satellite. These tags are approximately 6 inches long and 1 ½ inches in diameter. Once a tarpon is caught with a rod and reel, they are attached to the tarpon high on the back behind the head. These tags are set to record temperature, water depth, and locations at various times during the day.


[image: chpt_fig_013.jpg]
Daisy-chaining is probably pre-spawning behavior, though why they all of a sudden start circling is still a mystery. No matter the reason, it is an excellent opportunity to catch a fish.



Based on data from the PATs and tagging, biologists have learned that tarpon cover a lot more ground than initially thought. In general, evidence suggests that tarpon will travel hundreds to thousands of miles in less than two months. Tarpon tagged off of North Carolina have been captured off Cuba’s southern coast, and fish tagged off of Mexico have later been captured in Texas, Louisiana, and other Gulf states. Data retrieved from one PAT showed a 171-pound tarpon traveled 1,073 miles from Veracruz, Mexico, to Timbalier, Louisiana, over a 102-day period.

Tarpon along the U.S. Atlantic coasts and western Gulf of Mexico appear to make seasonal migrations, moving north in the spring and early summer and returning south in the fall and winter. But the extent to which populations, say those from Florida and those from the Caribbean, mix is not well understood.
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