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Over the course of the more than forty years I’ve lived in South Florida, I’ve met some wonderful people on the water. A small group progressed from heroes to friends over the years, and I will be forever in their debt for everything they have given to my world of fly-fishing: Lefty Kreh, Bill Curtis, Stu Apte, and Billy Pate. This book is for you. Thanks for being the very best at what you do.
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Billy Pate
Angler, Sportsman, Friend
September 18, 1930–April 18, 2011


FOREWORD

In June 1971, I was fishing with John Mortimer in Key West, and we were running my usual route west to Boca Grande, over to the Marquesas, back around Cottrell Key, and then home. As we arrived at Boca Grande, there was a small white boat just leaving my favorite flat. An hour later, as we approached the south side of the Marquesas, that small white boat was just leaving my favorite tarpon hole. Later that afternoon we decided to look for some bonefish east of Cottrell Key because the tide was just perfect. As we rounded Cottrell from the west, the little white boat was landing a bonefish … in my spot. We hung back, and it soon left. An hour later we came up to a break in the East Jetties where permit school up—that same little white boat was there too. That evening I was in John’s tackle shop in Searstown when he pointed to a fellow sorting through flies in the back of the store and said, “By the way, that’s the guy who was in all our spots today.” Never being particularly shy, I marched right over and asked, “Who are you?” And that’s how I met Pat Ford.

[image: image]

Way back then, my job was to run the Metropolitan South Florida Fishing Tournament, which everyone simply called the Met. At the time it was the largest fishing tournament in the world, and in sixteen weeks it would receive more than 250,000 entries. Back then there were a number of light tackle fishing clubs in South Florida, and the engine that ran each club was competition. They had line classes for spinning, plug, and fly tackle and assessed points on catching the biggest fish on the lightest line. Members within a club held yearlong tournaments, and the various clubs also competed against one another. Few fisherman in the world today realize that the fundamental techniques for using light tackle were developed by the members of these South Florida clubs. Many of the knots now in common use were developed by these innovative anglers. How to tease fish to the surface; the development of various fly lines; the design of spin, plug, and fly rods to fight huge fish; and many other creative techniques were invented by these club members.
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Virtually every club member entered catches in all categories of the Met, and one of the top anglers every year was Pat Ford, a young attorney and member of the Miami Beach Rod and Reel Club. Pat landed many outstanding catches (over a dozen International Game Fish Association world records actually) in those days on all types of tackle, and he still holds the Florida state record for sailfish on fly, which he caught in 1980.

Fortunately for the fishing public, Pat has always tried to share his experiences on the water by writing about his trips and taking photos. As his career as a trial attorney wound down, he devoted more and more of his time to photography. Today I would rate Pat as one of the very best fishing photographers in the world. There is a magic in his photos that captures the very essence of fly-fishing. This book is filled with some of the best photographic examples of the wonder and beauty of our favorite sport that I have seen, plus some “gained-from-experience” tips on how to put together a glitch-free trip to what he feels are the very best places on earth to cast a fly.

It’s pretty clear that Pat is obsessed with throwing a fly not only to the most interesting and accommodating fish but also in the most exciting and picturesque locations he can find, and he captures it all through the lens of his camera. Indeed the images on these pages are surely what “fly-fishing daydreams” are made of.

—Lefty Kreh

January 2011


PREFACE

Recording the Present for the Future

The sport of angling has been recorded in images for thousands of years. From hieroglyphics to HD 1080 video, humanity’s love affair with fishing has been well documented. Here at the International Game Fish Association, we can attest to the richness of that format better than anyone, for it is here at the IGFA Fishing Hall of Fame & Museum, and particularly in the archives of the E. K. Harry Library of Fishes, that decades of fine art, film, and photographs are housed and preserved, ready to educate and inspire future generations.

