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Foreword


“Someone should write a book!” That statement is made pretty much every time a group of us old river rats get together and rehash fish camp happenings. We are in total agreement that someone should write a book but time kept passing by and the book never appeared. We also thought there was a void in the recent history of life and happenings on the St. Johns River. This is a serious oversight that should be corrected.


Now, I most certainly am not a writer. Where I went to school you graduated after completing twelve years of schooling, or upon reaching the age of thirty-six, whichever came first. Be that as it may, since it is now evident that no one else is going to take the initiative, here I go with Tales from a Florida Fish Camp.


I have been a fish camp regular since 1965, and over that relatively brief period of time have observed enough uncommon events to fill volumes. Of course, many occurrences are not printable and others would be denied by all involved, but we can put up with that. I simply can’t tell you about the man and his wife having a private demolition derby in the parking lot, him with his airboat and her with a pickup truck. Unfortunately I must also omit the episode about the casket (you wouldn’t believe it anyway). No matter, even with all the exclusions there is still enough material for many books.


Tales from a Florida Fish Camp is written for the sole purpose of documenting and preserving some of the events that have occurred in the area we like to consider our part of the St. Johns River. In reality, these stories do not come from one fish camp but from four. I’m sorry to say that only two of these remain in operation. Admittedly, to most folks the demise of a fish camp is of absolutely no significance, but to others, like us old regulars, it is nothing less than the loss of a historic, irreplaceable shrine—only the more reason to record adventures and misadventures that will never happen again.


Most of the described episodes date back several years. Perhaps I am getting old and grouchy, but modern happenings do not seem to contain the totally innocent humor that once prevailed. For that matter, I am often bewildered by modern-day thinking. We always cleaned our fish on the edge of the lake where the inedible residue was chucked in the water—total recycling if you will. Humans ate the fillets, and fish, turtles, and gators ate the rest. Nothing was wasted. As a word of warning, this is no longer allowed. A person can be charged with littering and feeding alligators, both rather serious crimes with hefty fines. Apparently fish-cleaning residue is now destined for the already-overloaded landfill.


Last names are not normally used in these short stories. If you know the people being discussed, the last name is not needed, and if you didn’t know them, their last name is of no significance anyway. Besides, this may allow a culprit to deny involvement and shift the blame to some innocent individual with the same first name.




Fish Camps
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WITHOUT DIGGING BACK TOO FAR INTO HISTORY, let’s take a look at the various St. Johns River fish camps located near Melbourne during the mid-1960s. Earlier, the same basic fish camps had existed, but most had operated under different names. Sweetwater Camp has retained its name, but who remembers the St. Johns River Fishing Camp or Lake Washington Sporting Camp? Uncle Bill’s Fishing Camp more or less lost its identity as a camp and simply became Uncle Bill’s.


In the ‘60s there were four fish camps. Each had its own following of fishermen, airboaters, and other folks who, though they didn’t participate much in fishing or boating, still showed up regularly and were considered part of the group. All were basically good people with more interest in nature and the outdoors than what could be found in meeting places and watering holes uptown. Some may find it interesting that I-95 had been completed, the population of Melbourne was 40,234, the population of Palm Bay was 6,927, and Melbourne International Airport was called J. F. Kennedy Memorial Airport.


Lake Washington Resort was the most extensive of the camps, with several cabins, a store that also served as a beer bar, a launch ramp, more than forty covered boat stalls, and what was called the “cook shack.” Maybe the term “resort” was a bit misleading; there were numerous phone calls inquiring about tennis, golf, horseback riding, and other silly non–fish camp facilities.


Often the scene of huge crowds for fundraising benefits, the camp was originally operated by Cotton and Mary Leaf. Later, Jane Leaf and Lois Callahan were the proprietors, eventually selling the camp to Jack Harnish. Harnish owned the camp for a period of years before selling it to the county in 1990. Lake Washington Marina, originally owned and operated by the Lombards, passed through various hands and was renamed a few times before its demise.


