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FOR MINDY

My first female friend
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“THE BEST THING for being sad,” replied Merlyn, beginning to puff and blow, “is to learn something. That is the only thing that never fails. You may grow old and trembling in your anatomies, you may lie awake at night listening to the disorder of your veins, you may miss your only love, you may see the world about you devastated by evil lunatics, or know your honour trampled in the sewers of baser minds. There is only one thing for it then—to learn.”

—MERLYN ADVISING YOUNG KING ARTHUR, from T. H. White’s The Once and Future King
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I AM DRAWN to water. My fishing rod acts the way a divining rod does in the hands of a sun-drenched farmer. Like many others, I’d always wanted to write a book but could never decide on the subject. As a businessperson, I’ve had many offers to write about my vocation. I turned them down because doing so seemed like spending just another day at my desk.

Also, as an angler, I’ve looked for a chance to test my fishing prowess against the best fishers and fishes.

Both opportunities came to me in the form of the world’s largest fishing tournament, the Metropolitan South Florida Fishing Tournament. Started in 1936 as the Miami Met, the tourney offered prizes to men, women, and children for catching a variety of fish. At its height, the Met numbered one hundred thousand entrants per year!

Begun by a man named H. H. (Hy) Hyman and the Miami Rod and Reel Club and sponsored by the Miami Herald, the Met had been fished by many of the nation’s most famous sportsmen like Ted Williams and Curt Gowdy as well as celebrity anglers like Al Pflueger Jr., Bob Stearns, and Vic Dunaway. Joe Brooks and Lefty Kreh, both fly-fishing legends, each served several years as tournament directors.

What caught my eye was their Hall of Fame, which was started in 1976. It required an angler to catch ten specific species using a variety of tackle, including spin, plug-casting, and fly fishing. Since its inception, no one had qualified!

This was my chance—an opportunity to compete against some of the very best anglers in the sport. Could I do what no one else had been able to do? Could I be the first person ever to find and catch these ten fish?

Why not?

And so I decided to give it a try. Also, I would write about it and keep a diary chronicling my attempt. Who knows what agony and exaltation I would go through along the way. Also, who knew then if the storied old Met would survive the millennium. Whether it did or did not, I believed that my quest to catch some very big fish would be of interest to both anglers and would-be anglers and that my stories would entertain readers of all kinds.

This, then, is my first book written with chapters that honor each species. One need not be a Hall of Famer to enjoy it.






CHAPTER 1 The Hunt



“There can be no doubt, Sancho,” he said, “that this is going to be a very great and perilous adventure in which it will be necessary for me to display all my strength and valor.”

—MIGUEL DE CERVANTES, Don Quixote
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CALL ME BUBBA. It’s not actually my given name. It’s my chosen name—chosen upon embarking not only on my quest to qualify for the Metropolitan South Florida Fishing Tournament Hall of Fame (also known to some as the Miami Fishing Tournament) but also on my life’s larger adventure of becoming a grandfather.

In the spring of 1996, my son Bob III (aka Three Sticks) informed me that I was going to be a grandfather come winter. Bobby, as he’s known, is a hardworking and conscientious young man. I knew that he would be a great dad. He then asked what I wanted to be called by the little one. “Bob” was deemed out of the question, and thus began my monthslong search for an appropriate grandfather name.

As luck would have it, the Met Fishing Tournament came along in November 1996, affording me a chance to settle on a good, solid, Southern redneck fishing name that could also be easily pronounced by a toddler. Now the race was on! Could I catch the tournament’s ten required fish species before my first grandchild called me Bubba? And would this time-consuming pursuit preclude me from having to change a diaper? Time would tell.

My fishing quest started in November 1996 over breakfast at the Islamorada Fish Company Restaurant and Bakery, formerly known as the Lovin’ Dough. Located at mile marker 82 in my new hometown of Islamorada in the Florida Keys, this popular little sixteen-table roadside restaurant had been serving delicious, cholesterol-packed breakfasts to the locals for ten years.

It was a mandatory first stop of the day for fishing guides, anglers, shopkeepers, and insomniacs. Breakfast clubbers, beware! Neither the low-fat craze nor decaffeination, let alone no-smoking sections, had reached the Fish Company yet. Serious breakfast entrées such as omelets, eggs Benedict, and corned beef hash, along with sides of hash browns, grits, sausage, and greasy bacon, were the order of the day. The servers were pleasant. Harry, the King of Coffee, never let your mug run dry, and most of the stories you heard there were lies about yesterday’s fishing. For a special treat, the homemade eight-ounce cinnamon roll was generously smothered in cream-cheese icing. It could be ingested orally or applied directly to the hips. The Fish Company no longer serves breakfast, but those huge and delicious cinnamon rolls have moved across the street to the iconic Green Turtle Inn.