[image: image]

When it comes to capturing a moment or creating a story, nothing compares to the art of photography. With a camera we can capture our most exciting adventures—often just an instant in time—to share with others (and relive ourselves!). Color photography is in a class by itself; we have all marveled over timeless images of glorious sunrises and sunsets, flashes of leaping silver, and brilliant hues of ocean blue. These images are the universal form of education and learning, regardless of language, ethnicity, or race. The value of photography is paramount to the sport. And when it comes to color photography, no one does it better than Pat Ford—author, angler, and artist.

Pat Ford has a passion for fish and for fishing, and the world’s most exotic locations serve as his studio. Though the locales couldn’t be more magnificent, conditions are always unpredictable. Lighting is provided (or not) by Mother Nature and can be a fickle commodity. Animals do not pose and seldom say “cheese.” Wind, salt, and varying temperatures are complicated by wet decks, buzzing flies, and actionless hours, but then it’s game time. This is when the best find excellence by embracing the elements and their surroundings, making them stars in a story. It is in these moments that Pat Ford shines, his breathtaking creations testaments to the beauty and excitement of the natural world.

I have no doubt you will enjoy the journey Pat Ford takes you on in Fly-fishing Daydreams. He documents some of the most interesting and productive angling destinations on the planet—some near and others “way out there”—and gives solid advice as to how you can share his experiences. Who knows … you may even think about capturing some of your own wonderful moments on camera the next time you’re on the water. With any luck, there will be an IGFA record out there for you too. Check us out at igfa.org.

—Mike Myatt

CEO, International Game Fish Association


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

If I close my eyes, I can visualize myself in Captain Rick Murphy’s skiff, slicing through the mirror-slick waters of Florida Bay just as the first traces of light creep out over the horizon, spreading magnificent hues of blue, pink, orange, and yellow into the clouds above. It’s the same every time. I’m in complete awe of the natural beauty and elegance of every sunrise, and my first instinct is to dig out my camera to try to capture the radiance and magic of the “now” so I can share it with my friends—the ones who don’t think that getting up at 4:30 AM is a particularly good idea. I feel the same way about a tarpon leaping out of emerald waters trying to rid itself of whatever it is that’s biting its jaw or a sailfish careening out of the blue Pacific or even a lowly redfish rooting around in the mud. How I love being out on the water, and I’m so thankful that I’ve been fortunate enough to travel to some of the most wondrous and fishy places on the planet. Some are faraway, exotic, and expensive, but most are in someone’s backyard—easy to access and as inexpensive as fishing ever gets.

Over the past decade, I’ve hardly picked up a fishing rod. My lifelong obsession with catching fish has shifted to an equally powerful desire to capture my favorite moments in photos and then to share those images with anyone who would rather be fishing than doing most anything else. I really do believe that there’s little sense in taking photos if you don’t show them to people. And anyone who enjoys looking at them should be able to see a lot of them.

During my “bucket list” travels, I’ve made dozens of new friends, met some real characters, and heard tales of fishing adventures that stagger my imagination—especially if the stories are backed up by photos. Photos bring a trip to life and keep it in your memory forever … or at least until your hard drive crashes.

In the following pages, I tried to capture the essence of my favorite trips through my photography, and I also persuaded several extremely talented angler/photographers to share their own personal expertise and most favorite fishing destinations … for which I am extremely grateful.

I met Matt Harris of Cambridge, England, in the Seychelles, and his tales of fishing for Atlantic salmon on Russia’s Kola Peninsula and magnificent photography left me spellbound even though I have never seen an Atlantic salmon and probably never will.

I’ve known Jim Teeny for many years, and he gladly lent his Yoda-like expertise on how a novice should go about catching his first steelhead, but steelheading, it turns out, is a pretty complex subject. Enter Tim Pask, whose photos of steelhead fishing are beyond compare. Tim disagrees with Jim and makes his pitch that British Columbia is the place to go. Finally Skip Montello outdid both of them by inviting me to join him for a few days in Western New York for the fall steelhead and brown trout runs. It’s all different, and it’s all good.

Pat Ehlers took me pike fishing in Alaska, then spent all his time talking about the smallmouth bass and muskie rivers of northern Wisconsin. A little arm-twisting persuaded Pat to bring his backyard trips to life, and he did so in spectacular fashion. He even volunteered to set up trips for anyone interested through his fly shop in Milwaukee.

