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PREFACE


Snook fishing is a growing sport, because snook numbers have increased steadily in recent years, and also because more and more anglers are discovering the joys in inshore saltwater fishing. This book is dedicated to those growing legions of snook fishermen, both experts and those who would like to become experts. It’s based on more than 20 years of fishing with the finest snook anglers in Florida and Central America. All the basics are covered to get the novice started, but there’s also extensive, in-depth material that should make any snooker a better fisherman. Every angler has his own unique tricks and stores of know-how, and the author has tried to include the best from the many fine fishermen who have allowed him to share their boats.


The coverage is year-around, and applies to snook where ever they are found, from the glassy shallows of the West Coast to the rolling green inlets of the Atlantic shore, as well as throughout the wild, dingy waters of the Everglades, Mexico, Costa Rica and points south.


The Snook Book is also a compendium of the best in snook tackle, boats and the other piles of gear dear to a fisherman’s heart. And those interested in the biology, habitat and habits of Centropomis undecimalis--and his related cousins--will also find much to ponder here.


Finally, you’ll find this is a book that names names--there’s a listing of Florida’s top guides, along with their telephone numbers. A book can take you only so far--if you want to jump to the ranks of experts in a single day, the guide can do the job.
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CHAPTER 1


INTRODUCTION:
WELCOME TO SNOOK COUNTRY


THERE’S NOTHING COMMON about the common snook, Centropomis undecimalis. The snook is a backstreet-fighter, without match. The linesider hits harder than any other inshore gamefish, pulls like a bonito and jumps like a tarpon. And it does it all in tangled little mangrove creeks too narrow for an alligator to turn around.


Hooking a big snook in such water is like dropping a grenade into a garbage can, then hopping inside and pulling on the lid.


Beyond the excitement of the battles, the snook is found in some of the most ecologically beautiful country our nation has to offer. Snook are subtropical fish. That means that, like orange trees, mangroves and manatees, they are limited to areas that stay warm year around. Water temperature below 70 degrees F is tough on snook, and water temperatures below 60 kill them. That means they’re limited primarily to Florida, within the United States, and not all of Florida, at that.


The “snook line” runs roughly from Port Richey, on the west coast, to Cape Canaveral, on the east coast. There are pockets further north, on both sides--the spring-fed rivers at Homosassa and Crystal River, for example--but for dependable action, snook anglers cast their eyes (and their lures) toward the southern half of the peninsula. A few years of unusually warm weather can temporarily move the snook line further north, and in recent seasons there have been many snook caught in the Daytona Beach area. But the Christmas freeze of 1989 killed most of these splinter populations. The consistent production areas are all further south.
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Centropomis undecimalis, the common snook, is also known as the linesider, the robalo, and coincidentally, the “sargeant fish”. It’s a subtropical species, found only in the southern half of the Florida peninsula and southward through the Tropics.


Prime snook country is an angler’s dream, estuary waters where the fresh water flowing from the coastal marshes and rivers mixes with the salt of the seas. Snook country can be mangrove country, laced with the labyrinthian winding of blackwater creeks that run into the land for miles, necking down so narrow they’re barely wide enough to allow passage of a water moccasin. Snook country can be the inshore grass flats, clear, warm shallows where turtle grass and manatee grass spread in a gray-green carpet filled with marine life. Snook country can be a deep coastal pass, where the green waters foam and boil with the strong flows of spring. It can be the last oyster bar at the edge of the Gulf, and the first sandbar along a beach. It can be a rockpile in the Atlantic surf.


And it can be manmade. In fact, some of the best snook fishing in the state is found in areas that are “spoiled” by development. Residential canals are favorite snook lairs these days. So are the myriad bridges that connect barrier islands to the mainland. Power-plant outflows are great spots for snook in winter, as are ship-turning basins, dredge holes and channels. While none of these areas have made the overall quality of our marine environment any better, snook have proven themselves adaptable enough to make use of what civilization gives them.
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Figure I. The “Snook Line” runs roughly from Port Richey to Cape Canaveral. The northern limit sometimes moves many miles up both coasts, but the occasional freezing winter front regularly trims populations back to areas where coastal waters rarely drop below 60 degrees F.


Because of that, they’re a fish for our times. With the proper care and protection, the abundant snook fishing opportunities available today can continue into the next century and beyond, despite the pressures of ever-increasing human populations.





CHAPTER 2


SNOOK COUNTRY


A LOT OF very good snook anglers never bother to look at a nautical chart, on the theory that since they’ve been fishing their home waters since Eisenhower was in office, there’s no need to fool around with some sort of watery map that tells them what they already know. Charts may be needed for long distance navigation, they reason, but not for a Saturday morning trip within five miles of the boat ramp.


But in most cases, even the saltiest of fishermen can learn a few secrets about the areas he fishes, or would fish if he were aware of them, if he studies a recent chart.