Sweetwater, at one time called Lake Hellen Blazes Camp, was operated by Vic Woodling then later owned and operated by Kim Hanna and his family. Though not an overly active place, Sweetwater still serves as a fish camp and home base for a number of boaters.


Camp Holly, during the period when most of these events occurred, was owned and operated by Henry and Ruby Hollingsworth. Henry once mentioned that when he bought the camp from a Mr. Wall, the entire stock consisted of one soft drink and two boxes of fishing worms. Obviously, the camp at that time was no beehive of activity. Later, the camp was owned by John and Lynne Cataldo, then by Bob Mitchell. Camp Holly, currently owned and operated by Darold and Pat Hite, still serves as a fish camp with boats, bait, and tackle but is most noted for airboat rides.


That area of the St. Johns River shown on the map on page 97, Lake Winder to Lake Hellen Blazes, was generally considered home territory to local fishermen and boaters. As the crow flies, the distance from the southern end of Hellen Blazes to the northern end of Lake Winder is about twenty miles. However, since we’ve never found an airboat or kicker boat that could fly like a crow, the actual distance is considerably more, maybe twenty-seven miles.


There were thousands of acres of marsh available to air-boaters during periods of reasonable water levels in this area. Fishing was so outstanding there was little reason for fishermen to venture far from a fish camp. A beautiful, wild, natural area teeming with all native forms of wildlife and fish, the area was thoroughly enjoyed and appreciated by the relatively few number of individuals who, at the time, took a genuine interest in its welfare.




Camps and Shacks
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CAMPS AND SHACKS WERE NOT NUMEROUS and certainly did not feature all the conveniences of modern-day living. Four walls, a floor, and a roof were enough to start with, then human nature normally took over to make many improvements. Remote hard-to-reach locations were preferred, lending an air of mystery. Indeed, many fish camp regulars might often hear the names Sugar Shack and Gator Den without ever seeing the camps or knowing their locations.


Building a camp was not easy since everything had to be transported by boat and the construction done with hand tools. Since old river rats were seldom blessed with a surplus of money, most building materials were scrounged—obtained in any manner besides paying for them. This process in itself was often quite interesting, but we’d best not identify individuals or circumstances. (“Why are all these full sheets of plywood in the scrap heap?” “Who cares? Just load them on the truck. We can use them at the camp.”)


Originally, camps were never locked and canned foods were left in the event someone might need to take refuge. Many of us have ducked into a camp to sit out a storm; others with boat trouble sometimes were forced to stay the night. It was common practice to replace any food you used doubly the next time you were in the vicinity.


Yes, that’s the way it was, but then things changed. Vandalism became prevalent, and ranchers definitely disliked the fact that camps were located close to their land.


Bob Fortenberry’s camp saw considerable activity and good times galore. Now, if my memory serves me correctly, Bob (sometimes called R.O. or Pop) had a well, sometimes planted a small garden, and kept the grass mowed. Senseless vandalism was the downfall of Bob’s camp. He might arrive at the camp after a few days’ absence to find his supplies not used but simply destroyed. Furnishings were also destroyed, and there was often a big mess to clean up. Then some idiot, unable to find a better target, simply riddled the lawn mower with a high-powered rifle. Right or wrong, incidents of this nature were usually attributed to unsupervised youngsters. We’ll never know for certain who they were, but obviously they were the type of people who would rather destroy than enjoy.


Jeff and I built a small shack deep in the trees on Little Sawgrass Lake. It had only the basics, with one large, hinged window, and was made entirely from scrap material with the exception of a roll of roofing. The location was so enjoyable, however, we later added a large porch for invited visitors. We searched for several days to find the perfect site, a place along a brush-covered trail where the shack could not be seen from the water. Built during the winter, when there were few people out, I would stop hammering when even a distant motor was heard. The secret hideaway was a total success. Some people had seen us hauling materials and knew we had a camp, but try as they might they couldn’t find it.


The camp was weatherproof but, sorry to say, definitely not mosquito-proof. Not long after we finished construction, we tried sleeping there and found it impossible. It was OK in the daytime, but at sunset the mosquitoes took over. We eventually gave up, moved our boat to the center of Lake Sawgrass, where there was a slight breeze, chucked the anchor overboard, and had a reasonable night’s sleep.


