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NATIONAL AWARDS


Fish & Dive The Caribbean, Vol. 1 by Larry Larsen and M. Timothy O’Keefe was one of the three top finalists in the 1991 Best Book Content Category competition of the National Association of Independent Publishers (NAIP).

Fish & Dive The Caribbean, Vol. 1 was one of over 500 books submitted by U.S. publishers, including Simon & Schuster and Turner Publishing, Inc. (CNN).

Said the NAIP judges of Fish & Dive The Caribbean, Vol. 1, “An excellent source book with invaluable instructions for fishing or diving. Written by two nationally-known experts who, indeed, know what vacationing can be!”

Now, these same authors have brought their vast expertise to their own back yard in their newest book Fish & Dive Florida And The Keys.



PREFACE


Like a close friend relating his latest adventures, authors M. Timothy O’Keefe and Larry Larsen provide a unique personal insight to the experience of diving and fishing the country’s Sunshine state.

As free lance writers and photographers, both Timothy and Larry have traveled the state over the past 20 years to fulfill numerous assignments. Much of the information gleaned from these trips cannot be incorporated into their magazine articles due to lack of space. In Fish & Dive Florida & The Keys, the authors have revisited many of the best (and worst) fishing and diving experiences.

It is very improbable that divers and anglers of all skill levels would not learn something from this book. Written with a personal perspective, there is no better way to truly discover all the opportunities for fishing and diving, where to go, when and how to enjoy the trip.



DEDICATION


We would like to dedicate this work to Karl Wickstrom, publisher, and the late Bill Hallstrom, first executive editor, of “Florida Sportsman” Magazine. Making us editors-at-large for the publication in the early 1970s gave us the freedom and the motivation to explore and photograph all over Florida. Thanks, guys; it’s been an exciting and rewarding life. It wouldn’t have been nearly as much fun without you.

M. Timothy O’Keefe
and Larry Larsen



ABOUT THE AUTHORS


M. Timothy O’Keefe

M. Timothy O’Keefe has been a diver and fisherman for more than 30 years. His articles and photos have appeared in many publications, including National Geographic Society books, Time Life Books, Travel & Leisure, Newsweek, Rodale’s Scuba Diving, Skin Diver, SCUBA Times, Caribbean Travel & Life, Saltwater Sportsman, Power & Motoryacht and many others. He was editor of The International Divers Guide and Diver’s World. Tim holds a Ph D. from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and is a professor in the School of Communication at the University of Central Florida in Orlando, where he established the journalism program. He is a member of the Outdoor Writers Association of America (OWAA) and the Society of American Travel Writers (SATW). His fishing and diving articles and photos have received numerous awards over the years.

Larry Larsen

An angler for 40 years and certified diver for more than 20 years, Larry Larsen has traveled Florida extensively in search of fishing and diving opportunities. His articles and photos have appeared in numerous regional and national outdoor/travel magazines. Larry is Florida Editor for Outdoor Life, and contributor to Florida Sportsman, Saltwater Sportsman, Marlin, Sport Fishing, Southern Saltwater, Caribbean Travel & Life and many other magazines. He is a member of the Outdoor Writers Association of America (OWAA), the Florida Outdoor Writers Association (FOWA) and the National Association of Independent Publishers (NAIP) and has been honored with many awards for his writing, publishing and photography. Larry holds a Master’s from Colorado State University. He has authored 14 books on fishing and as President of Larsen’s Outdoor Publishing, has published several titles on the outdoors.



INTRODUCTION


More than 8,000 miles of relatively unpolluted coastline, Gulf Stream-swept clear waters, natural and artificial reefs, and a network of freshwater springs make Florida a land of opportunity for anglers and divers alike. Warm waters from the Gulf Stream bath the mid-Atlantic south to the Keys and influence the Gulf on the west coast north to Tampa Bay.

The resulting sub-tropical environment impacts waters off the barrier island system along the Atlantic, the mangrove islands on the lower west coast, and the salt-marsh estuaries of the upper Gulf coast. The abundance and variety of marine life in Florida’s coastal waters is unsurpassed in this country. It deserves attention and respect, meaning that we should all try to enjoy it and conserve it.