On this particular weekend morning, my wife, Mindy, and I squeezed around a four-top table with two of my fishing-guide pals and their wives—Ron Wagner and his wife, Carol, and Lee Baker and his wife, Suzan (or Sue). Ron and I go way back. Like myself, Ron is getting to be one of the old-timers who has fished offshore and in the backcountry. On the boat, he developed a reputation for being calm, patient, and able to find fish. On shore, he exuded good humor and a passion for $5 wagers on football teams, especially his beloved New England Patriots. Ron had become my No. 1 betting buddy. It never ceased to amaze me that for all our weekend wagers over the years, we seemed to be about even in the win–loss column.

Lately, Ron had been honing his writing skills with cranky letters to the editor on every subject from poorly outfitted fishing skiffs to ill-conceived tournament functions that precluded guides’ wives from attending. It was still too early to tell if his new penchant for poison pen letters would see him ostracized or lionized in the community or if he would leave guiding to accept an editorial assignment with the Keynoter newspaper. At any rate, thank God for Carol. She quietly corrected his grammar and toned down his rhetoric. The woman was a saint.

Like Ron, Lee Baker was an experienced hand at guiding in the Florida Keys. He had a loyal following—including well-known tournament anglers such as Billy Pate, with whom he fished for years—and was well respected by all the other guides. Lee was quiet and unassuming, and he often served as a foil for his friend Captain Ron.

Sue Baker was well known throughout South Florida for her role as executive director of the Met, which was free to the public and ran from late December through May. She’d started there twelve years earlier and had become the driving force behind the tournament. She was the chief cook and bottle washer and, along with limited part-time help, managed every aspect of the tournament, including administration, publicity, marketing, event planning and coordination, applications, and catch registration. To give you some idea how large a job this was, Sue had processed more than thirty-five thousand catch reports for the previous year’s tournament.

At breakfast, Sue gave us some details on the Met. That year’s tournament would be the sixty-second, making the Met the oldest continuously running fishing tournament in Florida. According to Sue, the Met was the brainchild of Miami entrepreneur and avid fisherman Hy Hyman, who felt, correctly, that the tournament would be a great and unique way to promote tourism in South Florida.

The format had remained largely the same over the years. Anglers registered their South Florida catches throughout a five-month period from January through May, competing in a variety of classes defined by tackle and species of fish. Weekly catch updates appeared in the Miami Herald, which had been a generous sponsor of the tournament since its inception. The tournament boundaries included eleven counties in South Florida as well as the western shores of the Bahamas (which was within the circulation area of the Herald). In addition, the Herald housed the tournament offices up until 1999, when they moved to a new address.
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The Metropolitan South Florida Fishing Tournament logo was highly recognized by experienced anglers as well as visitors to South Florida.



When the tournament ended in May, the entries were tabulated and the results announced, with the winners honored at an annual banquet in Miami. In addition to awards being presented in all categories, citations were mailed out for hundreds of notable catches.

Another special feature of this free public tournament was that it encouraged fishing competition at all levels, from the grizzly old pros to the newest novices. One of my favorite features was that it also promoted fishing as a healthy outdoor activity for children through its establishment of two specific divisions: “junior” and “peewee.”

While two divisions were for the kids, the tournament fathers (and mothers) wisely did not separate the entries by sex. Men and women competed against one another, and a quick review of the annual results indicated that women were every bit as successful as men. This is a nice feature of fishing itself, a sport where all are equal.
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MET tournament fishing boundaries include the South Florida counties of Broward, Collier, Dade, Glades, Hendry, Lee, Martin, Monroe, Palm Beach, Okeechobee, and St. Lucie as well as the western Bahama Islands. Locations of the ten species caught are shown.



The fact that there was no charge to enter the tournament made the Met nonexclusionary, meaning it could be enjoyed by young and old, rich and poor, seven-day-a-week regulars and weekend warriors. There was also no residency requirement, so vacationers could participate too.

Most of the funding for the tournament came from cash and in-kind contributions from several large sponsor companies, some of which had vested interests in fishing equipment and/or South Florida tourism, and all of which shared an affection for the uniqueness of the Met and its positive impact on the quality of life in Florida’s communities.

Over a plate full of scrambled eggs and sausage, Sue told us about some of the categories that had produced no winners in the previous year’s Met. For example, the prize for tarpon master went unclaimed, meaning that no one registered the catch and release of six 48-inch-or-larger tarpon—two on fly equipment, two on spin, and two on plug. This might seem to be a modest feat, unless you have ever tried to land one of these big silver kings.

That’s when Sue told us about the Metropolitan South Florida Hall of Fame, created by the Met in 1976. Inclusion in the Hall of Fame required catching ten specific species—which, Sue told us, no one had ever done. When I heard this, my eyes lit up. A fishing challenge, a first, a Hall of Fame—what more could anyone ask for? A quest!

Sue went on to list the fish and the tackle requirements. To make the Hall of Fame, you had to complete a series of ten challenging and specific catches, as listed on page 22.


