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Introduction





 

    When I set out to write this book I immediately sensed a danger looming. It was that I was almost bound to fall into the trap of nostalgia and indignation, of turning this book into a diatribe against the passing of the original Florida. Because to anyone who has known Florida as long as I have, and whose interest in the place has been its wild landscapes and wild creatures, the losses have been the most spectacular events of the past three decades.




  —Archie Carr, A Naturalist in Florida







  All great rivers run to the ocean and, at the confluence where the sweet meets the brine, there’s an explosion of life that has few equals. It’s a place where the majority of the sport’s greatest game fish congregate and, in essence, it’s the cradle of some of the best saltwater fly-fishing on the planet. I was lucky enough to grow up in a place just like that—South Florida and the Florida Keys. I didn’t realize it at the time, but for a kid who loved to fish, it was paradise.




  While other kids were fishing farm ponds for pan fish and bass or small streams for brook trout, I was pitching flies at snook and tarpon, and when I had the chance, bonefish and permit. I grew up in what most old-timers considered the glory days of the Miami Metropolitan Fishing Tournament. The MET was a legendary fishing competition in Miami that ran between mid-December and mid-April. In the early days, it was primarily a guide’s tournament. But by the time I came along, it had opened to anyone who had the time and money—and, yes, more often than not, money and free time dictated the winners.




  My fishing buddies and I grew up in South Florida fishing estuaries with colorful names such as Biscayne Bay, Florida Bay, Charlotte Harbor, the Indian River Lagoon, the Florida Keys of course, and maybe the mother of all estuaries—the Ten Thousand Islands. We fished the Myakka River, the Peace River, the Caloosahatchee, the Indian and Banana Rivers, and the undulating “river of grass”—the Florida Everglades. When we were old enough to sponge a ride off someone who had a valid driver’s license and, better yet, access to his parents’ car, we ventured north—beyond the range of our trusty bicycles. One’s home water is normally defined by and predicated on transportation—or the lack thereof. We fished the Kissimmee Basin down through the random canals and potholes that make up the northern reaches of Lake Okeechobee.




  My formative years were spent in Fort Lauderdale, appropriately nicknamed Fort Liquordale—a city that’s better known for its rowdy spring break and the multitudes of strip clubs that line US 1 than for its fishing. The appellation Fort Liquordale was given to the town because of the voluminous amount of rum smuggled in from the Caribbean during Prohibition, and the vast number of mob-run speakeasies that operated unchecked by the feds and the local authorities in the early days of that failed social experiment.




  Back then, Florida ranked as the ninth most populous state—just shy of seven million people. But, of course, every winter the snowbirds showed up, and the population doubled. Fast-forward forty years, the population is approaching twenty-five million and growing every year at a seemingly uncontrollable rate. One can only ponder what the population is in the wintertime when the multitudes of domestic and international tourists migrate south. I know this might be hard for those familiar with the region to believe, but when I was a fledgling youth; there were green spaces between Fort Lauderdale and Miami, and Pompano and Palm Beach to the north. The west coast south of Tampa was dotted with small towns that were nothing more than citrus groves. Naples, now one of the nation’s most affluent cities with the sixth highest income per capita, was a sleepy fishing village known as the little town at the other end of the Tamiami Canal.




  Off the west coast of Florida lie the barrier islands; comprised of almost pure milky quartz of recent geologic origin, they count among the whitest sand beaches in the world. The pristine white sands originated in the Piedmont, a plateau region in the eastern United States, washed to the gulf by rivers, and refined through the timeless reworking of wind and waves into sand of uniform size. The geological result was simply magical and, regrettably, irresistible to land developers. Back in those innocent days of my youth, the barrier islands that run along the west coast had not yet been developed, or at least were only partially developed, compared to the ruination that now constitutes southwest Florida. Charlotte Harbor was considered one of the last great nurseries left on the west coast. The harbor itself was pristine, and the fishing was, well, in a word, indescribable. The mangroves had not yet been cut down for the tasteless condos that now line the harbor like a picket fence made of concrete blocks and sheetrock, each a testimony to just how bland architecture has become in this country.




  I remember a harbor knee-deep in turtle grass and home to some of the most prolific clam beds on the west coast, where the river and creek mouths were smothered in thick layers of oyster beds. It was idyllic. The bird population had few equals and, because Charlotte Harbor lies directly in the path of the eastern flyway, the spring and fall migrations resulted in an astonishing number of bird species. From an angler’s perspective, it was, hands down, the best fly-fishing on the west coast.




