














Good Luck


and TIGHT LINES!





Good Luck


and TIGHT LINES!


R. G. Schmidt


[image: Image]




Copyright © 1996 by R. G. Schmidt


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.


Published by Gulf Publishing
A Member of the Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group
4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200
Lanham, Maryland 20706


Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Schmidt, R. G.


Good luck and tight lines! : a sure-fire guide to Florida’s inshore fishing / R. G. Schmidt.
        p. cm.


Includes bibliographical references (p.   ) and index.


ISBN-13: 978-0-88415-158-6


ISBN-10: 0-88415-518-1


1. Saltwater fishing—Florida. I. Title.
SH483.S33   1996
799.1’09759’09146—20                                                          95-46756


CIP


[image: Image] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.


Manufactured in the United States of America.




[image: Image]


Preface


“Great,” you may be thinking, “just what the world needs; another fishing book.”


Well, maybe so, if the world wants to catch some fish in the shallow waters found off the coast of Florida and in its scenic backcountry.


Lord knows there are plenty of books that will tell you how to catch a specific type of fish. There’s probably not a species considered good eating or just plain great sport that doesn’t have a book written on how to catch it. That includes the fish available in inshore Florida. So, even assuming you’re going to fish there, why do you need this book, when you could just get the one on bonefish, the one on flounder, the one on redfish, the one on snook, the one on tarpon, the one on . . . ?


To be sure, those books will give you more specific, more detailed information on catching a given particular species of fish, and if you decide to specialize in catching those species, you should get a book written for anglers who do. This book, on the other hand, is written for those who don’t yet know which species is going to become their favorite quarry, and for those whose time in Florida is going to be limited.


If you’ve recently moved to the Sunshine State, it will teach you how to catch fish—any kind of fish that’s available where you are—in the shortest period of time. It doesn’t matter if you have a boat or not, or if you prefer fishing from a bridge or walking the beaches. If it can be done in inshore Florida waters, it’s in here.


Although bridge, pier, and surf fishing are covered in enough detail to make you successful in those endeavors, you’ll note the emphasis in this book is on the shallow waters of Florida’s lagoons, bays, and backwaters—what we in Florida call the “skinny water,” sometimes only inches deep. That’s because an amazing variety of tasty fish with superb fighting characteristics can be taken there on a wide variety of baits and lures.


If light tackle, catch-and-release sport fishing is your game, you may want to concentrate on a particular species, and once you’ve learned what fishing in skinny water is all about, you can specialize all you want. But because you’re going to learn how to fish the shallows, why not catch something while you’re at it?


Of course, catch-and-release may not be what you had in mind. Perhaps you’re more interested in walking down to a local bridge, pier, or beach and supplementing the larder with some tasty whiting or pompano. You’ll find the “how-to” in here.


Maybe you’re not a new resident; maybe you’re just a visitor. If so, welcome; this book was written with you in mind, and will help you enjoy your vacation even more. Residents have time to experiment and learn slowly; you don’t. Your time in Florida is going to be limited, and it’s our intent to save some of that time so you can use it to fish, instead of wasting it where you won’t catch anything. If your trip to Florida is just in the planning stages, so much the better. Now you’ll know what tackle to take, and what to expect when you get here.


Visitor or new resident, it’s odds-on that Florida’s inshore fishing is different from anything you’ve done before. I know this from having taught sport fishing classes to two types of students—those new to fishing and those who were experienced anglers who couldn’t understand why the things they did “back home” didn’t work for them here. I’ll tell you as I told them: for the most part, forget the methods you used back home.


This kind of fishing is absolutely different. Not more difficult, but definitely different. The knots you’ve spent years learning will still come in handy, a hook is still a hook, and a swimming plug is still a swimming plug. Your tackle may even be suitable. That, however, is where the similarities between skinny water fishing and what you’ve done up to now end.



Acknowledgments
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We were fishing in Bull Bay, off Charlotte Harbor, and things weren’t going as smoothly as they sometimes do. I needed action photos to accompany an article on catching snook in the shallows, but it had to be taken on a topwater plug. Because I don’t believe in setup photos, we had to catch one that way; no catching it on a Cotee jig and replacing the lure for the photo shoot. The snook were being very camera shy, and I was fishing, too, so we’d have twice as much chance of a hookup.


