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PRAISE FOR BONEFISH DREAMS




“Bonefish Dreams is an entertaining treasure trove of information and stories, based on almost forty years of angling experiences, that covers all bases . . . where to find them, how to get there, where to stay, who to fish with, and what flies to use, just for starters.”


—Bob Rich


Author of The Fishing Club, Fish Fights, and Looking Through Water; Hall of Fame angler, cofounder Bonefish & Tarpon Trust


“I would bonefish with Frank Foster anywhere he chooses because he knows the nuances that make this gamefish so rewarding, such that it just may be my final bucket list fish while on my deathbed! Read Frank’s remarkable book, Bonefish Dreams, and you too will understand the ‘why’s’.”


—Andy Mill


Author of A Passion for Tarpon, member of IGFA Hall of Fame, 1976/1980 Olympic downhiller, host of The Millhouse podcast


“Bonefish Dreams is a fun and entertaining read that left me with a smile on my face . . . and with the knowledge of a few places I had not visited . . . yet. If you love fly fishing for bonefish, get it.”


—Chico Fernandez


Author of Fly Fishing for Bonefish and Fly Fishing for Redfish, member of IGFA Hall of Fame


“This book is filled with great stories and information about one of the world’s greatest gamefish. If you love bonefish, you absolutely, positively MUST read it.”


—Monte Burke


Author of Rivers Always Reach the Sea, Lords of the Fly, and 


“Bonefish Dreams reads like an adventure novel, packed with characters, exotic locals, and almost 40 years of fly-fishing experience. If Frank Foster can cast a fly rod as well as he casts his words, he’s a world champion.”


—Paul Dixon


Fishing guide, media personality, Bonefish & Tarpon Trust Advisory Council


“Bonefish Dreams is a charming travelogue and a loving tribute to saltwater fly fishing that highlights anglers interacting with Mother Nature. It’s as informative as it is enjoyable.”


—Huey Lewis


Grammy-winning and Academy Award–nominated platinum recording artist, costar of TV fly fishing show 


“Bonefish Dreams allowed me to learn a lot about fly fishing I never knew. And that’s after living in Islamorada for twenty-five years.”


—Paul Tudor Jones II


Bonefish & Tarpon Trust Lifetime Conservationist honoree, chairman National Fish and Wildlife Foundation, founder of Everglades Foundation


“Sign me up for one of Frank’s trips! But if you can’t go along, read this engaging, fun, lively and informative book. It’s the next best thing to being there. He nails the full flats experience and you’ll quickly understand the addiction of being a traveling bonefisher.”


—Bill Horn


Author of Seasons on the Flats and On the Bow, vice chairman emeritus Bonefish & Tarpon Trust


“Bonefish Dreams is a fun read whether for anglers between trips to the flats or anglers with a flats fishing trip on their bucket list. This book is an entertaining collection of tales from an itinerant angler who has pursued bonefish and many other species in just about every place they swim.”


—Aaron Adams, PhD


Director of science and conservation for Bonefish & Tarpon Trust, author of Fisherman’s Coast andThe Orvis Guide to Fly 


“The stirringly entertaining stories in Bonefish Dreams triggered delightful flashbacks to my years of fly fishing for bonefish with some of the same guides on some of the same gorgeous flats. Frank’s colorful storytelling and his helpful facts and tips make this book a flats fishing masterpiece!”


—Dr. Marty Arostegui


Member of IGFA Hall of Fame


“Through these pages you will learn that Frank Foster has covered a lot of water chasing bonefish. So, if chasing bones is high on your list this book is a must read. Although it’s far more than another ‘how to’ book, you will come to know the ins and outs of bonefishing through Frank’s vast knowledge as he takes you along on his passion-filled journey to parts unknown.”


—Bill Bishop


Author of High Rollers 


“Frank Foster has produced a cornucopia of bonefishing remembrances, lore and legend, tips and tricks, holy grail destinations, guide stories and celebrity interviews, fly patterns, angling techniques and so much more!”


—George Roberts


Author of Master the Cast and Fly Casting in Seven Lessons, former managing editor of 


“Famous names drip from these pages. But they are people just like us who share a love and fascination with the fun and exotic fishing locations in this marvelous book.”


—Norman Duncan


Professional engineer and inventor of the Bimini twist, the famous cockroach tarpon fly, and fiberglass push poles; renowned fishing guide and angler


“Excellent and entertaining! Frank Foster’s Bonefish Dreams will inspire you to pick up your fly rod and dream about flats in exotic bonefish destinations. A must read for all fly fishing anglers.”


—Luis Menocal


Former board member of Bonefish & Tarpon Trust, outfitter for domestic and international fly fishing adventures


“Join Frank Foster on an unforgettable journey into the world of bonefishing with vivid storytelling and expert insight. This book takes you to breathtaking locations, shares the thrill of the catch, and delves into the patience and patience behind the sport. Whether you’re a seasoned angler or new to fly fishing for bonefish, this book is sure to inspire and captivate.”