  The waters ran clear, except where the Myakka, the Peace, and the Caloosahatchee Rivers dumped their nutrient-rich waters into the briny waters of Charlotte Harbor. That serendipitous balance of sweet water and brine created one of the most bountiful aquatic nurseries in the state of Florida, maybe the world: it was Biscayne Bay on steroids. The quantity of biomass staggered the mind. The flora and fauna were unparalleled in the southeastern United States. Better yet, and maybe more to the point, it was right in my backyard. Of course, in those days, I considered the whole of South Florida my personal backyard.




  South Florida is home to more saltwater and freshwater canals than you could fish in a lifetime, and a good many of them are brackish. If the water is not too briny, you can catch both freshwater and saltwater fish in the majority of the canals. Even if the water is too briny, you’ll still find tarpon and snook. At one time in the not-too-distant past, schools of giant jack crevalles proliferated in the canals of South Florida devouring everything in sight.




  The crème de la crème of the canal system is the spillway, where a saltwater canal butts up against a freshwater canal with a dam separating the two. Normally, freshwater canals are built at higher elevations, and when the summer rains come (and they always do in South Florida), the water flows over the dams—the more water, the better. Even though South Florida is relatively flat, water flows west to the Gulf of Mexico and east to the Atlantic. Mostly though, it flows south through the Everglades—hence the name “river of grass.”




  Surprisingly, not all rivers run directly to the ocean. In fact, few rivers do. Most dump into immense harbors and bays, create estuaries, and eventually reach the ocean through passes. A great example is Charlotte Harbor. The Myakka, the Peace, and the Caloosahatchee all run into Charlotte Harbor, and the harbor is full of smaller bays and creeks consistently swept clean by incoming and outgoing tides. Large passes such as Boca Grande and a few smaller ones to the south flush out the harbor twice a day. The volume of water that comes in and out of these passes on any given day is remarkable. In the south, the big river systems move very slowly, and unless it happens to be the rainy season, extremely so.




  I have spent my life in these areas chasing some of the world’s greatest game fish. Essentially, the world’s great estuaries can be divided into two categories: first, cold-water fisheries that evolved in and around the rivers and bays of the North Atlantic and the North Pacific; and second, the estuaries found in the Southern Hemisphere that are located in and around the tropical equatorial regions. These areas are under siege from development, pollution, mining, deforestation, overfishing, and overpopulation. I can’t think of one game species that is not a mere shadow of its former glory.




  That is what this book is about—not necessarily the fish, but the land itself, the flora and the fauna, the people and the culture that grew up around the estuaries.




  It’s about the great biodiversity that evolved in these estuaries and, sadly, it’s about the loss of that biodiversity. It’s about the loss of cultural diversity, too. It’s about the native peoples who were either pushed out because of dwindling resources or, in most cases, who couldn’t afford to live, or make a living, where they were born. And, of course, it’s about the loss of the great game fish that once thrived in some of the most fertile estuaries in the world that have either disappeared or are on the verge of disappearing.




  In all, it’s about the world in which I grew up, the world I loved.




  I once considered myself too headstrong and set in my ways to write something that might be useful, or at least a little entertaining, for others who share my passion for adventure or hard-core travel and fly-fishing. The other consideration has always been the lack of precious time, time to sit in front of a computer and ponder the truly important questions—such as what are the best tides to fish for bonefish during the spring at Deep Water Cay? Then take the time that’s necessary to hunker down and write, when the truth is, fly-fishermen would rather be staked out on a briny flat somewhere rather than sitting at a desk pounding away on a keyboard.




  Writing is hard work and, like fly-fishing, it takes time and hard-won experience to write well. That being said, I was the managing editor and publisher of The Contemporary Sportsman and The Contemporary Wingshooter for seven years. Recently, unable to keep my fingers out of the publishing game, I launched the Sweet Waters Adventure Travel Log. Because necessity has dictated it, I have learned a little patience and, some might say, even gained a little skill, although my columns and stories were always the last ones in. On more than one occasion, I have been known to hold up the press. I should have written this book many years ago, but like most fishermen I, too, have a difficult time getting off the water, and that has left little time to ruminate or write books. Now, age and environmental exigencies seem to require that I procrastinate no longer.