During the course of the day, Captain Pete commented that at least “today’s charter” didn’t have to be told what to do, and said many of the people he guides resist adapting their usual methods to those that have been proven to produce in the backcountry; they want to fish “their way.” He said if were a writer, he’d write a book about the basics of Florida fishing, and couldn’t understand why nobody had.
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Enough of that. It’s time now to get on with learning about fishing the skinny water. I hope, and I expect, you will find this book both helpful and entertaining. If not, it’s Captain Greenan’s fault.


R. G. Schmidt
Cloverhill
Columbia County
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Introduction


Welcome to Florida. Or to fishing inshore waters. Or to fishing inshore waters in Florida. Pick one. Whichever case applies, you’re obviously interested in learning about catching fish in the waters near Florida’s shoreline, or its estuaries, marshes, mangrove islands, beaches or back country.


You’ve come to the right place, in more ways than one.


If you’re looking for outstanding fishing done in unique ways, for truly great game fish under some of the finest conditions imaginable, Florida’s the place to find it. If you need help because this is a different style of fishing than that to which you’re accustomed, this book is the place to find that help.


It’s a much-overused word, but Florida fishing, especially in the shallow inshore waters, truly is unique. In the United States, only certain marshy areas along our eastern coastlines and some states bordering the Gulf of Mexico offer anything close to it. Even then, there are differences. I remember fishing for small striped bass in the salt marshes of Long Island’s Jamaica Bay back in the fifties, where we found them near the mouths of the creeks and cuts that wound through the marsh grasses.


I was a teenager then, and I often wonder if that great fishing for school bass still exists there in the shadow of what was then Idlewild Airport. There weren’t many who fished that way for stripers; most fished around the bridges, especially at night. But a few of us knew those smaller bass worked the creek mouths even after daylight, and sometimes right through the day. What we were doing was revolutionary, made possible primarily by the introduction of a new type of reel from a guy named Mitchell; he called it a “spinning reel.”


The open-faced spinning reel and the fiberglass rod together made it not just possible, but actually practical for the first time to toss small artificial lures at big fish and actually land them. Land the fish, not the lures. It was awesome, and that style of fishing imprinted itself permanently on my young self. I’ve never lost the excitement of seeing a big fish bust a topwater bait, especially in shallow water.


That was shallow water fishing, too, and some of the things I learned then I was able to apply when we moved to Florida. It was similar fishing in some ways, vastly different in others. Nowhere does that ability to use small lures and baits and light tackle translate into great fishing more than in the tropics and subtropics, especially in the shallow water coastlines.


One thing about shallow water is the only place a fish has to go is up or away from you. No diving into a deep hole to wait you out.


Florida’s inshore waters are home to many species that have turned “going up” into an art form. Fish as small as one-pound ladyfish, as bullish as 15-pound snook, and as monstrous as 150-pound tarpon will all become airborne during a fight, as though to see what it is they’ve caught this time. What a thrill that is to see.


Of course, there are dangers in this going up business. More than once I’ve been left wondering how I’m going to recover my fly line, left hanging in a tree across a canal after a tarpon tore through the water’s surface directly under an overhanging tree, crashing up and then down through its branches, leaving my line hopelessly entangled.


It wouldn’t be so bad, if they didn’t snicker as they left the area. Adding insult to injury is another specialty of Florida’s inshore fish.


Of course, all the fish found inshore aren’t part-time tree dwellers, nor even very acrobatic. There are redfish, for example, whose scientific name (according to an article I wrote, and I wouldn’t lie) is Pullumous mosthardus. The redfish solution to being hooked is to go “over there.” It doesn’t much matter where “over there” is, either. From the perspective of a redfish, “there” is anyplace but “here,” because “here” is where something has it by the mouth and is pulling it toward the funny looking monster fish floating on the surface.


So, because “here” isn’t good, he goes “there.” Preventing that is the angler’s job, and it isn’t often easy. Redfish don’t jump or perform other acrobatic tricks. They’d never make the Olympic gym team. They’d be naturals, however, for the tug-of-war event.


