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FOREWORD


A Few Words About Those Snuke


A funny-looking name, as fish names go: snook. These days most anglers pronounce it like “cook” or “chinook.” But deep in the mangrove wilds of southern Florida, you’ll still find some old-timers who talk about fishing for “snuke.”


That variable vowel often rides on an out-thrust lower jaw, curiously reminiscent of Centropomus morphology. This, among other mannerisms (such as wearing long sleeves in 95-degree heat), distinguishes the veteran snuker from the uncautious outsider, who immediately identifies himself as such by asking about “those snuke.”


Snook or snuke—for those of us who’ve quietly been pursuing this magical fish with fly rods for years, Norm Zeigler’s book serves as a refreshing piece of affirmation. Have you often thought of snook as the ultimate “fly fish”? You’re not alone. They strike hard; they run far; they jump high. They are a marvel to look at, with those glittering scales, golden fins, single black stripe and gaping, underslung mouth. They also confound us with a selectivity which at times brings to mind that of spring creek brown trout.


For those unfamiliar with the species, Snook on a Fly contains everything you need to get started—including inspiration. Wearing his wading boots and fishing vest, Norm steps deftly between roles as informed narrator and consummate fishing buddy. He takes us wading on cold winter afternoons, hunting shadows on blinding white beach sands and navigating the mangrove labyrinth of southwest Florida.


Through personal anecdotes and interviews with experts in the field, Norm offers an up-close look at the surprising habits of Centropomus undecimalis, the common snook. As strong a tactician as any writer in fly fishing, he appropriately demystifies rigging, fly selection, and casting techniques. Once you understand the seasonal and tidal movements of this tropical species, and its ambush feeding style, fly-fishing for snook is mostly a simple affair. A modest-priced rod and reel, a basic leader, a handful of flies, a vacant stretch of shoreline, and you’re snook fishing. Or snuke fishing.


There is another audience this book will surely speak to, and that is the legion of anglers who’ve long fished for snook with natural bait, jigs, or plugs on spinning or bait-casting tackle. For a fish that routinely scales 10 pounds or more, snook at times focus on very tiny prey—miniscule baitfish and shrimp, items impractical to duplicate, let alone cast, with conventional tackle.


Dedicated fly fishermen love snook for the various challenges the species offers, and the special beauty of its habitat. But stepping beyond aesthetics, fly fishing is a downright effective mode for catching snook. Whether you’re reading this as a lifelong fly fisherman, a complete novice, or a light-tackle angler looking to round out your arsenal, Snook on a Fly has something for you.


Jeff Weakley


Editor, Florida Sportsman magazine
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INTRODUCTION


One of the great things about fly fishing is its endless variety. But like devotees of many other pastimes, we fly fishers sometimes become so comfortable staying within familiar parameters that we miss out on new and exhilarating possibilities.


Like many other anglers, my formative fly-fishing years were spent largely in pursuit of trout. While teaching myself tactics and techniques through a combination of reading, research, and trial and error, I wandered in search of any and all varieties of these exquisite salmonids on rivers, lakes, and streams from Maine to Vancouver Island and many places in between. Later, during fifteen years spent living and working in Europe, I sought them (and their distant cousins, grayling) from Denmark to Spain and from the Scottish Highlands to the High Tatra. In those years, the mountains, the cold, clear waters, and their numinous, brilliantly colored fish—brook trout, browns, rainbows, cutthroats, and their myriad subgroups near and far—seemed world enough for anyone’s angling lifetime. I knew that I could never tire of them. And I never have.


But in 1994, confronting a personal health crisis that prompted one doctor to prescribe “somewhere where there is no winter and the air is clean,” I moved with my family to southwest Florida. At first, the sense of loss was grievous. I spent so much time wondering whether I would ever again wade a trout stream that I could not see the wonders of the whole new fly-fishing world that awaited my discovery. But finally, during long, slow years of treatment and recuperation, I began to get a glimpse of it. And it was pure magic. A big part of that magic was a powerful, bronze-backed, silver-sided fish with an elegant black stripe tracing the graceful curve of its lateral line from gill slit to tail fork.


This book is about my love affair with snook, wherever they may be—from tangled mangrove shorelines to white-sand beaches, from the tranquil waters of roadside ditches to the fast-rushing tidal currents of cuts, creeks, and passes. In these pages, readers will learn how to find and catch these gleaming, rocket-powered aerialists, which may be saltwater fly fishing’s most intriguing inshore gamefish. Snook are as wily and mystifying as bonefish, and as electrifying on the end of a fly line as silver lightning. In addition to providing details of equipment, techniques, and biology, this book seeks to convey the magic and mystery inherent in the quest for these stunningly beautiful, tough, graceful, hard-fighting fish that have dominated my fly fishing for more than a decade.