 

QUALIFYING CATCHES


	FISH

	TACKLE DIVISION

	WEIGHT (in pounds)





	Tarpon

	Fly

	100




	Bonefish

	Fly

	9




	Trout or Snook

	
Plug

Plug


	
8

18





	Black Bass

	Plug

	6




	Permit

	Spin

	20




	Dolphin

	Spin

	25




	Sailfish

	8-pound test

	Any




	Barracuda

	8-pound test

	25




	Wahoo

	20-pound test or less

	25




	
Marlin, white

or

Marlin, blue


	
20-pound test or less

50-pound test or less


	
Any

Any








No substitutions were allowed. And unlike the Met itself, there was no five-month time limit on this accomplishment. It was, in fact, a lifetime award.

So how was it, we were all wondering, that no one had been able to qualify yet? Sue explained that a few people had come close. One chap, John Lee Still from Punta Gorda, had registered nine out of ten qualifying fish and was still searching for his 8-pound sea trout or 18-pound snook on a plug. Sue herself and a few others were only two fish short.

I was hooked. Knowingly or not, Met executive director Suzan Baker had provided the bait, and I had bitten. What fun it would be to try to catch all these great fish and become the first entrant into the Hall of Fame. The challenge reminded me of Ernest Hemingway’s remark that firsts are the only records that matter. And it sounded so easy. Why hadn’t anyone done this yet in all that time? How difficult could it be? What was the catch? There was only one way to find the answers to those questions.

“C’mon, Sue, what’s the catch?” I asked. “There’s got to be more to this than meets the eye.”

“No,” she said, “the rules are all there on one page. There are no tricks. But to prove your catches, you do have to weigh each fish at an official Met entry station.”

Aha—there it was: the catch, the fly in the ointment. The entry stations were on land. I’d have to kill each fish, and I don’t do that. For me, fishing is catch and release. As Captain Gary Ellis said in the literature for the Redbone Tournament series that he and his wife, Susy, ran to benefit the fight against cystic fibrosis, “Release the fish. Save the memory—it’s bigger.” Words to live by. The only fish I’ve ever killed have been the occasional dinner snook during snook season.

Killing fish to make a Hall of Fame seemed so contrary to the movement in all of fishing, saltwater and freshwater alike, toward catch and release. Author Howell Raines, the editorial page editor of the New York Times and an accomplished fly fisherman who grew up in Alabama, might have characterized the Met Hall of Fame rules as part of the “redneck way of fishing,” which he referred to in his wonderful book Fly Fishing Through the Midlife Crisis. In the first chapter, Raines said, “I was born in the heart of Dixie and raised in the redneck way of fishing, which holds that the only good trip is one ending in many dead fish. These fish might then be eaten, frozen, given to neighbors or used in fertilizer. But fishing that failed to produce an abundance of corpses could no more be successful than a football season in which the University of Alabama failed to win a national championship.”

Sue explained that weighing the fish, which may mean killing them, went back to the old days in the Keys, before anglers became conservationists. Catch and release was unheard of back then. Weighing was part of the rules, and it was impossible to change that rule, as it would have been perceived as unfair to previous participants.

There was also the question of the need for verification in order to avoid the cheating that could occur in any tournament. The Met had gone to a release format, in addition to its classes of weight fish, for awards and tournament size records. The board, however, had been reluctant to change its Hall of Fame requirements, although there was mounting pressure to do so.

Enter the always reasonable Lee Baker, he of the calm and rational demeanor. “Weighing doesn’t have to mean killing,” Lee chipped in. “Most of the qualifying fish can be kept alive in a live well and released after weighing. Just like many of the bass tournaments, where fish are weighed alive and released, you wouldn’t have to ‘stick’ these fish.”

OK, release was possible for most of the species, especially the smaller ones. But what about the larger fish—the sailfish, marlin, and tarpon? What live well would be large enough for them?

I had a real moral dilemma on my hands. I wanted to begin a Hall of Fame quest, but killing my catch was out of the question. I consulted with my pals. Catch and release prevailed in Islamorada, although almost everyone I talked to said they would stick one billfish, especially given their relative abundance. Not so with tarpon. Like many of my friends, I had spent too much time hunting this magnificent fish to kill one, let alone one that weighed 100 pounds or more.

To participate, I needed a plan, a set of conditions by which I could start the quest without compromising the tournament or my beliefs. Here is what I arrived at:


	I’d compete.

	I’d try to catch, weigh, and release all species except the billfish.

	I’d stick a sailfish and a marlin, which I’d smoke, eat, and have mounted (for those of you who think eating and mounting fish are mutually exclusive events, I’ll explain later).

	I’d try to band, photograph, and release a 100-pound tarpon and submit the photographs and bands to the Met. (What makes the tarpon special among these species? While I’m sure that all the other nine species have dedicated followers as well, I’m simply a tarpon follower.)