This is particularly so for the inshore fisherman, because most coastal areas offer many miles of islands, channels and flats that are all but invisible to those who remain in the marked navigational routes. Unless a talented local shows you his secret trails into the secret spots, they might as well not exist for you.


But with a good chart, you have at your fingertips much of the same information it may have taken the native decades to learn. Nautical charts from N.O.A.A., now about $12 each at chart shops, are among the best investments you can make to improve your fishing and the safety of your navigation.


The charts, made from a combination of aerial photos and marine soundings, show not only all the islands, oyster bars, shoals, tidal rivers and mangrove creeks, they also show the depth of many of those out-of-the-way areas, and even the bottom composition in most. That composition can often be the tip-off to some prime fishing areas, as well as to safe operation.
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Figure 2. Prime snook country like this area east of Marco Island is an archipelago of mangrove islands, shallow bays and deep creeks. Use of a chart is essential to maintain your bearings in such country, and is also a great aid in finding likely snook spots.


Finding Snook Via Charts


You can use a chart to find some pretty good fishing even if you go into an area blind, without any advice from locals. The chart will show water depth in most larger creeks, and anywhere you note good depths of five feet right against the shore approaching a junction of two creeks or a creek and a river, you can bet there will be linesiders hanging around.


Small creeks feeding out of large bays are sure to have fish in them on falling tides because the current there will be intense, pulling the bait out with it. Look particularly for bay mouths with deep cuts in them, six feet or greater, because that indicates the force of the current there has scoured out the area. Strong water flow attracts snook.
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Small, mangrove-lined creeks like this one can be snook restaurants on falling tides as baitfish are pulled out of the roots. The angler shown here is David Fairbanks, holder of four world line class records, including the current two-pound record for snook.


Flats and oyster bars sitting across the direction of tide flow are very likely to produce on rising water. The flow will bank bait against the shallows, creating good ambush areas for the snook. There are likely to be eddies where the water falls back to deeper water, and these often produce, as well.


Look for island points with water deeper than three feet against the shore. (Remember, these areas could show as being only one foot deep on the chart, but on a spring tide there may be an added 2 1/2 feet of water there at the peak. Conversely, on the low part of that tide, there won’t be any water there--or under your hull--if you stay too long.) When the tide is flowing, these points are likely to produce. So are any potholes near the points.
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When traveling in remote mangrove country, it’s a good idea to frequently look behind as well as ahead, so that you’ll better understand what to look for on your return trip. First-timers to the backcountry are smart to mark their progress on a chart so that they can readily return to open water. (Courtesy Aquasport)


Route Your Trips


If you spend a few hours with a red pen (use waterproof ink) circling a series of such spots, you can develop a route for your day on the water that will take advantage of the geography and the changing tide to keep you in likely water all day, perhaps starting around points and flats nearest the open Gulf or Atlantic on a rising tide, and then following the rise inland over several hours to stay on top of the peak water motion where the snook are most likely to be active. On the drop, you’ll probably want to be waiting at creek mouths and bay openings for the flush of bait that pours through.


Where ever you go, if you keep an eye on the chart as you travel, you’ll have fewer problems with running aground, because you’ll always know about how deep the water is ahead of you. (Wear Polarized glasses and keep a sharp lookout, in any case, though. Sometimes the charts don’t take into account last year’s hurricane that piled up a big shoal where the chart shows four feet of water, and sometimes the “mean low tide” reading does not apply when a 20-knot wind blows another six to 12 inches of water seaward.)
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Charts don’t show the tiny potholes that are sometimes snook bonanzas in grass flats. These anglers made use of a tower to locate such a pothole. The elevation makes it easy to see into the water ahead.


Of course, in some areas such as Florida’s Everglades, it’s foolish to get out of sight of the docks without a chart, because you’re almost sure to get lost in the endless mangrove country if you don’t keep an eye on the map continuously. First-timers visiting such waters do well to actually draw in their progress, each time they make a major turn, so that they know how to get back out once the mosquito hordes start to fly. On large scale charts, even very small navigational hazards, such as individual submerged pilings and tree stumps, are sometimes indicated-and sometimes these hazards are good spots to cast a live shrimp for a big snook.


Charts are also helpful to inshore anglers who want to locate a spot that’s not so easy to find, such as an open water rockpile where fish might gather. You can use the indicated landmarks on the chart, such as water towers or radio beacons ashore, to help you zero in on your spot. Use parallel rules on the chart to get the headings from the landmarks to the fishing spot via the compass rose, then take compass bearings as you fine tune your position.


The one thing charts don’t do, yet, is to show individual potholes in the flats where snook might hang out. These holes, often only 10 feet across, are usually too small to show on a chart. But you can draw these in yourself as you learn them, eventually developing a specialized chart that suits your own style of fishing best. (Don’t be too sure that those potholes won’t show up on charts soon, though. New imaging techniques now in the works show promise of greatly refining depth readings on the next generation of nautical maps.)