The state’s saltwater fishing opportunities are seasonal in many cases, and the table in each fishing chapter reveals the most common species that are caught during each season of the year. Each handy table should be used as a guide to pre-plan a trip after the most common species available then. Information in the text will often elaborate on the opportunities in each region.

As the water temperature warms, sailfish move north in the spring along the Loop Current in the Gulf of Mexico. On the Atlantic side, they move north with the Gulf Stream. In the late fall, decreasing water temperature and a southerly migration of baitfish motivate the sails to retrace their travels back south along both coasts.

Spanish and king mackerel move northward each spring along both coasts from their winter ocean home off the lower one-third of Florida’s peninsula. Similarly, tarpon move north and south at the dictates of the seasonal weather and spawning urges, and the popular three-some of redfish, snook and trout move from shallow flats to deeper waters with colder water temperatures.

Pods of cobia migrate north and west along panhandle coasts from Steinhatchee to Pensacola each March. By April, they inhabit the markers and artificial reefs over the entire area. On the Atlantic side, cobia are abundant in northeast coast in the summer months. During the fall and winter, they take up residence along the central Gulf coast and lower east coast.

The Diving

Floridians have known all along they have the best diving in the Northern Hemisphere. Visitors acknowledge it, too, and more than two million of them from all over the world visit the Florida Keys annually, making it the most dived location on earth.

Floridians have always suspected--but it’s always nice to have it confirmed by an outsider--that the Sunshine State also has the nation’s best beaches. We were right, too.

According to a 1991 study by Stephen Leatherman, Director of the University of Maryland’s Laboratory for Coastal Research, Florida has 7 of America’s 10 finest beaches and 15 of the top 20.

The most highly ranked beaches are not in South Florida as you might expect, but in the most northerly region, The Panhandle. Although these beach rankings deal with the coastline, what you’ll find underwater will be just as surprising as you explore Florida’s vast marine park. Not only are Panhandle beaches outstanding, but visibility there can also be incredibly good, equaling or surpassing any other part of the state.

Each underwater section of Florida is vastly different from the other. It’s been said Florida is really three separate states--The Panhandle, Central Florida and South Florida--combined into one. The underwater regions contain such a magnificent scope of diversity to reflect a whole different universe.

But it is a potentially hostile universe, more receptive to visitors at certain times than others. Florida’s best diving is from April/May to October. That is the period of calmest and clearest water and, in truth, the only time to plan an extended dive vacation unless you have time and money to burn. If you want a sure thing, wait until summer. Even then, diving maybe limited primarily to the morning because of the frequent afternoon thundershowers which send everyone scampering for shore. If you always schedule your two tanks for the morning, afternoons become more of an option: for another dive or to sight-see on land, always worth doing.

Remember, travel posters and travel ads depict the ideal image of Florida, not reality. Even the fabled Keys are virtually undiveable whenever a winter cold front passes through. Waves of 5-6 feet or more may keep boats at the dock for days at a time unless you can round up enough Rambo divers to go out whatever the conditions, hellish and high water. Storms also stir up the bottom and reduce visibility for days.

Don’t expect to come to Florida and find good ocean diving every time of the year. And bring a full wet suit for fall, winter and early spring. The water may be warm enough for bathers who dash in and out, but not for divers who stay submerged for an hour at a time. Even bold Canadians who attempt to dive the Keys in winter without wet suits return to the boat with their teeth sounding like castanets.

Florida’s best salt water diving is on the Atlantic side, from the Palm Beaches to Key West and the Dry Tortugas. As explained in a later chapter, this is the region with the living coral reef, which is the underpinning of Florida’s unique marine ecosystem.

In winter, the best diving is actually in fresh water, in the massive spring system found throughout the Panhandle and Central Florida. Divers come from as far away as Texas and Tennessee for long weekend trips in fresh water then, knowing the springs are the place to find consistently clear water and no adverse wind conditions. However, many springs are affected by rain runoff and may cloud up for a few days following a deluge. In the springtime, many fresh water springs along the Santa Fe and Suwannee are affected by the rising, discolored river waters. While the caverns and tunnels may remain clear because of the repeated flushing action of the cold water currents, the spring basins may look like they need a good application of Tidy Bowl or some other cleansing preparation.