  Finally, a word of caution: don’t get in your car or jump on the next airplane and expect to relive what I experienced when I was young. The places still exist, of course, and the fishing to some extent is still viable, but, for the most part, this book is a glimpse of what was and probably never will be again. This book has become a way for me to remember the way it was when I was a young man growing up in the birthplace of the best light tackle saltwater fishing on the planet. Time has given me the perspective to see the changes and the opportunity to reflect and come to terms with the changes that have destroyed one of the things I love most in this world.




  As Ed Abbey once wrote, “What I write about in this book is already gone or going under fast. This is a not a travel guide but an elegy. A memorial. You are holding a tombstone in your hands. A bloody rock. Don’t drop it on your foot—throw it at something big and glassy. What do you have to lose?”
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  Perspective




  In my misspent youth, I was part of a group of twenty-five or thirty kids of various ages who grew up on Anglin’s Pier where Commercial Boulevard T-bones Lauderdale by the Sea. We were a tribe, a bunch of ragtag kids without a pot to piss in, with little or no parental control. Some grew up fishing, some surfed; others, like myself, did both. Of course, we fished, but when the winter swells rolled in from the northeast, we surfed the morning glass—then chased fish on the incoming tides in the afternoon.




  Honestly, the surfing off Fort Lauderdale wasn’t exactly Waimea Bay. Not until junior high school did I discover that size and quantity of the waves didn’t much matter because it was much easier to meet girls walking down the beach with a surfboard tucked under your arm than it was to meet girls carrying an armload of fishing rods down the pier. Surfers were cool, and in 1969 almost everybody listened to the Beach Boys.




  The locals called us pier rats because we were always there, day or night, running up and down the pier in shorts or swim trunks. When the temperatures occasionally dropped into the low sixties in the winter, we slipped into old worn-out T-shirts. You know the ones I’m talking about—the ones your mother always wanted to trash but rarely had the heart to do so, much less tell you about it if she did. We lived in blown-out flip-flops held together by duct tape and faded Miami Dolphins baseball hats. We thrived on cheeseburgers and hot dogs, plus the occasional milkshake.




  We rarely had the money to get on the pier, much less afford a good meal at the little mom-and-pop diner at the beginning of the pier. But eventually, we figured out that if we kept the live wells in the tackle shop filled with pilchards and goggle eyes and the freezer filled with mullet and shrimp, there would always be food waiting for us in the diner. I know it probably sounds like child labor, but it was a labor of love. It was a life spent outdoors in the warm sun, the wind, and the waves. Looking back, we were living the dream—a life most kids could only fantasize about.




  We chased pilchards and goggle eyes with tiny white quills and small gold hooks under the lights at night using ultralight tackle, so light that today it might look more like a toy. In the spring and fall, we dredged the incoming waves for sand fleas up and down the beaches and sold them to the pompano fishermen for bait. Often in summer, the storms would come thundering out of the southwest, and on the outgoing tides, Biscayne Bay would dump all her riches into the Atlantic. The winds would blow the waves north, and we would line up on the south side of the pier with long dip nets and fill five-gallon buckets with shrimp as they drifted by under the lights. Fresh shrimp were worth their weight in gold—the tourists would pay a small fortune for them.




  The tourists also lined the pier dipping shrimp and never noticed all the giant shadows lying underneath the clouds of shrimp. The shadows belonged to massive snook gorging on the shrimp. I mean thirty pounds and up, on many occasions, fish that were just too big to land on the pier. The rub was that to fool one, you had to use an extremely light line and full flex rod with a very light tip. You needed to cast the shrimp out past the shadow line made from the pier lights without any weights and free line the shrimp down current to make it look like a natural shrimp. The lighter the line, the better your chances. You might land two or three snook and lose just as many on a good night. Trying to stop a snook upwards of twenty pounds heading north was too much to ask of a twenty-pound outfit.




  South Florida has four distinct seasons. Very few people live in South Florida full-time, and when they visit, they don’t seem to stay long enough to appreciate the subtle changes in the seasons. The few who live there full-time rarely venture out of their air-conditioned homes or condos; if they do, it’s to shop at the local mall or eat at their favorite restaurants. In fact, it is the change in the seasons that drives the fishing.