Chart Symbols


Some of the chart symbols get very specific, giving you a lot of useful information about bottom conditions. “Rky” for instance, indicates rock bottom. In the right areas, with plenty of tide flow, that sort of bottom will hold snook. “Mud” or “Sft” bottoms, muddy or soft, on the other hand, are less likely to be snook spots--but you can usually jump across shoals with this sort of make-up without danger to your prop, while you can’t if the designation is “rky” or “hrd”. “Grs” marked in areas from one to five feet deep indicates a grass flat, and if there are channels or blow holes in that flat, there are likely to be snook in them. “Oys” outlined in yellow indicates oyster bars, for which snook have a particular affinity in mangrove country. And a series of curly q’s indicates an area where there are strong eddies--often good spots to find gamefish.


Where to Buy Charts


Individual charts are available from map shops and large marinas, or direct from the Distribution Division, NCG/33, National Ocean Survey, Riverdale, MD 20737. You can order by phone and charge it by calling (301) 436-6990. The by-mail price is $13.25 each. If you don’t know the number of the charts you might want, you can request a key which shows all those available.


If you fish a lot of different areas and don’t want to spring for individual charts of each, you might do well to buy one of the chart books now available. You can save about 80 percent of the cost of buying singles by buying one of the full-size chart books from BBA, Box 407, Needham, Massachusetts 02192. They come about 45 charts to the book, on fold-out, water-resistant paper. Course headings and distance are indicated on commonly traveled routes, and launching areas are pointed out. Whether you go with the book or the singles, keep them dry in plastic envelopes, and store them ashore when not in use, and a set should last you many years. (Don’t leave charts or any other paper products aboard--dampness and mildew will do them in.)


Another alternative is the Florida Sportsman Chart Set, which offers the added advantage of having many of the best fishing areas marked by local experts. The charts, about $6 each, cover most of the major fishing areas in snook country. Write to Wickstrom Publishing, 5901 S.W. 74th Street, Miami, Fl 33143 for details.





CHAPTER 3


SNOOK TACKLE


IN THE RIGHT PLACE, you can catch a lunker snook on a rod with all the backbone of a stick of dry spaghetti and line just a bit stronger than sewing thread. Ask David Fairbanks, the man who at this writing holds the 2-pound-test world record for linesiders with a fish that scaled 15-pounds, 4 ounces. Fairbanks, a MirrOlure executive, managed to stick the fish in an open canal with no mangroves or oyster bars near by, and after a 45-minute struggle, he brought it to gaff.


But he figures he lost at least 60 others that were not hooked in the right place and at the right time. In most areas, it takes specialized gear--not 2-pound-test--to consistently bring snook to the boat.


Snook are among the most difficult of all fish to subdue, not only because of their great speed and energy, but also because they are frequently caught in small, snaggly creeks, canals lined with barnacle-encrusted docks, and around the rough cement pilings of bridges and piers. And snook, more than any other species, are completely aware that there is safety in that cover. The first thing most do when they feel the barb is to run as far into the cover as they can. When they get it wrapped over, under, around and through, they grab with both hands and pull. It’s over before you can even start to beg.


The time-honored snook rig is a two-handed popping stick around seven feet long and with about as much whip as a curtain rod, rigged with the venerable Ambassadeur 5000 baitcaster. You still see a fair number of these bouncing around the bottom of old aluminum boats with tiller steering, manned by anglers that look like Father Time themselves, and those guys catch snook you’d never imagine.
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Two-handed baitcasting gear is favored by most experienced snook anglers, like ex-Tampa Bay Bucs footballer Scot Brantley. The rod should be stiff, but light. The revolving spool reel is favored by most snookers because it allows use of heavier line than spinning gear, and is generally more accurate.
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Baitcasting reels for snook don’t need a huge line capacity. Except for the monsters of the East Coast, it’s rare for a snook to run more than 75 yards. Most backcountry anglers choose medium-duty bass type casting reels with free-spool mechanisms for long accurate casts. The lures shown here, the Bomber Long A (top) and the MirrOlure are two snooking favorites.


Modern Baitcasters


But the times have caught up with that tackle. There’s better stuff now, and you ought to have it if you’re serious about chasing linesiders.


A seven-foot graphite popper like the Series One Berkley B50-7M or similar is hard to beat. These rods are extremely stiff in the lower four-fifths of their length, but taper to a fairly whippy tip that allows casting anything from a 1/8 ounce jig up to a 1-ounce Zara Spook. The feel, in the store before you hang a lure from the end, is about like a fencing rapier, very rigid, with almost none of the whippy action common in softer graphites or fiberglass rods. These rods are also extremely light, and that’s just as important as their strength, because a snook angler may make upwards of 500 casts in a day, and an ounce or two of extra weight can add up over that many throws--especially if you’re constantly working the rod on the retrieve as you must with some baits like the Spook.
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