Then there are snook. Crafty little rascals. They jump, especially the smaller ones, but that’s just out of curiosity, to see, as I said earlier, what they’ve got now. Their main trick is to find a nearby piling, pier, or mangrove root, take a few turns around it with your line and sit there, as if to ask what your next move is. If that stunt fails, they have a weapon that would be illegal in most U.S. cities; razor-sharp plates at the bottom of their gill covers. One swipe across your line with those plates and he’s off to get a beer. Incidentally, those gill plates will do a job on your hand, too, so be careful while unhooking a snook.


Everybody knows about tarpon. The Silver King, he’s called. Monster prehistoric fish with primitive lungs, they have a couple of reasons for fighting near the surface and for jumping. First, of course, they want to get rid of that thing in their mouth. Additionally, they gulp air for a bit of extra energy. Couple their fighting ability with their very hard, bony mouth, and it’s easy to see why most hooked tarpon aren’t landed.


But these glamour fish aren’t the only inhabitants of the inshore areas. There are flounder (summer flounder), many kinds of snapper, some grouper (although most grouper are found offshore in deep water), sheepshead, spotted sea trout, and many, many lesser-known species. All can be caught on hook and line (even, contrary to what you may have been told, mullet) and all will give a good account of themselves if you use the right tackle and don’t simply overpower them. There are ladyfish (also called ten-pounder, but I’ll never know why; they don’t get that big), jack crevalle, moonfish, lookdowns, whiting, Spanish mackerel, squirrelfish, bluefish, cobia, bonefish, permit, pompano, sharks of various kinds, and, of course, crabs, shrimp, oysters, and I’m running out of breath, so I’ll stop there.


Many are excellent table fare, plenty are just great sport. Some are both. The variety of life found inshore is amazing, even if you exclude the numerous offshore species that spend their juvenile years inshore, then leave for larger and wider horizons, and the non-fish such as crabs, shrimp, scallops, oysters, porpoise, sea turtles, and manatees. By the way, those last three are all protected; don’t mess with them.


Just about anything that swims in Florida’s shallows can be caught on rod and reel. What you need to know to get started can be found in these pages. They comprise an accumulation of knowledge gained through thirty years of fishing in Florida. Some was learned the hard way, some stolen from unsuspecting professional fishing guides (as if there were really such a thing; guides are born suspicious) while researching newspaper or magazine articles, or passed on by those who took pity on me.


In choosing to fish Florida’s “skinny water,” you’ve made an excellent decision. I wish you good luck and tight lines. There’s a real treat in store for you.
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Chapter 1


What Makes Florida Fishing Unique?


The state of Florida is itself a migrant, which may be one of the reasons it’s so receptive to new residents and to visitors from all over the world.


“As steady as the ground you walk on” is a relative statement. Compared with most things we encounter in everyday life, the ground is stable and unmoving. Geologically speaking, however, there’s nothing stable about it, and I’m not referring to earthquakes or mud slides.


Seems the continents just won’t stay put. They keep moving all over the face of the globe.


You may already know some of what follows, but I ask you to bear with me, as there is a point, and it has to do with fishing the inshore waters. I promise.


A cross section of the earth would show that it’s not a solid mass, but is made up of a core surrounded by concentric layers of materials of varying densities. More like a baseball or golf ball than a ball bearing.


The top layer, consisting of the crust and the upper mantle, is the most solid, and is called the lithosphere. It ranges in thickness from 30 to 90 miles, and “floats” on the next level, called the asthenosphere, which is much hotter and softer; it is, in fact, molten.


If you examine water heating in an open pot on a range, you’ll see currents being set up within the water as it heats. So it is with the asthenosphere, and these currents have an effect on the earth’s crust.


The crust isn’t one solid piece; it’s made up of sections, or plates, irregular in shape and pattern, making the earth’s surface a mosaic. These tectonic plates move about, drifting on the molten surface of the asthenosphere. The movement is undetectable for all practical purposes, being a matter of centimeters per year—about the same rate at which your toenails grow.


It’s generally agreed within the scientific community that all earth’s land masses were once one huge continent, which Those Who Name Things called “Pangaea.” There’s speculation as to the actual sequence of events, but a series of mergings and separations led eventually to the formation of the North American continent, following, about 700 million years ago, the “Grenville collision.” You remember that one, I’m sure; made a heck of a bang.