The allure of snook is far reaching. From Oregon to Arkansas, Montana to Maine, Illinois to Bavaria, and many places in between, I have found fly fishers of all stripes who are fascinated by snook. Whether these would-be snookers are encountered on rivers, streams, oceans, lakes or at presentations, social gatherings, or club events, the fascination manifests itself in piqued curiosity, keen queries, and a subtle yearning that inflects body language, phraseology, and voice timbre. The fascination extends across the angling spectrum, from once-a-year vacation anglers to dedicated, near-daily aficionados; from dyed-in-the-wool Appalachian brook trouters to Great Lakes walleye devotees, midwesterners weaned on largemouths, New England striper enthusiasts, Northwest steelheaders, and even Bahamas bonefish addicts. Additionally, the idea of fly fishing for snook intrigues (and sometimes intimidates) many spin fishers and bait casters who have pursued them for years with jigs, plugs, spinners, spoons, and bait. For those of us fortunate enough to fish for snook on flies, fascination quickly becomes infatuation.


No fishing book can be all things to all anglers, but this one was written with two goals in mind: (1) to provide basic information and instruction for neophytes so that they can quickly and effortlessly become successful snookers, and (2) to offer advanced tips and techniques for experienced snookers seeking to enhance their knowledge and skills. I hope it will also inspire, entertain, and enlighten fly fishers and aspiring fly fishers who have pursued or dreamed of pursuing these magnificent creatures.


Because I am not presumptuous enough to think that I know everything about fly fishing for snook, I have consulted experts in many aspects of the sport to augment my own judgments, perspectives, and experiences. These include guides, marine biologists, and other passionate anglers.














CHAPTER 1


Why Snook?


They glide across the shallows like ghostly, silver-gray shadows, occasionally singly, sometimes in twos and threes, but mostly in elongated schools of a dozen or more. Some of the schools are huge—thirty, forty, half a hundred fish stretched out for 50 feet or more.


Swimming close in along the beach, they follow a straight course, westward with the longshore current. This day, with a light east wind riffling the Gulf, they are more confident, less spooky than usual, cruising at walking speed up the shoreline. Occasionally, just occasionally, one strays from the course to chase a baitfish or inspect a movement on the bottom.


The next group, two dozen fish moving in an elongated ellipse, is already in sight. Facing east, I make two false casts, shoot the line, and drop my Schminnow two feet in front of the lead fish. I strip once, twice; the fish surges forward, grabs the fly, and, when I set the hook with a sharp, straight pull on the line, takes off back down the shore in a rush. When I raise the rod tip, the fish leaps clear of the water, shaking its head and tailwalking for a second before falling back.


After three healthy runs and five jumps, the fish is finally spent and turns on its side in the shallows, a leader’s length from shore. I raise the rod above my head, ease in the fish, and stick my thumb in its mouth, gripping its lower jaw between thumb and forefinger. In a couple of seconds I have gently backed the hook out of the corner of its jaw. I kneel down in the sandy shallows, letting the fish grip my thumb in its mouth and moving it back and forth to pass water over its gills. In less than half a minute the fish releases my thumb, turns seaward with a swish of its tail, and slowly swims out to deeper water.
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Sight fishing for snook that cruise the ocean beaches during the summer spawn is one of the greatest thrills in fly fishing.





Stepping back onto the beach, I move back 10 feet from the water’s edge. In a practiced, automatic sequence, I quickly inspect the fly, slide my fingers along the lower end of the bite tippet to check for abrasion, then glance down the beach to get ready for the next school.


One of the favorite quarries of the old New England whalers was the right whale, so named because its physical and behavioral traits were ideally suited—“right”—for their needs. For saltwater fly fishers, you could say that the snook is the “right fish.” Some fly anglers—especially those who regard tarpon as mere flashy genetic giants—consider snook the tropics’ and subtropics’ premier inshore gamefish.


Snook are extremely wary but aggressive feeders and fierce fighters. Seatrout are flashier to look at but weaker fighters. Redfish pack a wallop but lack snook’s spectacular aerialist antics. And unlike tarpon, snook are delicious to eat.


The genus and species designation for the common snook, Centropomus undecimalis, was chosen by German researcher Marcus Elieser Bloch in 1792. Centropomus is a combination of the Greek words for “stinging cover” and refers to the fish’s hard, sharp gill plate, or operculum. Undecimalis derives from the Latin root word undecim, or “eleven,” and indicates the number of rays in the snook’s posterior dorsal fin. Genetically, snook are unique; they are the only member of their genus in the Atlantic Ocean.