Land captain and author Steve Kantner couldn’t imagine my book going to print without discussing the incredible variety of fishing in his personal stomping grounds—Florida’s Treasure Coast.

Sarah Gardner and Brian Horsley have been fishing and guiding and writing about their hometown for decades, and after some coaxing at the fly show in Charleston, they agreed to share the excitement and beauty of their very special home waters.

Mike Myatt, now COO of the IGFA, has been a friend for years, and he probably knows more about what’s going on in the world of fishing than anyone else on the planet. It’s not possible to get him to answer a telephone, but his voice -mail is pretty reliable, and he’ll eventually call you back. Mike and Glen Law were the ones who put me in touch with Tony Lyons at Skyhorse Publishing, for which I am very grateful. I hope my work will live up to their expectations. If not, I’m sure I’ll hear about it when the drafts are sent out for review—nothing will go to press without their approval.

I can’t thank Lefty Kreh enough for all the instruction, encouragement, and advice he’s given me over the four decades we’ve known each other. I remember one day back in 1992 when I was thinking about my first trip to Alaska. On a whim I gave Lefty a call and he spent the next hour telling me all I ever needed to know about fly fishing Alaska. He could easily have brushed me off, but he stopped whatever he was doing and took the time out of his busy schedule to help me make the most out of my trip. I guess I’m trying to do the same thing to others through this book.

It’s been quite a chore putting this book together and it would never have happened without the help of Mark Weinstein, Abigail Gehring, and especially Yvette Grant.

I’m sure that there are many others that have been a great help but have disappeared into a ‘senior moment’ somewhere along the line—to all those I’ve left out—sorry guys. I’ll make it up to you eventually.

The constant in all this is my wife, Kay, who has supported me throughout all my travels and misadventures. Actually she’s glad that I’ve stopped dragging her off to the ends of the earth looking for some fish she’s never heard of. Her idea of a nice field trip is a shopping spree in New York City, not swatting mosquitoes in some far-out fish camp. As the saying goes, she’s “the catch of my life,” and putting this book together would not have been possible without her.

I hope you agree with me that these stories and photos were simply too good not to pass on. Our joint purpose in putting this collection of adventures together is to bring you into our favorite worlds through photography and to provide some straight talk on how to put each of these trips together. Lately the economy has put a bit of a damper on many of our most desired fishing trips, but this too will pass, and when it does we will be ready. Until then there’s nothing wrong with a little bit of daydreaming. It’s my sincere desire that the stories and photos in the following pages will occasionally brighten someone’s day … I hope today it will be yours.

—Pat Ford

July 2011
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CHAPTER ONE
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THE MAGIC BILOXI MARSH

“Seriously, don’t cast to anything under 20 pounds” was the instruction from Captain Gjuro Bruer as he poled us slowly around a pond in the middle of the Biloxi Marsh. It was mid-November, I was fishing with Tim Mahaffey, and we were looking for a big redfish on a fly rod. By big, I mean something over 30 or 40 lbs. The “pond” we were fishing had a dark, muddy, untextured bottom that made everything look dark—until a redfish appeared. They stood out like bronze koi in the clear water, but they seemed to appear out of nowhere, and the trick was to spot them before they spotted the boat. If you put a fly in front of them while they were calm and happy, you were pretty certain of a strike, but you still had to find the big boys and couldn’t risk blowing an opportunity just because you were fighting a “runt” under 20 lbs. Such a problem!

Gjuro’s “20 pounds” instruction came the morning of our third day of fishing. The first morning Tim had caught a 28-lb. redfish on his first cast, then the wind came up, and the really big fish disappeared. We caught our fair share between 12 and 20 lbs. and had shots at some huge black drum, but a 30-plus-lb. redfish had eluded us. The next day we had three fish between 31 and 34 lbs., so we were pretty happy, but the really, really big ones had been scarce, according to Gjuro anyway.