  Most of the game fish living in the Gulf Stream are pelagic—they move up and down the coast following the baitfish that migrate north in the spring and south in the fall. There is also what I call the “in and out migration” from the sweet to the brine—or primarily from the fresh to the salt. To make life a little more complicated, the migration patterns are very different on the east coast from the west coast. All fish have a tolerance for water temperatures hot and cold, and rarely do they leave their comfort zone.




  It’s easy, right? You figure out the time of year, the water temperatures, find the bait—and you’re in. At one time, it was that easy because there were so many fish and enormous schools of bait that covered what seemed like miles of surface water. The crème de la crème was the spring and fall mullet run. The migration lasted for what seemed like months. You could follow them up and down the east and west coasts—although the runs on the east coast were always more abundant, and the beach fishing was more intense. The tides on the east coast have always been stronger, and the surf is much heavier. At times it was almost dangerous: all you needed to do was skip school, find someone with reasonably good transportation, pitch in a few bucks for gas, and you were on your way. Skipping school in those days was easy; it was the few bucks for gas that presented the problem.




  The schools of mullet stretched for nigh on miles; huge tarpon circled and boiled on the surface as if they were playing with the mullet. Giant snook devoured the mullet in the surf and, right when you thought a twenty-five or thirty-pound snook was going to crush your bait, a huge jack crevalle came crashing in and sucked it down. It took everything you could do to hang on to your tarpon rod and not get dragged into the water.




  The surf was challenging; the sand, shifty at best. The outgoing current would wash the sand out from under your feet and, if you weren’t careful, you with it. Most of this action happened within ten, maybe fifteen feet from the beach. You haven’t lived until you’ve tried to land a pissed-off jack crevalle in raging surf and then had to take the hook out and release him. More often than not, you ended up in the water on your ass with the fish on top of you. It’s like paddling out in heavy surf and getting pounded into the sand face first. When you finally make it to the surface, you look around and find out you are only ten feet from the beach.




  Sharks of all kinds followed the mullet runs: hammerheads, bull sharks, monster tiger sharks, browns, and enormous amounts of black tips and spinner sharks. Of course, I think the big hammers and bulls were there because they knew the tarpon would be there. After all, why waste your time and energy on a two-pound mullet when you could run down and essentially swallow a hundred-pound tarpon. I know it sounds brutal, but a tarpon is nothing more than an overgrown prehistoric seagoing pilchard to a big hammerhead shark. It strains the imagination until you see a thousand-pound hammerhead up close. It’s also hard to fathom just how fast a big predator can move—not to mention that it can turn on a dime. It’s a dance that has been going on since long before humans walked on this planet. Everything in the ocean is built on the predator–prey relationship. It’s not something you want to get in the middle of. It’s both an educational and frightening experience at the same time. It gives new meaning to the expression adrenalin rush.




  A few years after the époque of these pages, a couple of close friends and I got the brilliant idea to don a pair of fins and a mask and snorkel, then ease our way into the water to get a better look at what was going on below the surface. I have no idea why—maybe I had been watching too many Jacques Cousteau specials. Most of our friends thought we were just a little off our rockers and pretty much deserved what we got. Looking back, it’s not the dumbest idea I have ever had, but it’s right up there in the top ten. After all, most of us loved to surf, and we were well accustomed to being underwater, rarely on purpose, but underwater nonetheless. It happened enough times that we considered ourselves accustomed to being slammed into the bottom with some regularity and getting raked over the reef and dumped onto the beach.




  As we eased into the water I couldn’t help but think this was really a stupid idea. Every time I closed the distance between the mullet and me, the school of mullet moved off. The few game fish we saw pushed into the deeper water. I remember seeing my first shark underwater that day. I had seen plenty of sharks around Anglin’s Pier, and, over time, I wouldn’t say I had grown unafraid of them, but I wasn’t necessarily terrified either. For the most part, surfers spend a tremendous amount of time in the water trying (without success) to ignore the fact we might come face-to-face with a shark one day. When I saw the bull shark underwater, I did my best not to freak out. Still, all I wanted to do was to get the hell out of the water and not get my ass chewed. Like most predators, if there is a tremendous amount of food around, sharks can be rather docile. I learned that from one of Jacques Cousteau’s specials. It was something you had to take at face value. After all, Jacques Cousteau wouldn’t lie about something so important, would he?




