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INTRODUCTION



THE ZEN OF SNOOKING


It’s a largemouth bass on steroids.


It’s the Enterprise at Warp 11.


It’s faster than a speeding bullet, more powerful than a locomotive, able to leap tall mangroves at a single bound.


It’s the uncommon common snook.


The snook, Centropomis undecimalis, has the unique ability to accelerate in all three dimensions at once when it feels the hook. It even transmigrates into a fourth dimension at times, dematerializing in open water, reappearing deep inside a mangrove tangle with your prize plug hanging from its jaw like a stubby Ybor City cigar.


It is, for thousands of saltwater anglers, the ultimate fish.


A snook slams a surface bait like no other finny creature. Picture a weight-lifter in a ‘roid rage. AAARRRRGGGGHHH!! Linesiders bend hooks, bust rods and snap lures in half, all in a microsecond. And the fish that come exploding through the surface may weigh as much as 40 pounds.


It’s not fishing for the weak of heart.


This is a book dedicated to those who already know and love snook, and who understand the basics. If you’re still on square one, you might take a look at my first effort in the field, The Snook Book, which is still available in many tackle shops and bookstores around Florida or direct from my pal and publisher, Larry Larsen (see the Resource Directory on page 151). That one covers basic tackle, tactics and snook habitat.


This book, on the other hand, presumes that you know a 52-M from a 7-M, how to tie a Uni-Knot and a Bimini and generally understand the seasonal migrations of the fish. It’s a book dedicated to fine-tuning your skills, and more particularly to catching really big snook, the ones that are so elusive for most of us.
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Snook are big, powerful and fast, and they’re found in some of the most beautiful estuaries on the globe. For many anglers, they’re the ultimate gamefish. (MirrOlure photo)


This is a book about where snook go when they become hard to find, and how to make them bite when they’ve got lockjaw. It contains the tips and tricks I’ve learned from a lifetime of pursuing the ultimate gamefish, and even more importantly the combined knowledge of dozens of the world’s finest snook anglers who have been generous enough to share their boats with me.


It also contains more biological information on snook than has ever before been published in the popular press, including details on the 12 recognized species of the Atlantic and Pacific, as well as the latest on genetic variations in common snook in their U.S. range.


It’s a book for the enthusiast, the guy who has snook plates on his car and a line of expired snook tags taped to his office wall. It’s a book for snookaholics, for addicts whose only fix is getting a line on a linesider. In short, it’s a book for snook masters.





A WORD OF CAUTION



(A FEW WORDS FROM FRANK’S LAWYER)


Fishing in snook country, particularly after sundown, can be dangerous business. Nothing in this book should be construed as encouraging the inexperienced boatman to reach beyond his abilities, or to omit the precautions required by common sense.


Fishing safely requires a seaworthy boat, properly maintained. It requires experience in handling a boat in all sea conditions. It requires a full complement of safety gear and marine electronics. And operating in the shallows calls for a constant eye on depth.


Backup systems are also highly recommended for radio communications and navigation—and for battery power, without which neither of these electronic systems have any use. And no wise skipper ever leaves the docks without checking the weather report—and his bilge pumps.


The major worry in fishing after dark is running your boat into an unlighted obstruction—most commonly a navigation marker put there to keep you safe! The cement pilings of these markers don’t give. I know a guy in Stuart who put a three-foot divot in the bow of his rig one night, and launched himself in a cannon shot over the bow. He wasn’t hurt, but don’t bet that you’ll be so lucky. Slow and careful is the rule after sundown, and keep the spotlight at your side.


Snook themselves have the potential to do some damage to anglers. Their gill covers are knife-edged and can inflict painful cuts. And the multiple-hook plugs and live bait rigs can also be dangerous—especially when they come loose under pressure as the fish nears the boat. A flopping snook can also manage to bury any loose hooks into your fingers, hands or feet.


Those without the appropriate gear and knowledge should approach live fish with extreme care. In short, there are a number of ways you can get hurt pursuing this sport. Overall, you’re a lot safer out reeling in snook than driving in highway traffic around any urban area these days. But it’s always wise to be prepared and be cautious.