	
I’d chronicle my endeavors and use the story to support a personal lobby for a change in rules at the Met to catch and release.

	I’d hope that the Met board would reconsider its position during my quest.



Now, I know this plan will sound far from acceptable to a lot of people who are reading this book. I also know that many anglers release all of their catches, without exception.

Many old-timers and meat fishermen would say, “Kill everything—don’t turn this into a moral dilemma.” Or, in the words of an Irish proverb, “It is not a fish until it is on the bank.”

Others, including the once wildly popular Sea King, Jacques Cousteau, would have rejected my plan in total, no doubt condemning catch and release and reminding us that, as far as he is concerned, all sportfishing is “a perversion.”

Well, if I’m compromised, so be it. You can’t please everyone. I don’t have all the answers, but if Cousteau was right and catch-and-release fishing, or a modified version of it, is my perversion, at least it’s not as perverse as some other pastimes that you and I could pursue.

The ground rules were now laid. Let the hunt begin!






CHAPTER 2 The Conch



The strange collective nickname may have been used disparagingly at first, but today a Conch, a lifelong resident of the Keys, descendant of conchs, is proud of the shrewd and stubborn individuality the name represents.

—JOY WILLIAMS, The Florida Keys: A History & Guide
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IN MANY OF the books written about fishing, especially fly fishing for trout, the authors speak of their adventures in almost religious terms and always in the first person—as if truly great fishing can only be done alone. Sure, there are references to some fathers and/or unrelated old sages who initiated the authors into the wonders of angling a long time ago, and there are periods of camaraderie over cold barley sandwiches (beer) or old Scotch and fresh fish lovingly fried over a campfire at the end of the day, but, by and large, the hunt is portrayed as a solitary event.

Not so my quest. I took along a good fishin’ buddy. So many of the species I was after required pursuit that I thought it imperative to have someone along to help move the boat, whether by push pole, motor, or even canoe paddle in the case of bass. Don’t get me wrong—I do enjoy the solitude of fishing. A quiet walk on a bonefish flat, for instance, has to be likened to wading a good trout stream.

But for the Met, I wasn’t too proud to admit that I needed some help—and besides, the Met Hall of Fame catches needed to be witnessed. Even if they didn’t have to be, who would hold the camera and take pictures of all my victims? So, I took along my good fishin’ buddy, Everett Russell Albury III, better known as Rusty.

Rusty was a sixth-generation resident of the middle Florida Keys. Known as a Conch (pronounced konk) by all and as Super Conch by Mindy and me, he was a lean, good-looking guy about six feet tall with short reddish blond hair and green eyes. Astride one of his motorcycles, he resembled a young Steve McQueen.

Rusty’s ancestors had moved south from America’s mainland to the Bahamas to avoid fighting the British during the Revolutionary War. Families like theirs took refuge in remote locations, kept to themselves, and developed their own brand of fierce independence and a goodly dose of isolationism. These characteristics led them to be called Conchs, after the nautilus-shelled mollusk that withdraw into their shells to avoid conflict.

The term Conch was reborn in 1982 during a curious affair that came to be known as the Revolution of the Conch Republic. Transportation of illegal drugs on Highway 1 from Key West to Miami was running rampant at the time. As a deterrent, the powers that be in Washington decided to create a checkpoint along the highway to screen cars for illegal substances.
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Slightly bemused, Captain Rusty Albury cleans his polarized lenses.



You can imagine the reaction of the locals, given not only their heritage but also their need to use Highway 1, the only road offering access and egress to their homes. Add to this the weekly commuter traffic to Miami, plus the tourist traffic, and you can see how inconvenient such a checkpoint would be—almost like clearing customs to enter another country every time you went to work or to the store.

The locals protested, but the barriers remained. In frustration, Dennis Wardlow, the mayor of Key West, devised a plan. Feeling ostracized and acutely aware of what long “border delays” would do to tourism, Wardlow—with the support of the town council—declared the Keys to be known as the Conch Republic, announced its secession from the United States, and then declared war on the US.

The next day, under Mayor Wardlow’s generalship, the Conch Republic surrendered and immediately requested foreign aid from Washington. This rapid chain of events, strikingly similar to the famous Peter Sellers movie The Mouse That Roared, worked. The feds relented and the barricades were dismantled. Chalk one up for the Conch Republic.

Today, the pride remains, along with the republic’s colorful flag—a pink conch before a golden sun against a field of blue. I fly one on the port halyard of my offshore boat.

Rusty Albury grew up in a family where fishing was a way of life and the Conch mindset a way of being. His dad, Russ, ran the local tackle shop in Islamorada and found plenty of time to teach his two sons the mysteries and joys of backcountry fishing for bonefish, snook, tarpon, redfish, permit, trout, and snapper. Rusty told some great stories of living in their vacation stilt house near Key West and fishing with his brother, John; his dad; and boyhood pals Craig Brewer, Rick Moeller, and Glenn Flutie, all of whom guided in the familiar waters of their boyhood.