Dependent on the relative speed of two colliding masses of land, one plate may be “subducted” (pushed below the other), or the two continents may, in shoving against one another, bulldoze up enormous amounts of rock. In the first case, volcanoes are usually formed; in the second, mountains. It was a series of such collisions that gave the North American continent its great mountain ranges, including the Appalachians, the Smokies, the Rocky Mountains, and, believe it or not, the hills of northern Florida. (An old Florida cracker saying claims “If it weren’t for Georgia, Florida would have mountains.”)


A theory with growing support holds that a collision between the continents Laurentia (North America), Baltica (northern Europe and parts of Scotland), and Gondwanaland (a huge super-continent comprising Africa, South America, and, possibly, what would later become England and southern Europe) pushed a part of North America known as “Avalon” a thousand miles to the north, creating in the process the Ouachita mountains, and the great curving sweep of the southern United States coast.


Now we’re getting to the good part.


Further speculation, based on scientific measurements, indicates that a portion of Gondwanaland remained attached to North America when the continents rebounded. Holes drilled through the sediment layers of northern Florida have penetrated rock 350 to 450 million years old, which bear fossils of an African affinity. It would certainly seem that Gondwanaland, destined to give birth to Africa, first left a keepsake tacked onto the bottom of North America, closing the end of the circular coast and creating the Gulf of Mexico. I don’t know why Those Who Name Things didn’t call it the Gulf of Florida, or the Gulf of Louisiana, or Texas, or . . . Never mind.


Let’s jump forward just a bit now, nearly 700 million years, to a period about 1.8 million years ago. Repeatedly, for 2 million years or so, glaciers had alternately covered the continents and retreated toward the poles. Each repetition of the cycle saw vast amounts of water alternately locked up in the glaciers and released into the oceans of the planet. As these cycles repeated, obviously, the sea level alternated between high and low extremes.


You’ve heard the expression “Having your ups-and-downs?” Florida’s alternately been immersed in the ocean and exposed to the atmosphere so often residents ought to get free coffee at Dunkin’ Donuts.


Each time the Florida peninsula has been covered by the seas, layers of sediment have been laid down, one atop the other. Much of this sediment is composed of shells from tiny marine animals. It’s this accumulation of sediments that has given Florida its soils, and its native rocks. (Limestone and coquina limestone, frequently and incorrectly called coral.)


Gently sprinkling sediment into water creates a relatively smooth bottom, which is why most of the state is so flat. The highest point in mid-Florida is less than 300 feet above sea level, and only north of Ocala can anything remotely resembling hilly country be found. This flatness extends into the water, and is what makes the prolific plant and animal life in the inshore waters possible. Because the water is so uniformly shallow, large amounts of sunlight can penetrate to the bottom.


As with most rules, there are exceptions. In the northwest, the section known as the Panhandle, we find white, sandy beaches that quickly drop off to deep water. Here, you can fish in seventy feet of water and still see bathers on the beaches. The Atlantic coast also has some places that quickly drop off to deep water. For the most part, however, Florida’s inshore waters are shallow, and it’s those shallow waters, the “skinny water,” with which we’re concerned.


It was in the Pleistocene epoch, nearly 2 million years ago, that some of the rearrangements made in the area now known as the Caribbean took on new meaning. A combination of the most recent retreat of the glaciers and the warming effect of the currents established by the new positions taken by the continents was responsible for the climate that developed in Florida and resulted in what may have been the greatest proliferation of life forms in the history of the planet. Were it not for that Grenville Collision so long ago, and the multiple immersions, the shallow, warm inshore grounds—the skinny water—would not exist.


So, here we are, on a peninsula sticking out between what has become two separate bodies of water, forcing currents of warm water to go around us, with gently sloping continental shelves, for the most part, on both coasts. The shallow waters and deep sediments are ideal for the growth of marine grasses and specialized trees, which together comprise a nursery for a profusion of juvenile marine life found in few places on the planet.


We’re doing our level best to destroy this nursery, but so far it’s holding its own against us.