  From late fall through early spring, we would stand shoulder to shoulder casting crocks and hooking and landing Spanish mackerel on almost every cast. It was a bloodbath at times. Most of the mackerel ended up on the menus of the local restaurants that lined A1A at the time. To make things a little more hectic, pompano was either mixed in with mackerel, or they soon followed by the thousands. We would pool our resources and fill the coolers with pompano, then knock on the kitchen doors of all the same restaurants that had bought the Spanish mackerel and offer up the pompano to the chef. At the time pompano were so popular with the tourists, we sold every one we could catch.




  Spring rolled through like a late summer hurricane in all its petulant moods. It was gone before you knew what hit you. You knew it wouldn’t be long before the hectic pace of spring would slow down, and the long, hot, gnarly days of summer would start to take their toll. Everything would change. The tourists always beat feet somewhere around Easter. The weather turned blazing hot; the beaches emptied. Then, the surf (and surfing) died. It would be late September, early October, before we started to see any tropical disturbances that might generate a decent break to surf.
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  Everything in Nature Is Connected




  During the long, lazy days of summer, we basically had the pier to ourselves. The heat thinned out the crowds. Even the types of baitfish changed: it was primarily a mix of pilchards and other white baits, although there were always dork jacks under the lights at night, and for the most part, there were still plenty of ballyhoo and goggle eyes in the shadows. As the water warmed up, snook and tarpon showed up in large numbers—numbers you could never imagine today. They were always around just at line’s end. But even the pace of fishing slowed down. Compared to spring and fall, it could get downright boring at times.




  The one constant was the afternoon thunderstorms. Every afternoon about two-thirty or three o’clock, massive thunderheads came rolling in from the west over Marjory Stoneman Douglas’s “river of grass,” the Florida Everglades. The massive clouds looked more like giant balls of cotton awash in ivory, blacks, deep ultramarine purples, intense pinks, and washed-out grays billowing up into the atmosphere like a hydrogen bomb that just went off. The thunder could be deafening; the lightning was downright terrifying.




  But, over the years, I began to enjoy the storms. Regardless of how old I get, I will always associate summers in south Florida with massive thunderstorms rolling across Marjory’s beloved Everglades. It was a slow time, a time to be kids, and from what I remember, it was good to be a kid.




  There were times I would show up at the pier, roll out fifteen or twenty rods, and not string up a rod for days. We would stand around and stare into the abyss, just watching and waiting. Waiting for what, who knows? We were always learning from the older kids and trying to imitate everything that made them successful. We told stories, and we ragged on each other until we couldn’t stop laughing. We spent hours on end in the diner drinking milkshakes, gorging on salty french fries, just talking about the things we loved. For the most part, the conversations always came back to fishing or our beloved Miami Dolphins.




  You had to be there to catch fish. There were times when the fish didn’t show up. Actually, most of the time, the fish didn’t show up. Fishing and catching fish are not the same. It has been my experience that people who only like to catch fish rarely have a good time. In the end, they are always disappointed, and eventually, they stop fishing altogether.




  After a few years, the seasons began to flow, and you started to see the patterns in nature, something the older kids seemed to know intuitively. You had to put in the time on the water. You had to participate. You had to be open and sensitive to the changes and the patterns above and below the water; the fish, the bait, the migrations of the birds, the winds, tides, rain, and of course, the daily thunderstorms. Mother Nature was sometimes at her best and sometimes at her worst, but once in tune, you always felt her presence. You had to learn to make the connections yourself, though; it wasn’t something someone else could do for you.




  It’s a physical, mental, and spiritual connection I can’t really explain. I can feel it on either side of the waterline and in the thunderstorms that should scare the crap out of you. One day, you find yourself on the end of the pier in the middle of a monster thunderstorm, protected by nothing more than a rain jacket and shorts thinking, this is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen.




  You didn’t just see it; you felt a part of it. Everything in nature is connected, but very few people experience the connection because, in our modern lives, we put so many barriers between ourselves and the raw forces of nature. When you are young, every day is a new experience physically and emotionally, and (hopefully) spiritually, in some sense. We were a tribe, and even though we would have never admitted it at the time, we needed each other.




  We depended on each other for almost everything. We were getting older, and like most kids our age, we wanted to expand our horizons; we wanted to see what was around the corner and down the road—as long as the road followed the river or, at the very least, ended up at the river. We expected the fishing only to get better or, at least, excitingly different.