Rusty’s dad never wanted his son to become a fishing guide, even though the two loved to fish together. The senior Albury once even held an IGFA record for four years, with a 13-pound, 2-ounce bonefish taken on 6-pound test line. I’m sure that neither Russ nor anyone else was surprised when Rusty started guiding full-time at age twenty-seven. It was a profession for which he had a talent and an obsession. His brother, John, by the way, became a pilot for American Airlines.
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The flag of the Conch Republic, founded in Key West in 1982.



We first met in the early 1980s when Rusty was considered one of the young hotshot guides. I remember fishing with him, my wife, and our young son, Barney. A first-time fisherman, Barney caught more than fifty snappers, had the time of his life, and made a new friend of this young Florida guide whose enthusiasm for fishing was pervasive. Little did any of us know then of the changes that were sweeping the Florida Keys, which would affect so many young people’s lives, including that of Rusty Albury.

Drugs were inundating the post–Vietnam War United States. Incredible demand spurred supply-side entrepreneurs, who seemed to operate with impunity, beyond the reach of overworked and understaffed local, state, and federal law enforcement agencies.

The Florida Keys became a strategic thoroughfare for the import of illegal drugs. Comprising 150 miles of connected islands, ribboning their way from Key West to Miami, the Keys are surrounded by mudflats and channels, hidden coves, reefs, and beautiful deserted beaches offering sanctuary to thousands of species of birds and safe harbor to importers of illegal drugs, mostly marijuana pressed into 100-pound bales.

Young Keys guides became natural targets for traffickers looking for help in moving their deadly wares. Consider a young guide, single and strong, pushing his skiff and clients through the Everglades for $150 a day. OK, no pity here—it’s not a bad wage for a day’s work. Plus, you’re outdoors and you’re your own boss.

Now introduce the drug lords, who needed people who could navigate small boats through the Keys—smugglers willing to risk running drugs for huge rewards.

And the rewards were very real. One old-timer, who shall remain nameless, told me that before he got caught, he once made $700,000 for one night’s work guiding a small freighter through a fifty-mile stretch of Florida Bay backcountry. While such a windfall was the exception, not the rule, a lot of young men did enjoy substantial benefits from a new profession.

Suffice it to say that Rusty eventually was seduced and inevitably was caught, tried, and convicted. He served thirty-four months in a federal prison camp in Eglin Air Force Base in North Florida.

Rusty accepted his punishment and learned from his mistakes. He became a hardworking father of two, but eventually, he and his wife, Therese Marie (“Terry”), would divorce. While married, they complemented each other. While Rusty was usually cool and laconic, Terry bubbled over with warmth and wit. Rusty often searched for words, which came very easily to Terry. Together, these two made a good team.

When Rusty got out of Eglin, he took up pressure cleaning with one of his cousins. I hired him on to take care of my two boats, a backcountry skiff and an offshore center-console walkabout. He did a great job and eventually had his captain’s license reinstated by the Coast Guard.

Rusty’s character on the boat could best be described as focused—focused on fish. Mindy once said that Rusty could talk for hours on any subject as long as it had fins, scales, and a tail. He prepared assiduously for every trip and always had a game plan. He constantly used his longtime knowledge of his environment to give his team an advantage.

People with a fragile self-image and a fishing technique that was a little off should have been warned not to hire Rusty Albury for a day on the water. Gratuitous compliments to struggling anglers were not part of his portfolio. He made no pretenses at unctuous civility, as do so many other successful guides or teaching pros in other genteel sports. Rusty was focused on finding and catching fish, and there was an inherent honesty in his straightforward approach to this pursuit.

Rusty’s response to questions on the boat could be monosyllabic at most and silent at least. His critique was harsh and pointed. He even criticized my technique after I landed a 9 ½-pound bonefish on fly, a catch that won the grand angler championship at the Little Palm Grand Slam Tournament in the fall of 1998!

Rusty’s brusque approach to his job and his customers was well rooted in the guiding tradition. Some of the best-known Islamorada guides, such as Jim Brewer, Jack Brothers, and Jimmie Albright, could reduce a grown angler to tears or early retirement from the sport. The stories are legendary. One of my favorites is about Jim Brewer, one of the premier guides of the 1960s. One day Jim had an older couple in his skiff. It was scorching and breezeless on the flats, and the guide’s frustration level was mounting as his client made errant cast after errant cast. As Jim’s insults became more and more frequent, the angler finally put his rod away, sat down, and reached into his pocket for a small box of pills. “What are those?” Jim asked. The angler replied, “It’s hot, I have a heart condition, and your constant yelling has given me chest pains. These are nitroglycerin.” With no show of contrition, Jim simply said, “Give me one of those!”