We’d met Gjuro at daylight at the Breton Sound Marine in St. Bernard, Louisiana. The run to the Biloxi Marsh was substantial, but the waters were sheltered and the ride was easy, as long as you knew where you were going. Our third day was the “lay down” day before the next cold front moved in: warm, no wind, lots of fog, perfect. It took about an hour for Gjuro’s skiff to reach the first “fishing” pond. We hadn’t poled more than five minutes when two 40-lb. reds appeared 40 feet in front of Tim. An easy cast resulted in an instant take and an immediate snap of his 20-lb. fluorocarbon tippet. Evidently there was a nick in the tippet left over from the day before that was overlooked and, as a result, the biggest fish we’d seen swam off with a souvenir, while we went nuts. It didn’t take long to rerig, and we crept along for another quarter mile before Tim got another shot. We were in “big fish” water about 2 feet deep, pretty much ignoring the 8–10 pounders that cruised along the banks. I was fascinated by how a 4-foot-long redfish could glide through 2 feet of water without leaving as much as a ripple on the surface. Once in a while we’d see a fish tail, but for the most part they were either cruising or laid up. When they did tail it was probably to suck in a crab, after which they kept moving. Unlike the redfish in Everglades National Park, they did not tail repeatedly in one spot, so you had to spot them by “color” in the water. Sometimes they look almost black, sometimes a pale tan, and sometimes bright bronze or even orange depending on water clarity and bottom color. The good part was that your cast almost never exceeded 40 feet. The bad part was that a lot of your casts were under 20 feet, which gave you only one shot at a presentation before the fish spooked. Once a redfish moved off, leaving a wake, forget it. He was gone.
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The best flies for big reds are big and white.

The Biloxi Marsh redfish have literally never seen a fly. They move in from the deep Gulf waters into the flats, then move out again. They are extremely aggressive toward their main food, which is the blue claw crab, a creature that definitely knows how to fight back. If a fly suddenly appears in the redfish’s line of sight, he’ll attack it. “Impulse strikes,” Gjuro calls them. In muddy water you need to put the fly right on the red’s nose, and it doesn’t matter which direction it comes from. One of the most effective techniques for a fish facing you is to cast behind it and bring the fly right up alongside, then ahead of it. The fly will usually be inhaled just as it clears the red’s forehead. In clear, calm water you have to lead the fish 3 or 4 feet, much like you would a tarpon. When the water is calm, the fly’s landing can spook a big red, but all you need to do is put the fly out ahead of the cruising fish, let it sit on the mud bottom till he gets up to it, then twitch it to life. One thing for sure is that the strikes are spectacular. These fish just pounce on anything that will pass as a meal.

I first fished with Gjuro in 2006 when he was guiding out of Bay St. Louis, Mississippi. On that trip we had to run 15 miles or so south across the Mississippi Sound to the marsh. I’d arrived just after a front had passed through, and it was 38 degrees with a 25-knot north wind, so the first morning was pretty sporty. Actually a cold snap in November is a lot better for the fishing than it is for the anglers. The big reds move into the shallow marsh when the water on the flats becomes more comfortable than in the Gulf. The shallow mudflats warm up a lot quicker than the deeper waters, and the first warm days following a cold snap in November through January will bring the biggest fish into the shallowest water. This is the time you can see a 40-plus-lb. redfish swimming around with its back out of water. In some areas a whole bay can be a foot deep at low tide, and almost every fish in it will be visible. At other times, especially in windy conditions, the water looks like a mocha latte, and even the big fish can be hard to spot.

The Biloxi Marsh is an enormous unspoiled maze of channels, creeks, and ponds that lies due south of Bay St. Louis. Most of the area can be navigated only in a flats skiff, and there are very few guides fishing it. It is also a place that you do not want to try to explore on your own … water can go from 2 feet to 2 inches in seconds. In the many days I’ve fished with Gjuro, I’ve never seen another boat on the flats. All the locals spend their time in the deeper water baitfishing for trout.