It may seem strange, but there’s more marine life in the super cold arctic and antarctic waters than there is in the warm shallows of tropic and sub-tropic Florida. It’s just a different kind of marine life. Those cold waters are saturated with microscopic life forms that most often simply drift with currents while waiting to be dined on by filter feeders such as whales.


It’s the absence of all those copepods and other plankton that gives southern waters their amazing clarity. To oversimplify, the greater the clarity of the water, the lower the density of life in that water. That doesn’t mean tropical waters are barren; in fact they are teeming with life. It just isn’t, for the most part, microscopic.


Florida’s unique construction affords the opportunity for the development of three major configurations, all of which are vital to the establishment of the type of fishery found here. There are salt marshes, “flats,” and mangrove islands and shorelines. It would be difficult to say which of the three is more important, from the standpoint of a nursery.


In fact, a good argument could be put forth in defense of any of the three. By far the most extensive, and therefore the one you are most likely to encounter, are the flats areas. Flats are found in one form or another in every part of the state, from Fernandina Beach, down the coast, around the Keys and back up to the Panhandle. While you may have to travel to find mangroves or salt marshes, a grass or mud flat, or an oyster bar is never far away no matter where in Florida you are.



Barrier Islands


Before we get into flats, however, we need to first look at what are called “barrier islands.” Barrier islands don’t appear only in Florida; they occur all along the east and Gulf coasts of the continent. However, they are an important part of the ecology, and allow the development of, among other things, the flats that harbor so much of Florida’s marine life. Fishing inshore Florida waters, you’ll spend a good deal of time on or near barrier islands.


The easiest way to understand barrier islands is to keep in mind their name. They’re named for what they do; provide a barrier between the mainland and the storms that build up offshore on a regular basis. If large enough, as on Florida’s east coast, barrier islands create huge lagoons between themselves and the mainland. The misnamed Indian River is one such, and will be referred to herein by its proper name, the Indian River Lagoon. This barrier island, and the lagoon it creates, runs from north of Cape Canaveral all the way to Jupiter, over 150 miles.


It’s important, if we are to understand the development and day-to-day workings of the flats, to also understand the manner in which barrier islands are supposed to “work,” which is to say the way in which nature “designed” them. The first thing to understand is that they are not supposed to be permanently in place.


Let’s ignore, for a moment, the way barrier islands have been mishandled on the east coast, and consider the way they should function, and do in many places on the Gulf coast. Just for fun, let’s assume barrier islands do work as intended, and keep everything in the present tense. It will make for easier reading on your part, and save me a slew of “shoulds,” “supposed tos” and “intendeds.”


Protected from the waves of the ocean or the Gulf, the shallow waters of a barrier island lagoon build up a good layer of fertile muck. Coupled with the steady supply of sunlight that easily penetrates the clear shallow water, this encourages extensive areas of marine grasses. These grasses provide both food and shelter for myriad sea creatures, from many species of invertebrates, mollusks, and crustaceans to a variety of fishes. In many cases, only the juvenile stage is found in these lagoons, but in many others, a whole life can be spent there, with some time out spent offshore spawning.


Periodically, openings (called “inlets” on the east coast, “passes” on the Gulf side) occur in the barrier islands, allowing free exchange of gulf or ocean water on each tidal cycle. If a barrier island is very long (as is, for example, that part of Hutchinson Island in Martin and St. Lucie Counties), the tidal flow at the center (measured from each inlet) of the lagoon will be close to nonexistent. This causes an accumulation of detritus such as dead grasses, leaves from trees, etc. Eventually, the decaying of this vegetation will use up much of the oxygen in the water, making it unsuitable for the support of life. (This process is called “eutrophication.”) In the meantime, the decayed “compost” sinks to the bottom, further enriching the “soil,” as in every forest on earth.


It’s obvious, then, that the center part of a large lagoon is in a constant state of dying, in the sense that it’s steadily approaching the point where marine animals and fish will have to leave it. Fortunately, Ma Nature has things under control. (If left alone, and that’s a mighty big “if,” unfortunately.)