With early summer we received an unexpected and pleasant surprise. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of birds established a rookery overhead. Now, in addition to the other critters we had enjoyed watching in their undisturbed habitat, there was a multitude of ibises, herons, egrets, and others building nests and raising young. Can anyone describe the sounds of a large bird rookery? The best I can do is to say there were constant squabbles, each and every bird defending its small domain and fussing at neighbors because of intrusions or near intrusions. It is interesting that these species of birds, other than at nesting time, are mostly silent.


A rookery does not quiet down with nightfall. The birds are packed in so closely that any movement on the part of one disturbs those nearby and the squabble continues. The mosquito problem partially solved with sprays and repellents, we again stayed overnight. Sleeping in a bird rookery is something few people have experienced. The unusual noises might keep you awake for awhile but then will lull you to sleep. Noises of nature are that way, quite unlike a neighbor’s loud boom box or roaring automobiles.


It seems every rookery has a gator cruising in the water below. We saw several small gators, but soon a large, boss gator, maybe ten feet long, took over. Nowhere to be seen when we quietly slipped in and tied up the boat, he would soon appear. Resenting our intrusion, the gator would glide around, looking everything over at close range. Then, apparently satisfied, he would resume his patrol under the many trees. Only under such conditions can a person appreciate how a gator, even a large one, can move through the water without creating even a ripple. In my opinion, a gator in his element is the most stealthy creature on earth.


A momma otter raised five little ones nearby, and, though they couldn’t actually be considered pets, they certainly became very friendly. When we first saw them, the youngsters were perhaps half as large as the mother and extremely skittish. This changed as time passed. Whenever I spotted the family, I would stop fishing and watch the playful creatures. Probably as curious about me as I was about them, after a while they became accustomed to my boat and so trusting they would come when I whistled. This became almost a daily ritual—the little ones swimming around the boat while momma stayed off a ways, fussing at their carelessness. Other boaters thought they had to chase the critters for a close-up look, and, when this happened, the entire family simply went into hiding. There was no doubt they recognized my boat and my whistle. Much more observant than you would expect, they would not hesitate to come to my boat when I was alone but were reluctant if I had someone with me.


Momma eventually decided the porch at the shack was a good home for her brood, and they took over. The porch then became littered with remains of their meals (crawfish and fish; mostly crawfish) and their droppings. On rare visits when we took friends to the camp, we did not upset their routine to any extent. The family would take to the water, the young ones swimming playfully around the porch and momma, as usual, fussing from a distance. When we departed, they would again lay claim to the porch.


With winter coming on, the family split up and only lone otters would be seen. Even then, when I spotted otters and whistled, some would disappear while others reacted as though they recognized me.


Other camps with more activity did not have the advantages of our camp. Nevertheless, they often provided excellent close-up contact with local wildlife. Most every camp had a resident yellow rat snake, considered a pet by regulars but not too well accepted by visitors. Totally harmless, the snakes sometimes created a little excitement by crawling or falling on some sleeping inhabitants.


All camps had names. If an appropriate name had not been chosen, the camp was named for the person most responsible for its existence. I have forgotten many but do remember the Sugar Shack, Gator Den, Two Story, Fortenberry’s, Wynett’s, and Lloyd’s. And, of course, there were floating houseboats that served as camps.


Camps were constructed on state property. Their builders had no legal right to do so and were, you might say, squatters. Of course, the feeling among builders and users was that the camps’ existence did no harm and was actually beneficial since they provided shelter during emergencies. For quite some time, this viewpoint was shared by whichever state agency had jurisdiction.


Ranchers did not like the presence of camps, which was understandable. They had exclusive rights to hunting on their own property and felt those hunting the narrow strips of state land were harvesting their game. Also, camps sometimes housed hunters who, as we termed it at the time, “crossed the line” to hunt on private property. Ranchers were known to assemble noisy machinery on the first day of hunting season to drive game off state property onto their property.