Knowingly or not, Rusty Albury was keeping the time- honored tradition of surly Conch guides intact. I vowed that if he ever complimented me on anything I did on the boat, I would be looking for some nitroglycerin myself. But I do know he sometimes bragged about some of Mindy’s and my fishing accomplishments to some of the other guides. I knew that if I ever mentioned that to him, he’d deny it. And I also knew that if I were lucky enough to catch the ten species and thereby make the Met Hall of Fame, my good fishin’ buddy Rusty would help keep me humble and remind me that I was “still reeling against the drag.”
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This hard-fighting 9 ½-pound bonefish eventually won the Little Palm Grand Slam for me.
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The Sailfish






CHAPTER 3 FISH #1 The Sailfish



He jumped broadside quartering away, probably to see what had him, and we saw him again in slow motion against the drag of all the line through the water. He hung a full second slightly bowed in the air as if already mounted.

—Kenneth Kirkeby, The Tournament
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MY OFFSHORE BOAT was a 31-foot Ocean Master with twin 250- horsepower Mercury outboards that I had purchased two years before in Fort Lauderdale. I’d found the boat while browsing through the classified ads one Thanksgiving. It seemed that its owner was awaiting the arrival of a new inboard sportfishing boat and had to make some dock space available fast. There’s nothing like a motivated seller! We struck a deal, and I went to pick up the boat the week after Thanksgiving.

Halfway through the Super Bowl on January 26, 1997, I started to feel ill. It wasn’t the same upset stomach that had seemed to accompany the Buffalo Bills through four straight Super Bowl losses, but a much more violent malaise. Even though I felt comfortable with my $5 bet on the Green Bay Packers (although I had to give Ron Wagner fourteen points on his Patriots), I could not watch the second half and snuck upstairs to bed, abandoning the guests and family members who had gathered in our Islamorada living room to watch the game. Leaving Mindy to make excuses for me, I took to my bed with a severe case of the flu, which put me out of commission for two and a half days. Half that time, I remember lying in bed worrying that I was going to die; the other half, I worried that I wasn’t going to die.

By midmorning on Wednesday, I was starting to rally, perhaps out of sheer boredom and frustration. Then Dr. Rusty called to tell me that I had been in bed long enough and it was time to start the hunt with an afternoon search for sailfish. With Mindy’s blessing, off I went to Max’s Marine and my offshore boat. This time, in deference to my queasy stomach, I wasn’t loaded down with the usual picnic basket of delicious sandwiches from the deli of The Trading Post supermarket or cooler filled with lagers.

The boat was extremely well equipped with a good VHF radio, LORAN, GPS, a color fish finder, and a side-scan sonar fish finder. It was obvious that this boat had been fished hard—it had thirty-one rod holders and bent outriggers—but it was my first offshore boat, and I was smitten. My first act of ownership was to change the name from the Predator to the Fish This! The sarcastic little title humored me, although I noticed that it took Rusty a full month to start using the boat’s new name when talking to his pals on the radio. Well, maybe the name would grow on him.


[image: A small fishing boat, equipped with fishing rods and an outboard motor, floating near a mangrove area.]
The mighty Fish This! —a real bargain?



After getting the boat back to Max’s Marine in Islamorada, we fished it three weekends in a row and raised sailfish five out of six days. Rusty had done a lot of billfishing offshore, but I was a real novice. We seemed to be able to find a lot of volunteers from the backcountry who enjoyed a day offshore.

Rusty and I entered Cheeca Lodge’s Presidential Sailfish Tournament that January. We caught two sails the first day of the two-day event and were feeling pretty good about our chances to win the outboard division of the tournament. Then disaster struck! On the second day, our crew arrived at the dock only to find the Fish This! sitting on the bottom, still tied to the dock. Imagine the shock! Upon inspection, we discovered that a series of unrelated events had caused the demise of the Fish This! A through-hull live well plug had worked loose to start things. But the overriding cause of sinking was the simultaneous failure of two bilge pumps. Maybe Bubba hadn’t gotten such a great deal after all.

Luckily, two Marine Motors executive friends of mine, Tom Ireland and Dan Schaad, were at Max’s, saw our predicament, and loaned us their boat for the second and last day of the tournament. While we didn’t catch a fish, I was so impressed with their thoughtfulness that I ordered two new Mercury engines as part of the total makeover for the Fish This! With new wiring, the two new engines, and removal of the through-hull live well, the Fish This! was soon ready to go back to sea for the first Met species, the sailfish.

Six weeks after the Cheeca tournament, Rusty and I headed out of Max’s Marine via its westbound channel, which leads to the Intracoastal Waterway and backcountry of beautiful, desolate Florida Bay. Our search for bait this day didn’t take long. Taking advantage of the shallow draft of the Fish This! (three feet), Rusty zigzagged twice and pulled up to the closest mangrove island before turning the controls over to me and heading to the bow with his 10-foot cast net in hand.