From time to time, major storms will break through barrier islands which, for the most part, are very narrow, for reasons we won’t go into. Suffice it to say they are long and narrow, generally, and it’s relatively easy for storm waves to broach barrier islands. Consequently, inlets or passes are alternately created and filled in. Broaching a barrier island and creating a new inlet allows ocean or gulf water, rich in oxygen, to replace the “dead” water far from the old inlet, and new marine growth quickly springs up in the rich bottom muck. The filling in of the old inlet now places that area far from replenishing water, and the cycle of growth and eutrophication starts anew in another section of the lagoon.


When man, in his infinite wisdom, alters things, it’s usually the ecology that suffers. Using Hutchinson Island as an example again, we can see this plainly. Because there are now two “permanent” man-made inlets (Fort Pierce and St. Lucie) in the island, storm-driven waters find it easier to enter and leave the lagoon at those places, than to break through the island and create new inlets. Consequently, the area halfway between those two inlets (around Blind Creek and Big and Little Mud Creeks) is in pretty much a constant state of eutrophication.


Unfortunately, it’s likely that it won’t be until the inevitable major hurricane hits the area, and that island, that the lagoon will be flushed out properly again. From an ecological standpoint, this will be a good thing. It’s tragic that human suffering and economic losses will accompany it, but the ecology has been chugging along this way for too many millenia to change just because we have decided barrier islands are nice places to live.


Causeways built by dredging sand and laying it down in a narrow strip across the lagoon in order to have a road from the mainland to the island exacerbate the situation by further restricting an already minimal tidal flow.


Inlets created naturally in these barrier islands tend to be relatively shallow, with notable exceptions such as Boca Grande Pass on the southwest coast, which has extensive rock and coral formations that create deeper waters. (It’s in this deep water of the pass that most of the huge tarpon in the area are taken, generally by anglers drifting live baitfish in the depths.)


Shallow inlets and slow currents cause water coming in from the gulf or ocean to drop any sediment soon after entering the lagoons, and the deltas that build up are readily apparent from the air. Staying with Hutchinson Island, one can easily see the deltas from an old inlet, on the lagoon side near Jack Island State Park on the northern half of the island. Because St. Lucie Inlet is shallower and less protected than Fort Pierce Inlet, similar formations can be found north of St. Lucie Inlet, back toward Stuart.


Shallow, warm, sun-drenched, oxygen-rich water with light tidal currents over soft muck filled with nutrients; just what every gardener wants.


Okay, now we know how barrier islands and lagoons are formed, and why grass beds develop behind them, especially on the east coast of the state. On the west coast, where the Gulf of Mexico is so much shallower than is the Atlantic Ocean, grass flats also develop quite well without the assistance of barrier islands.



The Flats


Things seem to run in threes in Florida, and, sure enough, there are three very broad and basic categories of flats, defined primarily by what’s found on them.


Most common is the grass flat. Frequently found at the edge of mangrove islands or the interior side of barrier islands, these grassy areas can be mere hundreds of feet long or can go on for miles. Grass flats are the backbone of Florida’s fisheries, offering at the same time both prey and shelter from predators. Sometimes, you actually can have it both ways, contrary to the old adage.


Nearly everything that swims in Florida spends part or all of its juvenile life on grass flats, from shrimp and crabs to game fish, including many pelagic species. The grass offers food for vegetarians and hiding places for prey and predator alike. They are among the most productive marine areas on the planet, and make an excellent starting place in your search for sport fish.


Next we have smaller flats of mostly sand or mud, but whose distinguishing characteristics are the oyster bars found at the edges and sporadically on the surface of the flat proper. Sometimes a flat will have both grass and oysters, but the ones we’re interested in here are strictly oyster flats. Much smaller than most grass flats, they are generally referred to as “bars” rather than flats, but either designation will work.


Finally there are the mud flats, which are just what you’d think; extensive shallows with sparse grass, a few oysters or neither. In south Florida, many of these flats consist of marl, a mixture of mud and broken pieces of shell, coral, and limestone. The mud flats are the least productive of all flats, as there’s little there to attract or hold fish; neither food nor hiding place, with few exceptions. Don’t always ignore them out of hand, however, as there are times when they will hold fish. The marl of the southern mud flats in particular holds many crabs and other animals that attract predators, and frequently even has extensive plant growth.
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