Gjuro knows this area as well as his backyard, whether he leaves from Bay St. Louis or St. Bernard, Louisiana. There is an endless number of creeks and ponds, some of which hold small fish, some of which hold big fish, and some that probably don’t hold anything. It reminds me a lot of the Whitewater Bay area of the Everglades except that in spots it’s only a few inches deep, and if you don’t know the area, you can easily run aground … and there won’t be anyone around to pull you out of the muck.

Since we were looking for big fish, we were frequenting the “big fish” ponds. Gjuro would pole the productive parts of each pond, then run to another, then another. We’d get several shots at huge reds in each pond or creek, but they were not easy to find or catch, so you had to be patient and determined enough to forgo spots where you could hook thirty “small guys” in an hour. We also followed the “big fish–big food” theory. During my first trip, I’d brought along several big white zonker strip flies that turned out to be so special that Gjuro now uses them pretty much exclusively. They consist of a 4-inch tail of either a zonker strip or Puglisi fiber with some flash material thrown in. The tail is followed by palmered marabou with a palmered schlappen feather or body fur head. I use large black bead eyes tied Clouser style and sometimes lead eyes for the deeper waters. I like a 2/0 Gamakatsu BI05 stinger hook and add a mono weed guard to prevent fouling and to keep the point out of the oysters. The fly should be tied in white or chartreuse so it will be highly visible even in muddy water. The reds eat it like candy, but what is more important is that the angler can see it, which helps him coordinate the intersection of fish and fly. A 40-lb. redfish is not going to notice a standard-size Merkin, and the angler can’t see a small dark fly in the dark brown marsh waters. Big, bright, and flashy is the only way to go. Gjuro likes to use a 10-weight rod and floating line and strongly recommends a 7½-foot leader, which helps with the short casts. No matter how you get the fly to the fish, it must appear right in its face to get the strike. If it’s too far away, a big red will swim over to it and follow, but the longer he looks at it, the less likely it is that he will actually eat it. A big fly, a tarpon tapered line, and a short leader make the most effective combination for this fishing by far.
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At the end of our last day, we were moving along the shoreline of the same pond I’d caught my 40-pounder in the year before. I’d hooked a 30-plus-lb. fish at the creek mouth, but the hook had pulled before I got it to the boat. We’d moved into a section on the lee side where the water dropped off quickly to about 4 feet in depth when Gjuro pointed out some “color” up ahead. As we got into casting range, Gjuro identified it as an alligator gar lying on the bottom. I’d never seen an alligator gar before and had no idea why one would be living in a saltwater marsh, 15 miles off the coast of Mississippi. In any event, I was instructed to bring the fly right in front of its nose, just as if it were a redfish. I wasn’t very optimistic since I had straight 20 pound to the fly, but after several casts I managed to put the fly where it was supposed to be and to my amazement, this goofy creature actually ate it. I set the hook and held on as it waddled off about a hundred yards shaking its head. At times I hear that they actually jump, but the best this guy could do was thrash about on the surface. It took me about ten minutes to work him back to the boat, and eventually I had him on the surface and within reach, which raised the question of “now what do we do?” I could see the fly in the corner of its mouth surrounded by half-inch teeth. The BogaGrip was out of the question. We had no net or gaff, and this thing was probably 5½ feet long and 50 or 60 lbs. I didn’t hear Tim or Gjuro volunteer to “grab” it, so we snapped a few photos and broke him off. What a rush. I’d never even seen one of those before, much less considered hooking one on a fly.
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There’s an IGFA record alligator gar waiting for me out there somewhere.

I have Gjuro booked every year for several days in mid-November. On my last trip, I invited Rufus Wakeman to tag along, and the fishing was unbelievable. Our first day was flat calm, and we landed eighteen redfish over 30 lbs. The biggest was probably 45 lbs. Everywhere we went, we found huge fish eager to pounce on that big white fly. Gjuro described it as one of his best days ever, but the next day the front arrived, and all the redfish disappeared. We nearly froze to death in the 25-knot winds and 40-degree temperatures, as did the fish. However, the next day the winds lay down, and the fish returned. It wasn’t as “off the charts” as our first day, but we still landed several fish over 30 lbs., along with a few black drum. The only problem with an exceptional day on the water is that it makes other great days seem tame.