The moral: always check conditions ahead of your arrival. You definitely will find many good places in Florida to dive all year round if you are willing to accept the limitations imposed by the weather. Our travel promotion industry has given many visitors the impression that Florida is paradise year-round. Not quite, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the imagineers at Orlando’s Disney World aren’t working on it.


Fishing Activity Capsule

Most of Florida’s saltwater fish are caught all along the state’s coastline, but fishing for a particular species may be better in one area than in another. The following are species most often encountered in Florida:

SOUTH FLORIDA

The Keys- Trout and redfish (Upper Keys), snapper, bonefish, permit, tarpon; grouper, amberjack, barracuda, sails and wahoo.

South Atlantic Coast - Sailfish, marlin, tuna, mako shark and dolphin in the Gulf Stream. Inshore - snook, tarpon, bluefish, trout and mackerel during runs.

South Gulf Coast - Tarpon, snook and redfish; pompano, mackerel during runs.

CENTRAL FLORIDA

West Gulf Coast - Tarpon, Snook, cobia, trout, kingfish, mackerel, grouper

East Atlantic Coast - Trout, redfish, drum, tripletail, jack crevalle, sailfish and snook.

NORTH FLORIDA

Northwest Gulf Coast - Trout, redfish, flounder, grouper, tarpon in summer; mangrove snapper in fall; offshore runs of cobia, kingfish, mackerel in spring.

Northeast Atlantic Coast - Redfish, bluefish, trout, drum, and tarpon.
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THE KEYS TO BLUE WATER
ANGLING

Larry’s favorite winter action is off the Gold Coast and the Florida Keys

The best sailfishing in the Atlantic? Ask any knowledgeable offshore angler, and he will tell you it undoubtedly takes place along Florida’s “Gold Coast” and upper Keys. The prime waters extend from West Palm Beach south past Key Largo, the first island in the Florida Keys. Year in and year out, this stretch of the Atlantic Ocean provides the most consistent sailfish action.

The Gulf Stream moves close to the land here, and a rapid drop in depth allows sails and other large sportfish to feed near the coast. Sailfishing peaks after each brush with cool weather during the winter.

“Around the third week in December, the sails begin showing up, and the season usually lasts through April,” says Captain Pierre Pierce. “The best fishing seems to be just about six miles off Ocean Reef Club. On one half day trip, we caught seven sailfish!”

Much of the sailfish action takes place in water depths of 100 to 300 feet. Captains like Pierce prefer to begin their day’s fishing for sails at the shallows of that range and then work toward the deeper waters. They’ll usually employ small ballyhoo for bait and will either fish them live as they drift in such depths, or slow-troll dead ballyhoo behind a rubber skirt over the same waters.

Captain Pierce is a sailfish enthusiast who has spent over 20 years fishing the area from Ocean Reef Club on the north end of Key Largo to the Gulf Stream off Fort Lauderdale. The Miamian captained large sportfishing boats for Bertram yachts for several years and enjoys the sailfish action, particularly when multiple hookups occur. Pierce once had five sails strike his baits at one time, and his fishermen caught and released every one of them.

On my first trip to Ocean Reef, I covered their annual Reef Cup Invitational Sailfish Tournament for Outdoor Life magazine. I also had an opportunity to fish aboard a 41-foot Bertram with Captain Pierce. The setting for perhaps the premier sailfishing event in North America was the beautiful Ocean Reef Club, a 4,000 acre resort and development which includes one of the largest marinas in the southeast, boat storage, charter service, airport, dining and shopping areas. Best of all the destination has 2,000 acres set aside for a permanent wildlife preserve and is just a short boat ride from the area’s best sailfishing.

The three day tournament was wrapping up when my wife, Lilliam, and I met Pierce and our mate for the day, Captain Brian Nemeth. Spinning tackle comprised the battle weapons that day, and the lines spooled on the light reels were 20 pound test. The medium heavy spinning rods were 7 1/2 feet long and sized to take the punishment of a sail.