CHAPTER 1

FISH OF DREAMS



MASTERING TROPHY SNOOK


Really big snook, the fish of dreams, are as different from the little guys as they are from redfish or trout. Learning to catch the giants—over a yard long—is a tough game, but one that most expert snookers eventually turn to when simply catching any snook is no longer a challenge. (Hah—it should ever get that easy!)


BIOLOGY OF GIANT SNOOK


Biologists have discovered that nearly all snook over 20 inches long are female—they believe the males reverse sex as they age. It takes a snook about three to four years to reach the minimum legal size on Florida’s east coast, and about four to five years to reach that size on the west coast. It takes an added four to eight years for a 24-inch legal fish to reach the 40-inch length that identifies a real trophy for most experienced snookers.


West coast female snook grow two to four inches per year after reaching the minimum two-foot legal size, east coast fish a bit faster. On either coast, warm weather and plenty of bait produces maximum growth, while cold winters and poor feed caused by pollution or red tide can cut the growth in half. Total age for a 40-incher is likely to be between 8 and 16 years.


LENGTH AND WEIGHT


Incidentally, a 40-incher is not nearly as heavy, usually, as it looks. Usually, a west coast fish of that length will go around 22 to 28 pounds, an east coaster several pounds more. (They LOOK like 30 pounds, don’t they?) However, every added inch on a fish this size can add 2 to 3 1/2 pounds, depending on condition.
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I didn’t know they got that big. Captain Dave Pomerleau seems to be saying. This monster fish may be the unoffical state record, but it was not entered under IGFA rules.


Florida’s unofficial state record, caught by Dave Pomerleau in 1995, was 49 inches long and went 44 pounds 11 ounces. The 53-pound, 10-ounce all-tackle record from Costa Rica was 54 inches long—about a pound per inch! Note, though, that snook don’t follow the formula that works so well for tarpon, length X girth squared divided by 800. Pomerleau’s fish had a girth of 29.5 inches, and based on that it should have weighed 53.3 pounds via the formula.


A fish caught illegally January 15, 1989 in the Hillsborough River in Tampa was reportedly 50 inches long, had a girth of 30 inches and a weight of 45 pounds, 15 ounces according to the guy who poached it. It should have weighed 56.25 pounds via the formula. So, a better estimate for snook 40 inches and up is:


Length x girth squared divided by 900.


This won’t be exact, but it’s a lot closer than using an 800 divisor, and gives you a ballpark figure for trophy fish you release without weighing.


It should be noted that biologists report not many snook survive beyond their eighth year on the west coast during normal weather fluctuations. However, on the east coast, where the fish average considerably larger due to warmer water and perhaps to the slight genetic variation, many reach 10 to 12 years, and the oldest fish ever aged was 21. (Oddly enough, Dave Pomerleau’s 44 pound, 11 ounce monster was aged at the DEP labs in St. Petersburg and found to be only 11 years old—the Shaq O’Neill of snook!)


THE HUNT FOR LUNKERS


Why don’t anglers catch more really big snook?


First, there are not that many of them. Angling pressure, killing cold and predators prevent most fish from living long enough to become lunkers. (Porpoises home in on snook above all other flats species except maybe mullet.)


So you’re seeking those fish that managed to escape the actuarial tables when you go after the 40-inch-plus monster. Resign yourself. You’re not going to catch a fish this size every day, or even every month.


Professional guides on the water close to 300 days a year land only a few of this size annually. Of course, part of the reason is that there are few guides who target big fish and only big fish. Clients usually want action rather than a long wait between bites, so the pros tailor their trips for lots of small to medium fish rather than going for the single home run.


LAND OF THE GIANTS


The second reason catches of lunker snook are rare is that most live in or near deep water—they rarely venture on the flats or into the mangroves where most snook anglers fish. Gulf and Atlantic passes, piers along the outer beaches, seawalled canals, deep-water bridges and shipping harbors are the primary habitat of the giants. Since maybe 90 percent of the fishing pressure for snook is on the flats and in mangrove creeks and bays, the anglers are not fishing where the big gals live.


Big snook may have been flats dwellers historically, but these days the combination of harvest pressure and boat traffic appears to have moved most to deeper water. Their only visits to the shallows are likely to come after dark when both fishermen and boaters are off the water.


In that way, they’re somewhat like trophy whitetail deer—while you may see dozens of young bucks in open meadows early and late in the day, the only time that 10-pointer shows is after dark. Otherwise, he’s in the heaviest cover where hunters can’t get at him. Lunker snook are similarly cautious.