Catching live bait in the Keys—or anywhere else—is table stakes for the hunt of many species offshore or in the backcountry. Every time I lusted after one of those sleek 40-foot-plus sportfishing boats with twin diesels and a tuna tower that looked like a stairway to heaven, Rusty reminded me how much shallow water there is in the Keys, and how many baitfish live in that shallow water, and how shallow the Fish This! would go to catch bait while the bigger boats were chumming offshore.

This day we were in luck. It was a beautiful, sunny afternoon, with winds blowing at twelve to fifteen miles an hour out of the northeast, and Rusty spotted a large school of razorbelly pilchards darting on and off the flat from the channel. I pointed the boat to the southwest, trimmed the engines, and idled to the edge of the flat to give Rusty a good downwind shot.

As Rusty tied the nylon drawstring around his left wrist and put the folds of the net over his right shoulder, I realized I was breaking out in a cold sweat despite the 80 degree South Florida day. Maybe I was having a relapse. I started to wonder if I should tell Rusty to bucket his net and head for the dock so I could go to bed. But just then Rusty signaled for me to put it in neutral and heaved the net in a perfect arc toward the unsuspecting razorbellies. Cast netting could be the subject of a chapter all by itself. It looks incredibly easy until you try it; then you discover how hard it is to make the net open up, let alone clear the bow rail and land in the water.

As the net hits the water in a fully open circle, it’s impossible to tell how you’ve done until you purse the net and start to haul it back. At that point, if you’re lucky, you begin to see the baitfish flashing as their normal course is redirected by the decreasing confines of the net.

And on this day, we were very lucky. Rusty crushed ’em. The net turned into a mass of silver flashes as several hundred 4- to 5-inch pilchards crashed into each other in their attempts to escape. Rusty dumped his haul into the live well as I circled the boat to give him another shot.


[image: Rusty, on a small boat, casts a fishing net over the water in an open sea.]
Rusty makes throwing a cast net look really easy. It’s not.



Second throw, same result. Good omen—let’s go fishing! I’d suck it up and give it a shot for a while. I could always give it an hour and then head back to sick bay. Bait catching usually isn’t that easy. I’ve been out for four hours with no luck, especially when the wind is blowing. Maybe it was meant to be. Maybe there was a sailfish waiting for me today. Before I knew it, we were heading for Snake Creek and the Atlantic Ocean.

As a member of the family Istiophoridae, the Atlantic sailfish populates the South Florida coastal waters in great numbers. Atlantic sails range from 30 to 50 pounds and are most plentiful in the area during winter, when colder waters drive them south and the warm Gulf Stream provides excellent habitat with abundant food. They are voracious feeders with few natural enemies or predators except man.

As with many gamefish, the database of accurate information on sailfish is limited, and misinformation and supposition abound. If a species is fished commercially, the industry spends heavily to uncover information to either increase the catch or manage the resource (depending on whom you talk with). Funds for research on sportfish, however, are mainly dependent on conservationists and fishermen, and are limited.

Historically, sailfish have been taken commercially, especially by Japanese long-liners, although they have never been specifically targeted as a species. Domestic drift netters also pose a threat to sailfish as well as other species. While sailfish stocks are considerable, reported catches are down worldwide.

Sailfish are found in both the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, although Pacific sailfish run almost twice as large as their Atlantic kin, averaging 100 pounds plus. Marine biologists say this is due to several environmental differences, the main one of which is food. The Pacific, with its large upwelling zones, is much more nutrient rich than the Atlantic, leading to an abundance of baitfish, including sailfish favorites, anchovies and sardines. While the Billfish Foundation tagging program has discovered that many sailfish migrate long distances, it also indicates that many others seem to be nonmigratory and stay in one geographic region. These are called hometown fish or homers.

For many people, whether they have wet a line in salt water or not, the image that comes to mind upon the mention of deep-sea fishing is a jumping sailfish, bill flaying, dorsal fin fully fanned against an emerald sea and a cloudless South Florida blue sky. The sailfish’s coloring defies description. When attacking bait or fighting against a hook and line, the fish’s deep blue, purple, and flashing silver colors and eighteen horizontal stripes become more pronounced as excitement pumps his adrenaline, causing him to “light up” in a phosphorescent luminescence. It’s common for a hooked fish to be lit up throughout a fight until he is brought alongside the boat or landed.

Our first oceanside stop was Davis Reef, three miles off the coast of Tavernier Creek. Rusty wanted to add some balao (pronounced bally-hoo) to our razorbellies. While sailfish love pilchards, they prefer these hearty little baitfish. With their streamlined shape and pointy beaks, balao are ideal for slow trolling in a straight line.