[image: image]

Gjuro fishes the marsh from late September through December every year. They launch out of Breton Sound Marina about forty-five minutes south of New Orleans. There’s really no decent accommodations near the marina, so we stayed in a hotel just off Bourbon Street, which gave us the best of both worlds. We flew into New Orleans, rented a car, and paid a few dollars extra for a GPS, which proved invaluable. The area between New Orleans and Breton Sound Marina still hasn’t come close to coming back from Katrina. Gjuro told me that the water level in Breton Sound rose 26 feet during Katrina, which is pretty scary. Even now most of the houses are boarded up and unrepaired. The trip to the marina is dark and dismal, and the street signs are obscure at best. The GPS navigation system solved all our problems. All we did was program in “7600 Hopedale Highway, St. Bernard,” and it took us right to the dock. Captain Gjuro Bruer can be reached at Captgjurobruer@aol.com (gbflyfishing.com). Give him a call for one of the most amazing flats fishing trips on the planet.
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Capt. Gjuro Bruer helps Rufus Wakeman hold up his 45-lb. redfish.
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CHAPTER TWO
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BAHAMAS BONEFISH

If you happen to be standing in the Ft. Lauderdale airport, you can be in the Bahamas in less time that it takes to get to Key West. There are many lodges throughout the Bahamas that provide excellent bonefishing, from ultra fancy to Bahamian basic, but the general consensus is that the biggest bonefish live on the west side of Andros Island, to the north in the Abacos, and, surprisingly, in Bimini.

Andros is located about 150 miles from Florida, has a population of around 12,000 people, and 900 square miles of flats teeming with bonefish. Andros is actually cut in half in a series of “bites” that allow access to the most pristine flats that you can imagine. If you are a novice saltwater angler or just someone who likes to catch lots of fish, Andros has areas that provide schools of small to medium size bones (ie, under 4 lbs.) which will eagerly hop on any fly they happen to see. If your goal is a trophy bone—over 10 lbs.—then your destination will eventually be Andros’ West Side, aka the “Land of the Giants.”

My ventures to Andros have been to the legendary Andros Island Bonefish Club, founded by Capt. Rupert Leadon some 26 years ago. Located on Cargill Creek it covers 20 acres of land on the east side of the island, just north of “Middle Bite.” It’s a no-frills, reasonably priced operation that provides clean air-conditioned rooms, outstanding Bahamian cuisine, and access to the Land of the Giants. For reservations, contact Rupert at androsbonefishing.com.

A typical day begins with a made-to-order breakfast, a sandwich bar where you can make your own lunch, followed by a 7:30 pick-up by your native guide. Fishing locations vary due to conditions and what you’d like to catch. If you want numbers of 3–5 lb. bones, you may never leave Middle Bite. There are plenty of trophy fish on the east side and in the bites, so you’ll still get your shots, but if your primary goal is to catch a double-digit bone, you want to make the 40-minute run to the west side, if conditions permit. Chasing the “big boys” takes dedication and patience, but unlike a lot of places, when you get your fly in front of that “fish of a lifetime,” it’s probably going to eat.

The flats along the east side are very productive during the summer months due to the influx of cool ocean water, but the big schools of fish move in around October when water temperatures begin to drop. November through April is prime time for not only numbers of fish but also for the west side monsters. When I asked Rupert when would be the best time to visit his lodge, he laughingly replied: “when the wind’s not blowing!” Actually that’s pretty good advice because cold fronts can make fishing difficult due to the wind, even though there are plenty of fish on the leeward sides of the small islands in the bites. What’s even more of a problem is a sudden drop in temperature, which can chase the bonefish off the flats for a day or so, but as soon as it warms up they’ll be back.
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When it’s too shallow to pole, just get out and walk.
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Tom Andersen tries to hide while casting to a school of Andros bones.
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Even l can get a fly to this school at Black Fly Bonefish Club.
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Capt. Fred Rolle puts Vaughn onto a fat Bimini bonefish.