Ballyhoo is considered the best bait for the sailfish off the entire Gold Coast region, and both Pierce and Nemeth prefer live bait when available. That day it was. We spent an hour chumming the proper bait over a reef on the way to our fishing grounds. We caught several of the ballyhoo on a small hook and pieces of shrimp and squid before Nemeth used a cast net to secure another two dozen on his first attempt. The bait survived fine in the aerated live well.

While several of the tournament boats were fishing by drifting live bait with kites, Captain Pierce preferred drifting the four ballyhoo off outriggers in search of the sail. It was 10:30 a.m. and we didn’t have to wait long for action.

The rigger clip sprang with the tension of a fish. I grabbed the rod, and the battle was on. The captain, preferring not to “back-down” on the sail (reverse the engine and aid the angler in getting the fish to the boat quicker), let me fight it to the boat. The small sail put up a respectable battle against the 20-pound tackle, but was soon at the transom, where Nemeth released it by cutting the leader near the embedded hook.

[image: image]

Charter boats are available at the beautiful Ocean Reef Marina for billfishing, bonefishing, tarpon and bottom fishing.

Not a bad start, we all thought. Yet, that was the only sail action we had, and after lunch, we changed tactics. Nemeth and Pierce knew of king mackerel schools roving the area, so we tried to raise one of them. After about 15 minutes of trolling, Lilliam caught a respectable mackerel. Two or three other fish were taken before we returned to the 175-slip Ocean Reef Marina, ahead of the tournament boats.

Of the 39 boats over 26 feet in length registered for the Reef Cup, eight caught a sailfish that day. We considered ourselves very lucky. Over the three days, the tournament fleet caught 36 sails, and the top boat, captained by Joey Yerkes, was aptly named “Happy Hooker.” Michael Wetterman caught and released four of the five sailfish brought to the stern of the “Happy Hooker” for top individual honors. All five of the fish were taken on days two and three.

Charter boats are available at the beautiful Ocean Reef Marina. For those who want a little variety, there are also bonefishing, tarpon fishing and bottom fishing charters. Only minutes away from the marina is John Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park. Scuba diving, snorkeling and glass-bottom boating to the watery wonderland is also available year around. For more information, write to Ocean Reef Club and Resort, Key Largo, Florida 33037 or phone (800) 741-REEF or (305) 367-2611.


Billfish Destinations


From West Palm Beach to the Alligator Reef off Islamorada, sailfish action increases with each mild cold front. It can be found most frequently using live bait. Popular methods include slow-trolling baitfish from outriggers, flat lines or kites. A good live well to contain the bait is paramount to the success of live-baiting.

[image: image]    Blue marlin become active in the Gulfstream a little further offshore when the weather warms up and the sailfish action slows. Some top areas include the east and west humps, 25 miles southeast of the Sombrero light. Off Fort Lauderdale, marlin to 300 pounds are caught regularly during August and September by captains using downriggers and appropriate lures and bait.

High-speed trolling of artificials can also keep heat effects to a minimum and action maximum under a mid-day summer sun. More marlin are being caught at speeds of up to 15 knots in relatively calm seas during the hot months than other times.

[image: image]    Many Gold Coast sportfishermen follow their “radio signals” to the hotspots that are frequently broadcast. Billfish move at a fairly consistent depth, from 80 to 350 feet and best times are during the morning or late afternoon hours. Marlin are usually taken at deeper depths.

There are plenty of great marinas along the Gold Coast that offer charter fishing opportunities. The Bahia Mar Resort & Yachting Center in Fort Lauderdale has a “Fishing Fleet” of 14 charter boats. The famous marina offers 350 slips off its 40-acre island retreat. Blue marlin off the Gold Coast average 250 to 300 pounds, but occasionally a 500 pounder is captured.

Dolphin Mania

Dolphin are the eager quarry for South Florida anglers in the summer. It’s the prime time of the season with stable weather patterns, relatively calm seas and a build-up of weedlines in the Gulf Stream farther offshore. More running time may be involved, but the action is well worth it. Most dolphin are caught along the grassy “feedlines,” rips, floating debris and water color changes. Such places should be the habitat focus of productive anglers.