The big fish are probably most abundant near the passes, ICW bridges and coastal piers. They’re not disturbed there by the passage of boats because of the depth, they’re not visible to anglers, and the superior water quality in these areas keeps food always available.


But they also love the 40- to 50-foot depths of ship basins and commercial wharves, areas where tangles of junk on the bottom provide them lots of cover, and where anglers rarely venture. The water quality in these areas may leave something to be desired, but there are always plenty of mullet and young snapper around as food. And the water temperatures remain comfortable year-around, so these giants rarely have reason to leave.
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Lunkers like this one are sometimes caught on small sardines, but a better plan for trophies is to use larger baits like mojarra, mullet or ladyfish. Large deep-diver plugs can also catch plenty of big snook.


THEY CAN HANDLE A WHOPPER


Elephants may eat peanuts, but they more often eat hay bales. And big snook usually prefer baits a lot larger than the typical angler fishes. Live ladyfish a foot long, half-pound mullet or grunts and 6-inch thread herring or greenbacks are more likely to attract the attention of a giant than the typical 4-inch sardine or 1/4 ounce jig. Among plugs, jumbos divers like the 107 or 113 MirrOlure trolled deep in the passes are the tickets.


Using the specialized live baits requires a fishing trip before you go fishing; you may have to put in several hours casting for ladyfish or jigging up big greenies, and you’ll need a jumbo live well to keep a half-dozen baits alive.


One note on using ladyfish and mullet—they’re such a big mouthful that most snook can’t inhale them in one gulp. You may see an awful lot of thrashing around before the fish actually has the bait, but don’t be in a hurry to set the hook. If the fish is a true trophy, it can readily swallow even the largest bait, but these lunkers are in no hurry. They’re not like school fish rushing to eat a sardine before their brothers can grab it.


Remember, too, that most predators tend to grab a large prey by the head and swallow it that way, so put your hook in the nose rather than in the back. (Of course, for fish that you’re going to release, you don’t want to let them have the bait too long—hopefully, you set while the hook is still in the mouth rather than down in the throat or stomach.)


There are times, though, when a dorsal hook placement is the only choice. If you need to steer a bait into a tangle of low pilings or under overhanging mangroves, you can manage that a lot better by light tugs on a hook placed just behind the dorsal fin than with one through the nose or mouth. It’s possible to direct a bait to swim many yards into cover where you could never place a cast, and often these are the very spots where the biggest snook hide. Of course, getting them out is another matter!


There’s a temptation to use stinger hooks, trebles dangling on a bit of heavy leader near the tail, with big baits. They definitely increase the number of hookups. But stingers are often a death sentence for the fish they catch.


If a treble goes deep into a fish’s throat, she probably won’t survive. Do you really want to go out with gear that’s going to kill every trophy you catch?


Using big jigs and plugs is less risky for the fish. And a jumbo diving plug trolled deep around the edges of pass dropoffs, bridge pilings and shipping docks is an excellent way to connect with a giant. Trolling big lures also allows you to cover a lot of water rapidly, a big help when you’re learning the haunts of the lunkers.


SCAVENGER-HUNT


Big fish are also more prone to scavenging than younger, more active snook. One of the favorite techniques of Captain James Wisner of Tampa is to fish a whole dead shad, about 10 inches long, on the bottom in areas like Port Tampa and Port Manatee after dark.


You catch plenty of sailcats and sharks with this tactic, but you also catch snook measured by the yard.
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Lunkers sometimes prowl wadefishing territory, but most often they’re caught on the outer edges of the flats, in outer passes or around shipping channels and basins. (MirrOlure photo)


TACKLING THE JUMBOS


It usually takes some very serious tackle to land these lunkers—as the saying goes, you don’t go bear hunting with a switch. In areas where there are lots of pilings or sunken trash, many lunker-hunters go to 100-pound-test mono, 7/0 forged hooks, 4/0 reels and rods designed to whip 6-foot tarpon—and they still get broken off regularly!


Captain Jerry Williams of Tampa, who has dredged his share of monsters from around the shipyards downtown, suggests nylon-coated cable rather than even the heaviest mono as insurance against being cut off on the pilings when you fish live bait. However, Williams gets more than his share by some deft work with a stout baitcaster, a 7m and 20-pound-test mono.