Reliable sources tell me that there are bonefish over 15 lbs. on the west side and I believe I’ve seen a few in that range—just never landed any. One of the best fish that I hooked on the west side was on an enormous white sand flat with crystal clear water. The beauty of these waters is hard to believe, much less describe. I am simply blown away by the coloration this pristine water can display under varying light conditions. The water over the flats ranges from gin-clear over white sand to the most amazing shades of mint green that you can possibly imagine. This particular fish looked like he was swimming through air and we spotted him what seemed like a quarter of a mile off. I was fishing with Pat Ehlers and our guide was Rupert’s brother Chris Leadon, who calmly poled his skiff into perfect casting range while I took position on the bow. I was using an oversized tan gotcha on a 12-lb. fluorocarbon leader and I actually made a pretty good first cast. So good in fact that the huge fish pounced on it as soon as he saw it move. His first run was magnificent but there wasn’t a thing within miles for him to cut me off on. Eventually I got him under control but what I really wanted was photographs, so I handed the rod to Pat while I got my Canon ready. Well, the fish evidently wasn’t as tired as I thought, and it took off again. Pat owns The Fly Fishers Fly Shop in Milwaukee and is an expert angler so I wasn’t concerned as Chris slipped over the anchor so he could land the fish, which we all felt was around 12 lbs. Pat had the monster bone back at the boat just as I finished attaching a polarized filter to my lens. Everyone was in position and I just knew that this was going to be a great “photo fish.” Well, Mr. Bonefish didn’t exactly want to be in pictures, and with all of us in ready position it made a dash under the boat, around the anchor line, and popped that tippet like it was sewing thread. All we could do was watch it swim off. A few hours later a front moved in, the wind shifted to the west, and we were done. During the rest of the trip, we never saw another fish that size. My intention is to never let Pat live that episode down.
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A big Bahamas bonefish in its natural habitat.
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Bonefish actually change coloration to blend in with whatever bottom they’re swimming through.
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An average Bahamas bonefish may be smaller than in the Keys but there are a lot more of them.
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Vaughn Cochran can hook up bonefish most anywhere in the Bahamas.
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It pays to have an extra rod rigged with a wire leader and a cuda fly—they are fantastic sport on the flats.
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Bonefish thrive so close to Alice Town that they should be paying taxes.
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Schools of bonefish are often found just outside the mangroves.
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No matter where you stay in the Bahamas, you’re always within sight of the flats.
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Guy Harvey casting to a Bimini bonefish.
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The beauty of the South Andros flats will take your breath away.

Tackle is pretty simple over in the Bahamas—an 8- or 9-weight rod and a high quality saltwater weight forward-floating line will handle most any bonefish, but during the cooler months huge barracuda appear on the flats, so it’s nice to have a 10-weight rigged with a ’cuda fly and a short trace of wire leader. Barracuda are an incredibly exciting fish to catch on the flats. During one of my trips, Tom Andersen caught one that was over 40 lbs. It’s not unusual to see tarpon in the 30–75-lb. range, and/or permit, so a 10-weight can come in handy. I prefer a 12-foot leader on the flats, tapered to 15-lb. or 12-lb. fluorocarbon. Bahamas bones usually aren’t leader-shy, so fish whatever leader you feel comfortable with. The go-to fly is a “gotcha”—everything seems to eat it, so all you have to do is vary the sizes. The bigger fish like bigger food and you should have some with both lead and bead eyes, because you can be fishing anywhere from 6” to 3’ of water. For the most part, tan and pink are the best colors but most standard bonefish flies were developed in the Bahamas, and work just fine if you put it in the right place. In addition, if you take the time to check out the coral heads in the channels, you’ll find them loaded with snapper. A few minutes on the coral heads on the way home is a nice change of pace and a great way to dredge up dinner.
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