Schools of dolphin often congregate under sargassum weedlines in search of both food and protection from predators. The grass lines are easy to see and the dolphin under them very willing to be a major part of the action for the day. The early morning finds them particularly cooperative and the seas less crowded. The Atlantic waters off the South Florida coasts can get very busy with dolphin addicts around mid-day.

The close in weedlines are usually less dense than those to be found further offshore, and the successful anglers won’t waste much time on them if they don’t quickly produce. They keep moving looking for large patches of floating weeds and debris. Big floating objects such as boards or logs in the blue water several miles offshore are a magnet to big bull and cow dolphin.

They’ll hit almost anything in the way of a lure or natural bait presented near their hangout. Some anglers troll the grass patches and move from one to another at full speed until they locate a school of dolphin. Others cast to each potential gathering ground for the first fish. Having casting tackle, a light spinning rod or fly rod pre-rigged for the action to follow is a wise move.

Once a fish strikes and the boat stops, the angler should “play it” until a second one from the school is hooked. It can then be landed and the second one left in the water until another is hooked. The school will continue to hang around a fighting fish that is perceived as feeding.

Often, it’s possible to catch eight or ten fish averaging 15 pounds from the same school. Those 30 pounds and up are less common but available, particularly in deeper waters. On one trip to Islamorada, several friends and I were able to average about 30 dolphin each in one day. Most were small fish, and all but a few were released alive.

A yellow or white jig or fresh cut bait will attract dolphin off the Gold Coast. Chum in the form of small pieces of the natural bait can be effectively used in limited quantities to keep area fish active. Ballyhoo and finger mullet are favorite baits to toss into a school. Add a plastic skirt for maximum action on the giant specimens.

Unlike most fish, the male dolphin (bulls) grow larger than the females. They’ll grow to between 15 and 35 pounds in less than one year, according to marine biologists, and only live to about four years of age. To become robust in a short time, they feed on crabs, flying fish, squid and other forage fish around the weedlines.

Their feeding urge, though, makes them vulnerable to overharvesting. They are one of the best-tasting fish swimming the ocean and one of the fastest growing, but remember to release all dolphin not destined for the grill or oven. Use gloves and care in handling while removing the hook.

August may be the final month of great summer dolphin action. You may have to search longer for the schools and the size could run smaller, up to 10 pounds on the average, but they are there.

White marlin around 50 pounds, king mackerel averaging 8 pound, wahoo of 15 to 20 pounds, and amberjack around 15 pounds are frequent catches off the Gold Coast. King mackerel often hang out during winter months in an area called “No Man’s Land.” The area of grass, shell and rock bottom is located southeast of the Dry Tortugas in 60 to 120 feet of water.

Tarpon and Bottom Fish

Bottom fishing around the Keys is productive after hours in the hot months, but be prepared for the onslaught of mosquitoes and no-seeums that often accompany sunset activities near the mangroves. Chumming the outer reefs and bay channels will attract a better concentration of fish, making any discomfort worthwhile.

Cubera snapper weighing up to 100 pounds are also eager biters off Key Largo in depths around 100 feet. Blue crab, shrimp or crayfish fished just off the bottom with a short wire leader and heavy tackle are all that’s needed to have some fun. The prime time occurs around the full moon in August. Summer time action is also exciting for yellowtail, mutton and mangrove snappers over reefs.

[image: image]    Snapper fishing in Florida Bay and the Everglades National Park is often good. Live shrimp, mullet, pinfish or cut bait all take their share of the tasty fish. Night angling for spawning mangrove snapper is a June treat.

It’s party boat time year-round in South Florida and the Keys, and the bottom fishing is generally good. Fishing for large amberjack off “Gold Coast” wrecks and the lower Keys flats also is usually excellent. Cobia can be caught off the piers and inlet jetties as well.

[image: image]    Tarpon will be on the ocean-side flats, adjacent to the bridges and passes all up and down the Keys. Buchanan Bank located south of Islamorada, and Nine-Mile Bank are good areas. Live crabs and pinfish fished on 30 to 40-pound test below the Keys bridges are favored baits and most productive in the spring months.
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Tarpon will be on the ocean-side flats, adjacent to the bridges and passes all up and down the Keys.

