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STU APTE

Many years ago, my mother was forced by the rigors of time to reside
in an assisted-living facility in Miami. I remember one day when I was
in a meeting with the administrator trying to discuss a number of her
complaints and was pretty much being ignored. Finally, out of frustration I said, “Look, my attorney is Pat Ford. Since you don’t seem to want to discuss this with
  me, you can talk to him.” The administrator sat straight up and turned white. My
  mother received excellent care from that day on, but Pat refers to his role as a trial
  lawyer as his “day job.” His real love is ﬂy ﬁshing and photography. I have known
  and ﬁshed with Pat for more than two decades, and within this book you will
see why I am continually awed by his stills with a camera and gift for storytelling.

A short time after my wife, Jeannine, and I decided to have our wedding at
  Cheeca Lodge, we also decided who would be best to perform the ceremony. It
  was scheduled to be held on the beach, we had invited 168 of our friends, and
  we wanted a party that would top all previous parties in this part of the Florida
  Keys. After considerable thought and discussion, Jeannine and I asked Pat to perform the ceremony. He agreed, and to my chagrin told everyone he met over the
  next two months that he was “marrying Stu Apte in May.” His rather dry sense
  of humor resulted in a lot of strange looks until the details were explained. The
  reason that I mention this sidebar is twofold. First, I want you to understand the
  type of relationship I have with Pat, and second, I wanted to be able to tell you
  that during this hour-long wedding ceremony, Pat had 170 people in the palm
  of his hand—he had them laughing, sometimes crying, sometimes applauding,
  and yes, sometimes cheering. This hopefully is what he is going to do to you as
you go through the pages of this book, except for the crying part, that is.

Any endeavor to write about the best of anything is extremely difﬁcult. To
  write a book about the best ﬂy-ﬁshing trips money can buy is an awesome
  undertaking, but it’s designed to let you, the reader, share some of the joys and
  some of the frustrations in planning angling experiences in many of our
  favorite places around the world. As a Pan Am pilot for thirty-four years, a ﬁshing guide, an angler, and at times, a photographer, I’ve ﬁshed for most of the
  species in most of the places that Pat describes so eloquently in photo and text
  within the pages of this book. I’ve sat down time after time when considering
  a new destination and wished that there was someplace I could go to ﬁnd out
what, where, when, and how to put the trip together. That’s what Pat has done.

He tells you how to set up your trip, how to catch the ﬁsh once you get
  there, the best tackle to bring, and his photos literally take you there.

If you love to ﬂy-ﬁsh and you’re in the market for a great trip or a family
  vacation, you really need to read this book.


PREFACE



Of the few things that have stuck with me throughout my life, the
most satisfying have been ﬂy ﬁshing and photography. I recall tying
flies as a child growing up in northern New Jersey and, later on,
financing my college years at Notre Dame through my sports photography. During my last year of Columbia Law School in 1968, the last six weeks of
classes were cancelled by a series of protests over the Vietnam War. While
everyone fretted about “rights,” I spent most of my time ﬂy-ﬁshing in the reservoir streams an hour north of New York City. Probably the biggest break of
my life came when the Navy JAG Corps sent me to Pensacola and then Key
West instead of Vietnam, which allowed me to give in completely to the joy of
saltwater ﬁshing. I wrote my ﬁrst article for Salt Water Sportsman magazine in
1969 and have managed to publish something somewhere almost every year
since, just for the fun of it. Fortunately, my “day job” as a trial lawyer allowed
me the opportunity to travel quite a bit and to ﬁsh for a variety of species of
gameﬁsh. After each expedition, I’d write an article for a magazine describing
the trip—what went wrong, what went right, and what the ﬁsh were like. Eventually, my friends started telling me to put all these experiences along with my
photos in a book to help others learn from what happened to me on my trips.
So with the help of Stackpole Books—here it is.