We anchored off the reef and hung a chum bag off the stern. Within ten minutes a school of hungry yellowtail snappers had almost engulfed the stern of the boat. Let me tell you something about yellowtail snappers. They are delicious deep-fried, and no one prepared them better than Rick Bond at the Hungry Tarpon restaurant just south of Islamorada on Lower Matecumbe Key. Rick was a great guy and ran a great joint. His Crazy Flamingo restaurant in Key Largo used to pack in the Gucci crowd from the Ocean Reef Resort.

So, there we were on Davis Reef. While yellowtails taste great to humans, they don’t make good trolling bait for sailfish. Unfortunately, yellowtails, like sailfish, love balao, and their presence messed up our bait-catching attempts. Ten minutes later, however, a small school of balao showed up on the outside edge of the yellowtail school. A long throw of the cast net landed six.

As Rusty was preparing to make another cast, a call over the radio announced a strike by Captain Donald Jones’s balao boat about two miles up the coast. Commercial balao boats work the offshore coastal waters of South Florida netting balao, which are put in brine, frozen, and sold to local bait shops. As you might imagine, the local offshore captains have a love/hate relationship with these guys, as they take a lot of bait off the reefs. On the positive side, they do stay in touch with the captains on their channel and make their catches available to the sportfish boats in the area. On a slow bait day in a tournament, this supply option can be huge. The price is always right too. With a large catch in their net, the balao boat crew is happy to sell a few dozen live balao for a couple of bucks or even a six-pack of beer.

It was 1:00 p.m. when Rusty and I looked at each other, pulled up the anchor, and headed for Jones’s balao boat. Donald Jones (aka DJ) had been in the business all his life, and his family had run Plantation Fishery on nearby Plantation Key for several generations. He and his crew were a scruffy lot, dressed in yellow oilskins to stay dry from the spray as their small fishing boat bobbed and weaved through the offshore swells. Rusty was at the helm while I received a long-handled net full of about four dozen balao, which I deposited in the live well before returning the net with a $20 bill inside.

A midocean boat-to-boat transaction can be tricky. The rolling sea makes it difficult for the helmsmen to keep the boats from colliding, and it put the pressure on me, the angler/bait transferee, not to do anything stupid like dropping the heavy net. This particular transfer went well, although I do think I heard a couple of DJ’s crew snickering about my George Bush Bonefish Tournament hat.

Now we were headed farther offshore in search of a sailfish, our first Met Tourney target. Along the way we spotted a few of the local captains slow trolling live bait off the outside of Little Conch Reef. Rich Helmuth was there on the Strikefighter and Bill White on his Killer White, fresh off a good win in that year’s ladies’ sailfish tournament the week before. In addition, Rusty’s uncle Arnold Ross and cousin Paul were fishing this day in their boats, the Start Me Up and the Relentless. Captain Arnold had transferred his love of and skill at offshore fishing to his son Paul, who was also a professional captain. Even Arnold’s ex-son-in-law, Rob Dixon, captained a sportfishing boat, the Challenger, off the shores of the Florida Keys.

The northeast wind had created a good chop, which is not good for weak stomachs but is good for catching sailfish. Sailfish are predominantly surface feeders, and the rolling seas give you a great chance to see the fish cruising on the surface or lolling around in the breaking waves. These fish take on a very different appearance than lit-up fish in battle. They appear to be black or sometimes greenish brown, with their magnificent dorsal fins folded flat against their backs. Sailfish travel in schools, and it is not uncommon to see two, three, or four fish hunting together for bait.

As the depth finder showed the bottom going down from 75 to 125 feet, we throttled back and lowered the outriggers. For tackle, we had chosen two 5-foot Loomis spinning rods and two 8-foot Randy Towe custom spinning rods, all fitted with Daiwa 1600 open-faced spinning reels spooled with 8-pound test Ande line, IGFA-regulation double line and leaders, and No. 2/0 Owner hooks. We baited two of the hooks with pilchards and two with balao and trolled the baits about twenty-five to forty feet behind the boat, alternating engines just enough to keep the boat rolling very slowly forward. The Fish This! trolled well in these moderately heavy seas, lying gently in the troughs and sliding quietly over the cresting waves.


[image: DJ and his crew, on a small fishing boat named “Blue Hoo,” working with a net surrounded by floating buoys on calm water.]
DJ and his crew leave the last of their balao catch in the water to sell live to sportfishing boats in their vicinity.



Conditions were great. We were kind of outside the fleet, all of whose members had moved inside after reporting several morning hookups where we were now. Within half an hour, three boats were reporting simultaneous hookups. This was not uncommon in these waters. In many of the local sailfish tournaments, a channel is set up as the tournament channel and the captains call in hookups, landings, taggings, and releases to a committee boat. Many times, the catches come all at once in a particular area. The tournament channel can be quiet for hours, then all of a sudden start crackling with announcements of hookups. Is it the sun, the tide, the water temperature, the barometric pressure? Who really knows? It just serves as a reminder to me of how little we know about sportfish and their habits.
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