Occasionally, fires reduced camps to ashes. Lloyd Henderson spent considerable time, effort, and more than a little money building a rather nice camp on Bulldozer Canal. After several weeks of hauling materials and doing construction, Lloyd announced one evening, “The camp is finally finished.” The next day, several of us made the fifteen-mile boat journey to view the smoldering ashes.


The Two Story, also on Bulldozer, was large and, as I recall, had a porch with a wonderful view from the second floor. I believe the Two Story lasted about a month before becoming ashes. Some of us watched Wynett’s camp burn from the second floor of a building at Patrick Air Force Base. Although there was quite a distance between the two locations, it was an extremely clear day and the rising column of black smoke was very obvious.


There was absolutely no reason to burn our little camp. Quite some distance from any ranchland, it never housed any hunters. It was seldom used and then only to observe wildlife. The camp was certainly hard to find and maybe the arsonists, after searching for some time, spitefully burned it simply to show they had found it. It was no great loss, but after these many years resentment remains. I played detective long enough to satisfy myself who the culprits were. I may still find an opportunity to get even.


Well, that’s the way it went in the old days. More recently, it’s been decided time and again that the camps must go, always for the same two reasons: the camps are eyesores and have no sewage facilities! As for being eyesores, I disagree. Visitors love to take pictures of the camps and consider them rustic. An eyesore would be something sleek and modernistic perched out there amid natural surroundings. As for sewage facilities, as the number of people using the area constantly multiplies, perhaps the decision makers have plans for a network of Porta-Potties out there in the marsh.


As I write this, I am aware of only two camps and two houseboats remaining. Perhaps tomorrow they too will be gone.




Nicknames and Explanations
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OVER THE YEARS WE HAVE FOUND that nicknames are not only helpful, they are in fact essential. Each nickname allows for instant identification—a quality that is obviously lacking with the use of common names. It would be well for the entire nation to adopt our technique, but then some unsavory characters might object if they were called Loan Shark Joe, Thievin’ Willie, Dishonest Dan, Shyster Sam, or some other handle.


Imagine having four regulars called Bob and someone mentions that Bob caught a big turtle. Confusion reigns and needless conversation goes on and on to determine which Bob caught the turtle. It is so much simpler when someone says, “Golfin’ Bob caught a big turtle.” Then we can go on to other things like, “How much did it weigh?” or “What did he catch it on?”


We have had Golfin’ Bob, Fuzzy Faced Bob, Big Bob, Hog Head Bob, Neighbor Bob, and probably others I have forgotten. We once had a problem with Charlie but this was easily solved when the original Charlie retained his title and the newcomer became New York Charlie. Incidentally, when New York Charlie decided to live in Florida year-round instead of only coming down for the winter, Ralph classified him as a leftover tourist. John worked at the water plant so he became Water Plant John. No problem at all until the water plant complicated things by hiring another John. The newcomer, however, soon became White Water Plant John and things returned to normal.


Another time there were two Ernies. One was a big old boy, so quite naturally they became Big Ernie and Little Ernie. Big Ernie was truly big, but Little Ernie was not little and resented the moniker. The problem was solved by keeping the name Big Ernie and allowing Little Ernie to become, once again, just Ernie.


Hardly anyone could remember what Abe Lincoln’s real name was, but he looked like Abe Lincoln so Dick assigned him that title. He will probably never become president, but he is a fine fellow.


Sometimes the nicknames didn’t seem to make sense. Take Atlanta Al for instance. He wasn’t from Atlanta and his name wasn’t Al. His name was actually Roy and he lived in East Point. Roy would come down from Georgia quite often and could always find time to visit with the fish camp crowd. He was a very good pool player and had played some of the best. All those other big-time pool players around the country seemed to have nicknames so it was only fitting that Roy be assigned a comparable title. We laid the handle Atlanta Al on him and it stuck. When Roy passed away, his son thoughtfully saw to it that the nickname was included in his obituary. After all, folks around these parts knew who Atlanta Al was.