I realize that there are a million excellent places and lodges that I haven’t
  visited and lots of things I haven’t done. What I tried to do is take a dozen or
  so of my favorite ﬁshing trips and tell everyone else how to put that same trip
  together for themselves. At the end of each chapter, I’ve provided contact
  information for travel agents, outﬁtters, and guides that I can vouch for as reputable and knowledgeable. I’m conﬁdent that if they can’t handle a request
  personally, they will be more than happy to direct you to someone who can.
  A lot of the chapters deal with the Florida Keys simply because of the magniﬁcent variety of fishing that is available there. I haven’t found anything that
  compares to South Florida. The ﬁshing is fantastic year-round, and no matter
  what the weather, there is something to catch inshore or offshore somewhere.
  The ﬂats from Miami to Key West have some of the best tarpon, boneﬁsh, and
  permit ﬁshing in the world. Key West is a light-tackle paradise in itself. Even
  when the wind is blowing 25 knots, you can still drift the ﬂats and cast ﬂies to
  sharks. There is always something going on, and you don’t even have to leave
  the country.

The motivation behind this book was the difﬁculty I experienced in ﬁnding reliable information on when and how to ﬁsh particular locations. Whenever I would plan a trip, I’d try to learn as much about the area as possible, but that was easier said than done. What I always wanted to know was what
weight rod did I need, what type of line, and what were the best ﬂies to bring.
For me, the anticipation and preparation are almost always as much fun as the
trip itself. Usually I’d appear on a ﬁrst-time trip with too much of the wrong
stuff, but eventually I’d ﬁgure things out. I love to ﬂy-ﬁsh, I love to travel to
interesting places, and I love it when a plan comes together. There is nothing
more satisfying than having a local guide ask to borrow some of your ﬂies or
notice that your rod and line combination is more effective than everyone
else’s. The ﬂip side is getting to a place you’ve always wanted to ﬁsh and to
find out that everything you’d been told was wrong. I’ve been in both of those
situations, and if this book does nothing else, hopefully it will make a few
angling vacations more fun for a few people.
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It may be a cliché by now, but lives are measured by the friends you make
along the way, and the friends you make through fishing always seem to
stick around through the rise and fall of the stock markets, divorces, hurricanes, accidents, and injuries, good times and bad. Perhaps it’s because fishermen are such optimists—a truly great fish is always just around the next bend. Even
when an angler has stood on the casting platform in 100-degree heat for hours
without seeing a fish, he will suddenly jump down and change flies. Somehow,
that totally irrational act will rejuvenate his hopes and allow him to stare at the
water forever, knowing that that one perfect fish is just a few minutes away.

I could not have put this book together without the help of my friends. In
  fact, all of my friends and family made a contribution in one way or another,
but several deserve to be thanked personally but not in any particular order.

Captain Bill Curtis went from an idol on American Sportsman to a friend
  that has fished with me for over thirty years. On his eightieth birthday, the
Miami Beach Rod and Reel Club asked me to put on a roast for Bill. I considered it an honor, and I think he’s still speaking to me.

Captain Rick Murphy did his very best to try to teach me how to catch
  tarpon, and now that he’s a TV star and rated number 1 in the Redfish Tour,
  he still finds time to pole me around once in a while. Fortunately, I was not
the one who put the fly through his ear.

Captain Eric Herstedt is younger than all of my children, but he is fast
  becoming a master at fly-fishing Florida Bay. In not too many years, he will
take his place among the very best.

Chico Fernández was once described by Lefty Kreh as “the best fly caster
  I’ve ever seen.” Chico provided my introduction to Judith Schnell at Stackpole
  Books and unselfishly offered to write the chapter on bonefish and permit.
  His photos are outstanding, and he is a pleasure to fish with even though he
won’t let me play my country music on the way down to Flamingo.

Stu Apte has been a friend for years and graciously offered to write an
  introduction in addition to putting his stamp of approval on the chapter texts.
  Stu never does anything fancy while he’s fishing—he just puts the fly exactly
where it has to be at just the right time. He makes everything look so easy.