Of course, when you pursue large fish in the passes, much lighter gear can be used, particularly if you fish from a boat. Twenty-pound tackle is plenty, and it’s possible to beat the big ones on 8 if you’re good and patient. However, remember that the longer you fight the fish, the less chance it has to survive release and to avoid sharks and porpoises after being released—try to keep your fighting time under 10 minutes by choosing tackle that suits the task.


Where do you find the giants? There are a number of spots around the southern half of the state noted for producing trophies.


LAND O’ LUNKERS


In Tampa Bay there are enormous, dredged basins throughout the downtown area of Tampa where the shipbuilders and steel dealers ply their trade, with 30- to 50-foot deep cuts extending to the mouth of the Hillsborough River near Harbor Island and all the way to the outflow from McKay Bay near the 22nd Street Causeway. There are numerous docks over the water here, and some lunker-hunters use small jon boats to prowl back among the pilings, delivering big baits to fish that would never see a hook and line otherwise.


The Port Sutton Powerplant, also downtown, provides a steady flow of bath-warm water into a 30-foot deep channel year around, and particularly in winter, big snook use this area as a temperature refuge. A fair number also cruise into the Hillsborough River in winter.


Move south to the Alafia River and the big docks of the phosphate company near the river mouth also provide deep water and lots of tangled cover where big fish thrive. There’s also a warm-water outflow here—it’s smaller than that of the electric companies, but enough to provide a refuge for the fish, and the Alafia has numerous springs upriver that keep it warmer than the bay in winter.
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Big snook love a big mouthful like this grunt. Jumbo baits tend to separate the dinks from the dinosaurs, though sometimes it’s a long time between bites.


Big Bend Powerplant is a few miles south of the Alafia. It has a hot water outflow on the south side that always holds big winter snook, though the prime fishing area is now blocked off as a manatee spa. And the deeper barge basins on the north side hold some large fish, as well.


South of Ruskin is Port Manatee and its adjoining spoil island, both noted spots for big snook. The whoppers move to the west tip of the island to spawn in summer, but as October turns to November, they head for the deeper waters inside the port.


Port Tampa, just south of Gandy Causeway on the Tampa side, is another noted spot for monster snook, and several Bay area fishermen claim to have tangled with 50-pounders there. Fish of around 40 pounds have been landed.


On the west side of the Gandy is the Weedon Island Powerplant, with a warm water outflow on the north side. This is a shallow cut, but it’s good on winter mornings before it’s disturbed by boat traffic. There’s a deep barge basin on the east, good all year, and probably superior for really big fish because of the pods of foot-long mullet it attracts.


Finally, there’s the Skyway itself—one of the few prime snook areas that can be reached by anglers without boats. The massive bait flow and the endless exchange of deep, clean water through the bridge pilings makes this great habitat for big fish. The rockpiles around the pylons are excellent if you have a boat, but plenty of big fish are hooked directly from the fishing pier spans, too. The small bridge on the south side has 14 feet of water flowing under it, and is a great after-dark spot for lunkers.


Big snook also hang around the pilotboat docks on the back side of Egmont Key, where they’re just a swish of the tail from endless baitfish and very deep water.


CHARLOTTE HARBOR


Another prime area for giants is Charlotte Harbor, a southern copy of Tampa Bay, but with more seagrass and better water quality. The old phosphate docks at Boca Grande Pass have produced tons of fish over 20 pounds for decades. So have the lower Peace and Myakka rivers, which hold lunkers from about November through March.


Don’t overlook the smaller passes in this area—San Carlos, Redfish, Captiva and Little Gasparilla and Stump are all superior spots to go lunker-hunting. So are docks along deeper portions of the Intracoastal Waterway throughout these waters from Sarasota southward to Marco.


THE EVERGLADES


The big rivers of the 10,000 Islands and the Everglades have always been lunker country. They’re not as remote as they once were, but they still get less pressure than waters farther north and also have fewer cold-kills, so they produce lots of very large fish.


The big, deep rivers are better than the smaller creeks when you look for trophies. Check out Lostman, Rodgers, Broad, Harney, Shark, Little Shark and Joe rivers, paying particular attention to points where side creeks join the main flow and to undercut banks. For details, see the chapter on fishing the Everglades.
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