[image: image]    Later, tarpon are usually found in the “backcountry,” from the Gulf side of U.S. Highway 1 to Flamingo in the Everglades National Park. Sandy Key Basin is an excellent spot. They can be found on the outside flats too. Some of the tarpon are migratory and move northward in and out of the creeks and passes with the tides.

Tarpon average about 20 pounds, but fish up to 100 pounds are taken fairly regularly. Spotted Jewfish from 25 to 50 pounds are sometimes taken in the same spots as tarpon, although some monsters over 100 pounds have been taken along the Gold Coast.

[image: image]    The Northeast Hole, along the outer reef in 120 feet of water, lies northeast of Fort Lauderdale and offers good bottom fishing. The scattered rock, coral growth and rugged relief is great for snapper and grouper during the winter months. Another good spot is the 75-foot deep depression called “Snapper Hole” located about six miles off Pompano Beach. King mackerel also show up there.

[image: image]    Snapper and grouper are plentiful in the Keys, around the “R. W. Flats” located in 200 feet of water south of the Dry Tortugas. Snapper and grouper action over the area of coral rock and three sunken submarines is tops in the spring. There is a productive rock cliff in 50 to 120 feet of water southeast of Key West.

[image: image]    The “Conch Reefs,” in 30 to 60 feet of water offshore between Marathon and Islamorada, produce mutton and mangrove snapper and yellowtail, especially in the summer months. “Coffin’s Patch” is a 20 to 100-feet-deep area between Marathon and Islamorada with scattered shipwrecks and dense coral surrounded by sand and grass. King mackerel, barracuda and dolphin are plentiful there.

[image: image]    In the surf off the Gold Coast, look for whiting, croker, bluefish, pompano and Spanish mackerel in the cooler months. African pompano, blackfin tuna, barracuda, wahoo and dolphin are also active then. Trout fishing around the bayside grass flats in the Upper Keys to Cape Sable and redfish in the backcountry of the Upper Keys and Florida Bay are active in December and January.

180 Million Dollar Lure

Somewhere in South Florida lives an offshore fisherman who left behind a lure that was worth millions. He was trolling his plug over 60 foot depths southwest of Key West when it hung up on an obstruction projecting some 25 feet off the bottom: the wooden hull of the remains of the 1622 “Atocha” treasure wreck.

Had the unsuspecting angler jumped overboard to free his snagged plug, he probably would have noticed the unique structure. Beside the encrusted hull was a huge pile of silver bars with just a fine layer of silt covering them. In the same area lay pure silver ingots and “pieces of eight,” thousands of them.

The Atocha treasure was the largest find in recent history. Certainly, the plug had not been snagged long before Mel Fisher and crew came along to discover their fortune. The moral: offshore sportfishermen should carry scuba tanks and snorkel gear along just in case they get hung up in fairly shallow water. The angler that lost his lure to the Atocha hull either wasn’t equipped to retrieve it or just didn’t bother going after the plug. After all, the lure probably wasn’t worth over eight to 15 dollars . . . he thought.

Salvagers of this Keys wreck found the plug and wonder to this day who lost it. They call it the $ 180 million lure and for good reason!
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DIVING FLORIDA’S CARIBBEAN

Tips from Tim’s personal experience

There’s a lot to be said for staying in your own backyard instead of journeying out of the country for a dive vacation. Remaining state-side, you avoid the inconvenience of immigration and customs lines, language barriers, unfavorable currency exchanges and all the general hassles of foreign travel.

Of course, it doesn’t make much sense to stay at home if the diving isn’t as good, but that’s hardly a problem in the Florida Keys, America’s version of the Caribbean and home to the only living coral reef in the Continental U.S.

Many of the Keys’ marine plants and animals are primarily of Caribbean origin rather than North American since the Gulf Stream and trade winds forming the Keys environment carried the fish, birds and seed pods from the south. Consequently, the Keys are the northernmost habitat for many subtropical species. At least 52 species of coral and 500 species of fish have been counted in the Keys.
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