Billy Pate has devoted most of his life to catching tarpon and billfish on
  fly. He pretty much founded the Golden Fly Invitation Tarpon Tournament
  and has allowed me to run it untethered for many years. Billy once caught a
  173-pound tarpon while fishing alone. He managed to hook, fight, and gaff
  that fish without anyone else’s help at age sixty. Not many people I know
could do that at any age.

Captain Robert “RT” Trosset and I have fished together since he was impersonating a mechanic in Kings Point Marina in Key West in 1975. There’s not
  much about Key West that he doesn’t know, and he is a pleasure to fish with
  regardless of what time he gets to the dock in the morning. Captain Ted Lund
  has progressed from selling flies on Duval Street to the editor of Fly Fishing in Salt
    Waters magazine, and his help and photo contributions are greatly appreciated.

Andy Mill is probably the best tarpon fisherman on the planet these days,
  with the same style and talent that Stu Apte displayed in his youth. Andy dominates the Keys tarpon tournaments every spring, and his love of fly-fishing
for tarpon is apparent in his chapter.

Bob Stearns has been around for decades, as both a fisherman and writer,
and has helped me out in both areas on more occasions than I can remember.

Dr. Marty Arostegui has something like 140 International Game Fish
  Association (IGFA) world records to his credit and has caught fish on fly that
  many felt were impossible. He has thrown a fly at most everything that swims
  and truly deserved his Lifetime Achievement Award from the IGFA.

Neal Rogers has already published more books than I ever will, and his
  fishing and photography skills are outstanding. When Captain Tim Hoover
  refers to us as clones, I take it as a supreme compliment.

Dr. Al Forns has been the catalyst in my progression from film to digital
  photography, and his continuing help in developing my photography and computer skills is invaluable.

Mike Myatt and Rob Kramer at the IGFA have published my articles in
  their Yearbook for years and have encouraged me continually to keep writing
  and keep taking pictures of a sport we all truly love.

Tom Robinson, owner of the Rainbow King Lodge, introduced me to
  Alaska and a wilderness of beauty beyond compare. There is nothing like Alaska.

Alan Gadoury is the finest trout fisherman I have ever known. His expertise in Montana’s spring creeks was enough to overcome my saltwater habits
  and is the only reason I ever caught anything out there.

Chuck Anceny owns a ranch in Big Sky with a spring-creek pond that is
  the most enjoyable place I have ever fished. The vacations I spent at Chuck’s
  with my wife, Kay, and our dogs were the best. Chuck turned ninety-one in
  August 2005 and is an inspiration to everyone who knows him. He epitomizes everything that is strong and free about the West.

Lefty Kreh, Carl Hiaasen, Jeffrey Cardenas, Steve Yatomi, Larry Dahlberg,
  Rufus Wakeman, Steve and Randee Ward, Flip Pallot, Terry Gunn, Grant Cummings, Luis Gomez Jr., Jim Rist, Captains Randy Towe, Doug Kirkpatrick, Paul
  Tejera, Dave Denkert, Kris Suplee, Tim Hoover, and many others contributed
  to my projects in one way or another and all deserve my heartfelt thanks. 

The photographs of me in the book were taken by the best photographers
  in the world—my friends.

Finally, and most of all, I have to thank my lovely wife, Kay, without whom
  my life clearly would have been unfulfilled and undoubtedly boring. Today she
  would rather stay home with her cavaliers, Dina and Henry, and paint than go
  fishing, but she is actually an excellent angler in her own right. During our
  years together, she has told me to do and not do a lot of things, but she has
  never told me that I couldn’t go fishing. No one could ask for a better wife.


SOUTH FLORIDA



Bonefish and Permit

CHICO FERNÁNDEZ
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The beauty of the flats in the Florida Keys is breathtaking.



There are more huge bonefish in shallow water in
South Florida and the Upper Florida Keys than
any other place on the planet. And, if that’s not
enough, in the last ten years or so, the bonefish have been getting bigger and bigger. Where a big bonefish in the sixties and seventies in South Florida was usually around 12
pounds, today many bonefish are taken, on a fly rod, in the
13-, 14-, 15-pound range and bigger.


[image: ]
The best you can get—a bonefish tailing over a sand bottom.