The name snook comes from the Dutch word snoek, meaning “pike.” Other common appellations include robalo, ravillia, linesides, linesider, and sergeant fish. But whatever they are called, snook are easy to love, especially for fly fishers. They are beautiful, impulsive, and elusive. They are wily, powerful quarry that fight as fiercely as striped bass and jump like rainbow trout on steroids. If redfish are the fullbacks of inshore saltwater fly fishing—bull-necked and doggedly powerful—snook are the wide receivers—streamlined, muscular, and leapingly fleet.


A lot of fly fishers who have never fished for snook know a little bit about them. They may have read about them, heard tales from friends and acquaintances who have fished for them, or watched one of television’s celebrity fly fishers pursue them. But as is the case with anything experienced vicariously, this is a dry and detached knowledge; it may not be inaccurate, but it is certainly incomplete. Like love, the only way to truly understand it is to experience it.




[image: ]


The best beach fishing for snook occurs on days when a light breeze riffles the water’s surface, making the fish less spooky.





It is difficult to exaggerate the passion sparked by these “mere” fish. Captain Ray Van Horn, originally from South Carolina but now living and guiding in Tarpon Springs, Florida, is a nationally ranked tournament bass, tarpon, and redfish angler. He has fished for most of the saltwater and freshwater gamefish in the United States and is not exactly a touchy-feely type. But when it comes to snook, Van Horn is not shy about showing his sentimental side. “I could never live anywhere where there aren’t any snook,” he says. It is a common outlook.


My philosophy on target species and regions tends to run along the lines of a verse from a 1970s song: “If you can’t be with the one you love, then love the one you’re with.” In tiny mountain streams I love 6-inch brook trout. In farm ponds I love sunfish. On Cape Cod I love striped bass. But there are some angling love affairs that are worth a bit of extra effort to foster and sustain.


There are many reasons for fly rodders to love snook. One of the most compelling is their morphology—specifically, their size and body structure. In my experience, the majority of snook caught are between 20 and 28 inches. These are not stylishly svelte, capriciously swift, low-endurance creatures like Spanish mackerel or shad. They are muscular, thick-shouldered, high-stamina, piscine torpedoes that put a bend in any outfit lighter than a 10-weight and keep battling relentlessly to the shore (or boat) and beyond. Closely linked to snook’s physiology is their fighting ability. And what fighters they are! On tackle suited to their size, multiple long runs and jumps are common.


It is their aerial antics that really set snook apart from other top-rate gamefish. I have never had a redfish jump. The same goes for bonefish. Seatrout jump occasionally, and Spanish mackerel, striped bass, bluefish, jack crevalle, and other saltwater species become airborne on rare occasions. But when they are hooked, snook like to “get some air.” Their jumps vary from thrashing, gill-rattling tarpon impersonations to cartwheels, rocketlike vertical explosions, and greyhounding forward leaps. On more than a few occasions, a sore arm or shoulder, not a halt in the action, has put an end to my snook fishing. This is the kind of discomfort and fatigue that all fly fishers long to experience more of.


Another reason to love snook is their style, elegance, and beauty. There is no denying that, because of their fighting ability, bonefish are superb fly-fishing quarry. But compared with the elegantly proportioned snook, a bonefish—with its chinless, comically underdeveloped lower jaw, blunt wedge of a snout, and small, bottom-situated mouth—looks like a glorified sucker.
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One characteristic that sets snook apart from other saltwater fly-rod quarry is their spectacular aerialist antics.





Trim but well-muscled, sleek but not skinny, with subtly coordinated color tones, highlights, and accents that are pleasing to the eye but not gaudy (compare peacock bass or roosterfish), snook are among the most attractive of fish: white marble belly; gleaming silver sides; dark, greenish gold back; fins a translucent gold tipped with brown; firm black stripe accentuating the lateral line. They could have been designed by a talented marine architect with a specialty in functional design and an extra flair for style. Like evening wear at the opera, a snook’s colors catch but do not assault the eye.


It may be fatuous to anthropomorphize a fish, but with their underslung jaws and defiant, pouting lower lips, snook seem to exude an insouciant confidence, even a swagger. When they move through the water and jump, it is with power, subtle grace, and economy of motion. From their streamlined, faintly upswept prow of a nose to their tapered and gently curving tail fork, they are a fish that everyone is proud to be seen with. Ronald Taylor, a fisheries biologist at the Florida Marine Research Institute in St. Petersburg, who has studied and fished for snook for more than twenty years, states it more succinctly: “It’s the most elegant fish in the water, an icon.”


Yet another agreeable attribute of linesiders is their dependability. Unlike the saltwater pelagic species, such as striped bass, bluefish, bonito, and Spanish mackerel, snook are not fickle, seasonal visitors but reliable, year-round residents. Throughout their range, they can be caught in good numbers every season of the year. And they can be caught from shore, while wading, or from a boat.