There are always a bunch of Smiths and they will all be called Smitty. Now we are back to the original problem. Which Smitty? Anyway, we sorted them all out and now have Smitty, the senior Smitty, Shorty Smith, and Smitty the Barrister. We became so desperate with the Smiths that we even call one of them by his actual name, Fred.


The Old Man is an honorary title given to commanders in the service, or as in our case, to the fellow who owned the camp. We had two Steves and one of them had a pigtail, so he became Hippie Steve.


Footsie apparently earned his name when the other guys said he was shoving his foot through the carburetor, trying to get more speed from his airboat. There were so many Jacks we considered assigning numbers, but let me tell you, this won’t work. Each wants to be Number 1, not Number 6.


Some other nicknames I may not have mentioned are: Lightnin’, Marsh, Buckshot, Big Jim, Radar, J.T., Dickie Doo, Pepper Pete, Bicycle Jim, Bubba, Michigan Jack, Miss Kentucky, Kinky, Jimbo, Hairlip Bill, Tally, Duke, Butch, Bud, Aggie, Zero, Earl the Pearl, Golfball Eddie, Slick, and Uncle Milty. One group, appropriately or not, is known as the Beach Boys.


Now for a few other helpful explanations:


•  Kicker boats are those with an outboard motor on the back. Airboats are those with a big fan on the back.


•  Everyone should know what a Georgia credit card is, but in case some don’t, I will explain. It is a short piece of garden hose used to transfer fuel.


•  Three jacks may beat three tens, but they sure won’t beat three queens, if you know what I mean.


•  Any soft drink is a soda and minnows are actually minners.


•  A gator is a gator, not an alligator, and since water snakes are hard to identify, all are called moccasins.


•  A borrow pit is a hole in the ground created by someone borrowing dirt with absolutely no intention of ever paying it back.


•  Since the St. Johns River runs from south to north, upriver is downriver and downriver is upriver, if that makes any sense. So much for explanations.




Fishing
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CONTRARY TO WHAT ONE MIGHT READ in a magazine or see on TV, fishing expeditions do not always result in a huge catch of large fish. Fishing memories are similar. While TV shows discard the unproductive film, memories of poor fishing trips simply fade away.


Extremely poor fishing should be quietly tolerated. This is not always possible. I recall one event from several years back that provided a laugh or two. A pretty large bass tournament was being held somewhere up north, and due to the advance publicity, many folks awaited the publication of results in the newspaper. The winner, it seems, caught one fish that weighed one and a half pounds. He won total weight and big bass prize. Since no other fish were caught, the remaining prizes went unclaimed. After months of promotion the sponsors would much rather the tournament be immediately forgotten.


It can and does happen. Even back when our local fishing was absolutely great, it would all but come to a halt when various conditions occurred. During the winter months, for example, a sudden cold front could give all the fish a case of lockjaw. One day you might catch all the nice-size bass you wanted, but the next day would not produce a single strike.


Floods and droughts also have a profound effect. Periods of flooding are great. Fish retreat to marshes where food is plentiful, growing fat and reproducing at an unbelievable rate. True, you don’t catch many fish because they are where you can’t reach them, but as I see it, this is another benefit of high water.


Droughts and low water are disastrous since we have little deep water. When the marshes dry up, the fish must retreat to the river run and the lakes. Then, if a drought persists, the southern-most lakes become nothing more than mud holes and all the fish are confined to a water surface area that is perhaps ten percent of what it should be. Food is soon exhausted, fungus infections become rampant, and it will take years for the fish to recover. Well anyway, I just wanted to explain that fishing is not always perfect. So much for that.


My first serious bass fishing trip on the St. Johns River was during January of 1966, with a rented boat and my trusty ten horsepower motor.


Fishing information was hard to come by because hardly anyone was fishing. Departing the fish camp and traveling south, all the territory looked absolutely great and I soon shut the motor off to fish. Lo and behold, about the fifth cast, a big bass inhaled the lure. It was the largest bass I had ever hooked, so you can imagine my excitement. After many runs and jumps, that rascal was in my landing net, then in the live well.