As a matter of fact, in the summer of 2005, Captain
Dale Perez guided Chuck Sheeley of Columbus, Ohio, to
an enormous bonefish while fishing in the Upper Keys
right out of Islamorada. The monster measured 36½
inches to the fork of the tail, which would put it around
38 inches overall. Since bonefish of 12 to 14 pounds typically measure 31 to 32 inches, you can only imagine how
big this bonefish was. Mr. Sheeley decided to turn him
back, so we’ll never know, but most estimates of the
weight of this fish are well over 17 pounds. Fortunately,
he’s still out there somewhere. 

These trophy bonefish aren’t easy. You will find that
  good casting skills and often a “brown trout” presentation
  are of the essence with a fly rod or any casting tackle, but
  they will take the right fly retrieved in a convincing manner. And when they do, you’ll experience power from a
  fish shorter than 3 feet, as you never have before.…
Interested?

You can have a very good day of bonefishing, or take
  a big double-figure bonefish, any day of the year in South
  Florida. But water temperature often dictates, more than any other factor, whether you’ll see schools of bonefish
or single large bones or whether you’ll see them at all.


[image: ]
Tim Mahattey releases a gray ghost of the flats off Islamorada.
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Going away tailing—a common sight but a hard cast.



During warmer temperatures, you’ll see tailing bonefish spread out over the flats, feeding in singles or pods of
three or more fish. But when it gets real cold, they tend
to leave the flats until it gets warm again. Even if you do
see some fish cruising the flats during strong cold spells,
they’ll be moving slowly and not too anxious to feed.

So the time of year that you select to come to South
  Florida will dictate your chances of catching a bonefish,
  a real big bonefish, and whether or not the fish will be
  tailing. It will also dictate, within reason, your chances of
having good weather. 

In December, January, and February, the typical winter weather patterns will show repeated cold fronts with
  winds mostly from the north. In between these cold
  fronts, there are usually patches of warmer weather and
  calmer winds, generally from the east or southeast. It’s
  right after these cold fronts, during the warming cycle,
  that fishing can be quite good, with bonefish becoming
  more active in the flats. And because they have been too
  cold to feed for a few days, they are more willing to take
  a fly. Pat Ford, for example, caught his largest bonefish, a
  15-pounder, on bait on December 5 several years ago and
  then followed it up two weeks later with a 14-pounder on
fly—both with Captain Rick Murphy in Biscayne Bay.

But in the Miami area and the adjacent outer Keys,
  sometimes one can see big schools of bonefish when the
  temperature is low, say in the 60s. Captain Chris Dean
  tells me that these schools can be very large, but the fish
  are in deeper water and moving slowly, and it may take a
  few good presentations to finally get one to strike. 


[image: ]
Captain Tim Hoover holds up Neal Rogers’s 15-pound bonefish. They don’t get much bigger than this anywhere. LINDA ROGERS



Still, you must remember that as good an opportunity
as the warm spells in the winter months can be, timing
your trip between cold fronts is not always easy. It can be
done if you can move fast when a friend or guide tells you
it’s warming, but it is always a gamble. 


[image: ]
Captain Rick Murphy with my largest bonefish on fly—close to
14 pounds.



By March and April, the cold fronts appear less frequently, and you are not taking nearly as big a chance on
the weather by booking a guide at this time of year. But it
will be windy—very windy. March and especially April are
the windiest months. However, it’s worth it, because these
are the months that produce the largest bonefish of the
year, probably due to their spawning cycle. An added bonus
at this time of year is that, with the relatively cooler water
still in the flats, these big fish can produce spectacular long
runs, especially when hooked on an oceanside flat. 

By May, June, and even the first few days of July, the
  weather is warm enough for the bonefish’s taste, but not
  too warm. There should be plenty of them feeding in the
  flats and often tailing. And because it’s still not too hot,
  they should be on the flats all day long. Now you would
  think that with this great bonefishing going on there
  would be lots of anglers fishing for them at this time of
  year, but the fact is that there are only a few. You see, this
  is also the peak of tarpon season, and most fly fishers have
  “big silver” on their minds. So if you want bonefish in the
  spring, you’ll find the shallow flats with little pressure,
and the bonefish more than willing to take a well-presented shrimp or crab pattern.