  Some of the older kids ventured west, falling in love with the Intracoastal Waterway and the fabulous snook and tarpon fishing they found from the local bridges. Some were drawn by the legends of mammoth tarpon in the New River. Others fell in love with the man-made freshwater canals that crisscrossed Broward County, especially the brackish water canals provided by all the county dams, dikes, and spillways. In short, Broward and Palm Beach Counties beckoned with a treasure of incredible fishing spots.




  Others went north to Pompano Pier, Dania Pier, Deerfield Pier, and eventually the pier that all piers are measured against, Lake Worth Pier. From there, some of the kids went even farther north to Sebastian Inlet; some of those never came back. Others again pushed south to the Florida Keys. It all depended on your mode of transportation. Mine happened to be a bicycle, which proved somewhat limiting.




  Before it was ready for the trash heap, I had racked up as many miles on my trusty Schwinn ten-speed as any teenager could have put on his rundown, old car. The only downside to a bicycle was that it restricted the number of rods and the amount of gear you could carry.




  Looking back now, I am amazed at how much fishing gear I managed to amass at such a young age. At any given time, I must have owned twenty to twenty-five (maybe even thirty) rods and one can only guess how many reels. Then there were the cast nets, bait buckets, live wells, coolers, tackle bags, and tackle boxes plus various surfboards in different lengths and shapes. I wish I could explain how and where it all came from or, even better yet, who paid for it all. I know we did well in selling our catch to the local restaurants that lined A1A at the time. A lot of the rods we built. In fact, my parents’ garage looked more like a tackle shop and surf shop than it did a garage, and I hadn’t even discovered fly-fishing yet.




  My sister keeps telling me she thinks I probably had more than twenty surfboards in my parents’ garage at one time or another. I don’t remember owning that many, but it does sound like something I would do. Surfboards are like a vintage Holland & Holland. It’s as much about the craftsmen as it is about the shotgun. Surfboards are as much about the shaper as they are about the board itself. Who in his right mind wouldn’t want to own a few Lightning Bolts shaped by Gerry Lopez, “Mr. Pipeline” himself?




  Some things are probably better left unanswered. I have to admit that the older kids and many of the retirees kept the local rats in stock. For a long time, most of my surfboards were hand-me-downs. I don’t think I paid for a surfboard until I reached high school—then, I might have gone overboard.




  When I look back at the quality fishing I was exposed to in the late sixties and the early seventies, I feel a wave of caution sweep over me—an inexplicable hesitation to tamper with the truth in fear that no one will believe me. Yet I need for people to believe me: I feel like I need to shout it from the highest rooftop! I need people to understand what was and what will never be again. Of course, it’s also a matter of perspective; even when I was growing up on Anglin’s Pier, the old-timers were already complaining about the decline in fishing.




  They complained about everything: rock and roll, long hair, the kids surfing in and out of the pilings, the absence of bait, the scarcity of fish, the overabundance of tourists, the quality of the food at the diner, and always about the pier rats and all our fishing gear scattered from one end of the pier to the other. Eventually, we stopped listening. Still, the old-timers were always kind to us. In some weird way, I think they felt responsible for us. As a kid, I could never understand how anyone could complain about the fishing. Today, I realize that the fishing could never have been as good as the fishing was when the old-timers had been youngsters themselves.




  The early seventies also was the time when my parents pulled the plug on Lauderdale by the Sea and moved—again. They liked to move a lot, never too far, but just far enough for me to have to change schools. In fact, I am not sure I ever attended the same school for two years in a row. In some ways, I was lucky that, in the early seventies, Fort Lauderdale remained reasonably small, at least what I considered small. There was green space between Dania and Miami, and Pompano and Palm Beach to the north, although Fort Lauderdale had been pushing to the west since the 1920s. West Davie was virtually made up of cowboys and cow pastures. Most of the man-made canals were still undeveloped. That’s not to say that we didn’t see development coming, but it’s safe to say, we didn’t understand it. In the years to come, though, we watched the wave of humanity wash over South Florida like a tsunami.




  During our time, Fort Lauderdale quickly turned into a maze of canals; most of them—especially the ones close to the beaches—came equipped with shiny new concrete seawalls. It was only a matter of time before the walls started closing in. South Florida had survived Flagler and his damn railroad. Then came the land boom of the 1920s that took advantage of the damming, diking, and filling in of the Everglades. (Actually, the assault on the Everglades had started even earlier, in the late 1800s. Even then, the bastards starting chopping down the hardwood hammocks and, as the technology improved, took everything—and I mean everything. In essence, that was the beginning of the end of South Florida.)