Being close to the camp and having fished only five minutes, this appeared to be an excellent opportunity to show off. Pappy was working that day as I proudly took the fish inside and asked him to weigh it. Pappy wasn’t at all impressed. He put the fish on the scales, where it registered seven and a half pounds, and casually said, “Pretty nice fish, but it isn’t a big one.” This certainly deflated me, so I released the fish, got back in the boat, and headed out again. I caught several more fish and released them all. Some were almost as large as the first one, but Pappy had ruined my perspective of what constituted a big bass. After about three hours I hooked a true monster and was lucky enough to land it. Ready to quit fishing anyway, I put this one in the live well and returned to the camp. 01’ Pappy, still not impressed, looked at my fish and put it on the scales, which this time read nine and a half pounds. His only comment was, “That’s a little better.”


Pappy may not have been impressed with my fish, but his attitude certainly left an impression with me. What amazing bonanza of fishing had I stumbled on when my two largest bass ever deserved only a casual glance?


Several weeks later, when Henry, the owner of the camp, and I became friends, I told him about my first visit. Henry quit laughing long enough to say, “Pappy was giving you the business. That was the heaviest bass weighed in at the camp during the last three years.”
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Bass fishing back then was so good it almost defies description. I often moved away from concentrations of two- to four-pound bass in search of a lone fish of much larger size. At that time, all my fish were released on the spot. Pappy’s mistreatment on that first trip must have had a lasting effect. I no longer brought fish in to show them off. Henry always inquired about my fishing success but no doubt placed little credibility in my fish stories since he never saw any fish.


All this changed some few months later when my old buddy Dave moved to this part of the country. Dave wanted to keep what we caught, so as a result there was normally a bragging-sized stringer at the end of each day’s fishing. Finally, Henry could start believing my fishing accounts.


Our bass fishing was probably the best in the state at the time and few people knew about it. There had been seven years of consistently high water, so the bass were big and plentiful. If I hadn’t been here to observe, like many others I would find some of the stories a bit difficult to believe.


There were no bass clubs, no bass boats, and no bass tournaments. Most of the time you wouldn’t even see another fisherman.
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“Caught my limit.”


“Ten bass?”


“Heck no. MY limit. A little turtle and one small catfish.”


There was the time I took a blind man fishing. To be perfectly honest, he wasn’t really blind, he just couldn’t see.


My buddy J.T. had recently had an eye operation, was wearing very dark glasses, and could hardly see anything. He couldn’t work and was just killing time until things returned to normal.


When I suggested that J.T. join me on a brief fishing trip to Sawgrass, he was reluctant but eventually agreed to go when I explained there was nothing to it. I knew where the fish were and all that was required was to throw a lure in their general direction. I also knew precisely where to find a seven-pound bass.


To make a long story short, I would simply tell J.T. to cast straight ahead, to his left, or to his right. And we caught fish. The climax came when I put him on the big one. He hooked and fought it for quite some time, but since he was unable to see the obstructions, the fish escaped into a mass of vegetation.


With his eyesight repaired, J.T. can now see as well as most folks and can again fish with the best of them.
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A monster in Sawgrass? That may be over doing it a little, so let’s call it a USO—an unidentified swimming object. It was one of those unexplained fishing mysteries that will never be solved.


Casting for bass along the north end of Lake Sawgrass, I hooked something that offered no reaction to being hooked. I sat there dumbfounded while my twelve pound line slowly peeled off the reel. After some time it became obvious that twelve pounds of pressure was doing nothing to alter the direction or speed of whatever it was on the end of the line. There was no choice but to crank up the motor and follow. After retrieving some hundred yards of fishing line, I moved the boat off to the side, thinking pressure from that direction might change its course. Nothing. The creature continued in a perfectly straight line at the same relatively slow speed.


This continued as we crossed the lake. I would pull from one side then the other, trying to get some reaction all with no results. As we neared the south entrance to Lake Sawgrass I had been trailing that thing for nearly one and a half miles, while its direction and speed had not changed in the slightest and the creature had not shown itself. Had all this occurred in the ocean, it would have been reasonable to assume I had snagged a slow-moving submarine.
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