[image: ]
The side of a bonefish is basically a mirror reflection of the 
bottom—look for the dark back to spot them.



As we get deeper into the summer, the middle of July,
  August, and September, we are now fishing in the hottest time of the year. With air and water temperatures reaching the low 90s, it will probably be too hot in the flats for
most bonefish during the middle of the day. This is the
time to fish very early and late in the day. For the middle
of the day, I recommend a big lunch and a long siesta.
Indeed, many guides even offer a split fishing day in
which they will take you out at dawn or nearly so, bring
you back for that siesta we talked about, and then take
you out again after four or five o’clock. This way you take
advantage of the lower water temperatures, which will
still be in the high 80s at best. And while a split trip may
be more expensive sometimes, it’s worth it, believe me.


[image: ]
An evening on the
flats of Florida Bay
is prime time for
taking bonefish.




[image: ]
In summer, dawn on Biscayne Bay provides outstanding fishing
for bonefish and permit.



Then by late September, October, and November, the
water temperatures start to go down to a more civilized
level, which is enough to make a difference to Mr. Bonefish. Now you’ll see good bonefishing throughout the
whole day, and there will still be plenty of tailers. This
time of the year is also an excellent time to find the bigger bonefish in the flats up until the second or third strong
cold front pushes through. 


[image: ]
Eric Herstedt releases a fat permit off Elliott Key near Miami.



Besides all the big bonefish, South Florida has some
of the largest permit you can ever find in the flats. So if
you are interested, and you should be, make sure you carry
a heavier rod rigged with a crab fly. When the tides get
too deep for bonefish, the permit will start to show up.


[image: ]
Often the first thing you spot is the black dorsal and tail of
a permit.



Again, its possible to find permit in the flats year-round in South Florida and the Keys, but permit like even
  warmer temperatures than bonefish, so the time of year is
  very important. Winter months are usually not very good
  unless there is a serious warm spell. I would not book a
trip in December, January, or February if your main target is permit.

In the Keys, March and April are usually very good
  months for fishing for permit. And by then, the cold
  fronts are less frequent and weaker, so water temperatures
  are up. March has been a traditionally great month for
permit in Key West and Miami. 

Also, the warmer months from July until the first cold
  front arrives in November will produce lots of permit in
  the flats on a strong incoming tide. You could find a big
  permit, say over 30 pounds, any time during these warm
months anywhere from Miami to Key West. 

Now for some fishing advice: The single most common complaint of a flats fishing guide is the casting ability of the angler. This has not changed since I started fly
  fishing back in the fifties. So please make it a point to
  practice, and if possible, take some casting lessons from a
  qualified instructor. You’ll be glad you did, and so will
your guide. 


[image: ]
Captain Bill Curtis’s hands have released more Florida bonefish
than any others on the planet, but the sun takes a toll.



When casting to a bonefish or permit, remember that
  they are mostly feeding against the tide, so try casting just
  outside their area of awareness, which is usually a few feet
  in front of a moving fish, and a bit closer for a tailing fish.
  And be even more aggressive (meaning cast closer) when
  fishing permit. You need to practice shooting a fly 50 feet
  with no more than two backcasts. Speed is often just as
important as accuracy.

Booking a guide.
  Select your guide from the recommendation of a fellow fly fisher who has fished the
  guide or from a tackle shop you trust. If you have more
  than a couple of days to fish, say four days or more, I
  would suggest that you split your fishing days between
  two different guides, just in case. You could end up with
  a guide that does not want to work (pole for you), or it
  may be that you two just don’t have good chemistry. But
  by fishing two guides, you have a better chance of finding, for future trips, someone you enjoy spending the day
  with. And if it turns out you like both guides, great, you have two names to call, and you probably will learn lots
of different fishing techniques from each of them. Trust
me, this works.
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