  The second major land boom, following World War II, rocked the state to its foundations. In 1972, Florida was about to get crushed again. This time it would be devastating: an even greater exodus from the collapsed cities of the northeastern states was headed our way. South Florida would never be the same again.
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  Go West, Young Man




  It doesn’t matter how old you are: exploring is exploring, and some people were born to push the limits. It can be a lesson hard learned, but more often than not, the harder you push, the bigger the rewards and, of course, the more significant the risk. The problem is that the rewards are rarely what you thought they would be, and sometimes, or I should say most of the time, you don’t recognize them until later in life. When you are young, you crave instant satisfaction; young fishermen like big fish, as many of them as they can catch. It’s human nature, and absolutely nothing is wrong with it. In fact, I would say that the majority of the kids who grew up on Anglin’s Pier had more experience hooking, fighting, and landing big fish before they were old enough to drive than the majority of today’s fishermen could ever imagine or even comprehend. The quality and growth of a young angler has always been predicated on the amount of time he or she can spend on the water and, of course, the quality of the resources.




  In the early seventies, we had the run of all the beaches from Palm Beach to North Biscayne Bay. Most of the condominiums and apartment complexes tended to be on the west side of A1A; the beachside was left open, so you could pull over and park just about anywhere. By this time, we had been fishing the beaches and the piers for three or four years. Some of the older kids had been fishing Anglin’s Pier since the early 1960s. Of course, I wouldn’t necessarily call them kids anymore, regardless of how they acted. I use the moniker “kids” more in reference to our youthful exuberance than our age. Immaturity (or degeneracy) aside, nobody knew South Florida’s waters and fishing patterns better than we did. Of course, that’s a canard of sorts, and maybe a little delusional, but we were young and full of piss and vinegar; we were masters of own domain.




  I wouldn’t exactly say we had it down pat, but we were tuned into the seasons and even the micro patterns within the individual seasons. We were growing older, and we needed to explore. It seemed like we were discovering new fisheries every day. Of course, the new places we fished had been fished for a long time, but they were new to us, and that’s all that counted. Later in life, I would tell anyone who would listen that if you ran across a ditch or a small pond in South Florida that held water year-round, you had to stop and fish it. More often than not, it probably held fish of some kind, sometimes a lot of fish. You would be amazed at the number of small tarpon and snook I have caught in what the state called mosquito ditches: nothing more than minor drainages that ran into larger creeks that, in themselves, were nothing but tributaries to a more substantial man-made canal.




  In 1964, in an attempt to control, or at the very least, curb the mosquito population, the county water districts started digging or laying pipe to drain the wetlands. The goal was safeguarding tourists and snowbirds from the local vampires. I don’t know if it was intentional or accidental, but the county water districts created a discrete, and oftentimes hard to find, tarpon fishery. I doubt that it was intentional because the local, county, or state governments have always done the opposite of what would have been best for the fisherman. Still, for whatever reason, they created a much-needed nursery for juvenile tarpon and snook.




  My parents had never visited any relatives, much less taken a vacation of any kind. Then one day, out of the blue, they decided to visit my aunt and uncle in Tampa—relatives I had only met once, years earlier, and whose names or appearance I could no longer recall. Why were we going just then? I have no idea. But, to get there, we had to cross the Everglades. After many years of hearing outrageous stories about the wildlife and the fishing in the Everglades and Ten Thousand Islands, I couldn’t wait. I was salivating at the chance to fish either Alligator Alley or the Tamiami Canal.




  I wanted to take everything: fishing rods, tackle boxes, cast nets, and coolers. Alligator Alley was a long, two-lane road that must have scared the crap out of snowbirds. The Everglades held little draw for most tourists. On the one hand, it must have been painfully dull; after all, it offered nothing to look at but swampland in all directions. It’s for damn sure, no civilization-loving snowbird wanted to stop there. On the other hand, it was terrifying, muggy, hot, and full of mosquitoes. Those few brave souls who did halt rarely stayed outside their vehicles for very long. For years, people have pushed through one of the most incredible ecosystems on the planet at eighty miles an hour, securely cocooned in air-conditioned automobiles. If you want to call yourself a fisherman or a naturalist, though, you have to leave the contraption behind: you have to walk, or crawl, or swim some. You have to pay a little blood tribute to the mosquitoes, skirt a few gators, and shriek at a few snakes.
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