One of the greatest thrills in snook angling is sight fishing them in clear, shallow water along mainland beaches, barrier islands, and sand flats. It easily rivals—and, in my opinion, surpasses—the closest comparable saltwater fly-fishing pursuit: bonefishing. Curiously, for a variety of reasons (poorly researched magazine articles, guides with limited firsthand knowledge, and one-dimensional television shows), this aspect of the sport is largely absent from the public consciousness. Even some experienced snook anglers tend to regard beach sight fishing as a serendipitous anomaly that presents itself only rarely and under limited meteorological and hydrographic conditions. The truth is that in many places, good, sandy shoreline sight fishing is available periodically during nearly half the year—from mid-April to early October—reaching its peak during the summer months. The few knowledgeable fly anglers who discover this heart-racing pastime quickly become hard-core addicts.
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Ron Taylor, a researcher at the Florida Marine Research Institute, calls snook “the most elegant fish in the water.”





In one sense, fly fishing for snook is simple. Unlike the pursuit of other marquee saltwater species—dolphin, tarpon, king mackerel—it does not require a boat or elaborate ancillary equipment. For snookers, more gear does not necessarily mean more fish, and certainly not more enjoyment. Henry David Thoreau, one of our great American naturalists and writers (and also an avid angler), espoused a life tenet that many snook anglers would do well to heed: “Simplify, simplify.”


Contrary to some industry advertising, $30,000 flats boats equipped with fish finders, GPS, trolling motors, push poles, and poling platforms are not essential or de rigueur. They do increase anglers’ range and options, but the flip side of the coin is that I have watched many high-powered, top-of-the-line craft run past excellent snook waters at top speed in a frantic race for some distant snook angling nirvana. Many of the best spots are easily reached without a boat by wading from shore.


Marshall Cutchin, legendary Key West guide and publisher of the online fly-fishing magazine midcurrent.com, calls snook “a unique fish because they’re both a flats fish and not a flats fish. You can catch them in 6 inches of water and then in 10 feet of water.”


For fly fishers, the clincher in their progression to total snook infatuation is usually the realization that these highly efficient marine predators love flies—all kinds of flies: streamers, poppers, jig flies, spoon flies, gurglers, and sliders; white, brown, black, red, yellow, chartreuse, and endless combinations thereof; along mangrove shorelines, on shallow grass flats, over oyster bars, in potholes, in channels, and on the beach. Snook do not take flies cautiously and reluctantly or only occasionally, when there is little else available. They eat them like a chocoholic devours fudge, like a kid at a movie wolfs down popcorn. The main reason for this behavior is that snook are ambush predators, not scavengers. They prefer their prey alive, and their feeding response is triggered more by movement, color, and (occasionally) sound than by smell. They will swim right past a hunk of dead bait to slam a Deceiver or a Schminnow.


Many a day I have caught cruising snook that have swum a gauntlet of freshly thawed shrimp or cut mullet proffered by sand-spike bottom fishermen just yards away. It is always satisfying to be able to provide such firsthand instruction to fellow anglers, especially those who view fly fishing as a bafflingly arcane, self-imposed handicap. There is nothing like success to pique people’s interest and bring new fly fishers into the sport.


The fact that snook fillets are a delicacy is a negligible consideration for most fly fishers. Like freshwater trout, they are too valuable and magnificent a gamefish to routinely harvest, and most of us release almost all we land. However, I am not a catch-and-release fanatic, and once every year or two I do keep a snook. Their mild, flaky white flesh is among the most delicious seafood in the world.


A side benefit of fishing for snook is that it takes anglers to areas with good populations of other excellent fly-rod quarry. Most common are redfish and seatrout, but other species caught both incidentally and in good numbers along with snook include Spanish mackerel, ladyfish, baby tarpon, jack crevalle, sheepshead, and mangrove snapper.
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A grinning Dave Schwerdt holds a 27-inch snook he caught while wading the edge of a grass flat. Because snook are predominantly a shallow-water species, a boat is unnecessary in many places.





My friend Dennis Cannizzaro, a snowbird who migrates between upstate New York and Fort Myers, loves south Florida’s amazing variety of fish. But when asked to choose his number one, he does not hesitate. “Snook are fabulous,” he says. “They’re my favorite. Because they fight so hard on the rod, and they jump.”


To paraphrase Will Rogers, I never met a fish I did not like. But in the two main areas of my fly-fishing life—salt water and fresh water—there are distinct favorites. In fresh water it is trout. In the salt it is snook. None of the others comes close. Even Taylor, who prides himself on being a dispassionate scientist, cannot help waxing poetic about fishing for snook: “At that moment when you have it on the end of your line, you transcend time and space.” And whether you fish for them on white-sand beaches or in gnarly mangrove swamps, snook take you to some fascinating and stunning areas that are rich in wildlife and every bit as beautiful as a clear trout stream in the Rockies.
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