—Barry Krauss


Author of Ain’t Nothin’ but a Winner, former NFL linebacker, broadcaster, motivational speaker, artist, and international angler
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This book is dedicated to my family, all of whom have joined me in countless days on the water, rods in hand, at Boca Grande, and around our planet. I love and treasure each of them and the precious memories we created.







“In our family there was no clear line between religion and fly fishing.”


—Norman Maclean







“If fishing is religion, fly fishing is the high church.”


—Tom Brokaw







“The finest gift you can give to any fisherman is to put a good fish back, and who knows if the fish you caught wasn’t someone else’s gift to you.”


—Lee Wulff







“If I only had one day left to fish? It would have to be chasing some bonefish around a flat.”


—Lefty Kreh













About the Author




Before becoming a published author, Frank Foster was chairman and CEO of one of America’s fastest-growing small public companies. After his company was acquired, he became a commercial real estate investor and developer and independent venture capitalist. Frank and his wife live in Central Florida and the mountains of North Carolina as he writes, fly fishes, enjoys his wine cellars, and plays golf with his treasured friends.


Important Note from the Author


I have committed to donating 100 percent of my author royalties from the sales of this book to the conservation organization Bonefish & Tarpon Trust (BTT).


If you’re unfamiliar with BTT, I hope you’ll explore their website: www.bonefishtarpontrust.org. You will learn of their passionate commitment to preserving the precious natural outdoor cathedral God has given us and its priceless swimming inhabitants.


Why is this important?


May I respectfully suggest that it is our duty to be moral stewards of nature’s gifts. In addition, sustaining the sporting life enjoyed by so many of us anglers is crucial as it generates commerce that economically sustains so many who serve the recreational fishing industry.


So, I hope you will kindly consider buying many, many copies of this book! They make wonderful gifts, and remember, I’m not making a cent from such sales. Instead, this book is my gift to the angling world and to the always-needy budget of Bonefish & Tarpon Trust.


Respectfully,


Frank Foster







One
The Bonefish and the Martini




I’m a sick man.


Want proof? Well, I get about fifty days a year of guided fly fishing, go to the Bahamas four or five times a year chasing bonefish, and I’ve fly-fished in seventeen different countries. Instead of relying on an inheritance, my kids are going to have to get jobs! (Actually, they have wonderful careers and are a blessing in my life—but I think they’re watching me pretty closely.)


I have other afflictions, one of which is a shortage of patience. I’m one of those guys who prays: “God, please give me patience…right now!”


My patience deficit surfaces when I pick up a new book because I have little appetite for prologues, prefaces, preambles, preludes, forewords, introductions, acknowledgments, and anything else that prevents me from getting immediately into the story or text.


But, despite those protestations, dear reader, I feel obliged to briefly acquaint you with what you may expect from this book. If you yearn for a provocative guidebook to saltwater flats fly-fishing opportunities around the globe, this book should resonate and inform. If learning about those opportunities via fast-paced stories and humor from a regular guy who’s totally ga-ga about saltwater fly fishing (and fresh, actually) is in your strike zone, you may be stimulated and edified. Moreover, if you hunger for transcendent retreats into the vastness of God’s pristine earthly creations and are drawn to vignettes of quirky, interesting, lovable people (along with some famous ones), you and this book may get along just fine. I will give you a peek over the transom into the souls of anglers revealing that they are competitive yet serene, fearful yet optimistic, and inculcated with an attitude of gratitude for simply being there. For many of them, any accounting of results becomes irrelevant measured against experiencing the high privilege of interacting with our world’s glorious nature and its fascinating wild creatures.


In short, I have attempted through my hopefully entertaining experiences to present you with a worldwide guidebook to fly-fishing the saltwater flats that can either direct you to opportunities for your own travel or allow you to experience them through my stories and facts while receiving some possibly valuable instruction along the way.


To begin, it may be useful to tell you about how the saltwater flats-fishing industry began in earnest. That will require a quick history:


Back in 1958, a fellow named Gil Drake, along with the late A.J. McClane, long-time fishing editor of Field & Stream magazine, founded something called Deep Water Cay Club at the extreme east end of Grand Bahama Island. It was the granddaddy of Bahamian bonefish lodges. That’s bonefish as in abula vulpes, the prized gamefish doggedly pursued by tiger-eyed fly-fishing anglers and often referred to as “the grey ghost of the flats.”


I never met Gil Drake but I knew both his sons. Gil Drake Jr. became a renowned fishing guide in the Florida Keys and Everglades, and I fished with him. Gil Jr.’s brother Tommy Drake and I were elementary school classmates at Palm Beach Public School a very long time ago. I never understood why Tommy went to public school with me while Gil Jr., along with his classmate and now-famous sporting author Guy de la Valdene, attended the veddy, veddy fancy Graham-Eckes private school just down County Line Road from where Tommy and I went.


Back then I not only had never heard of a fly rod but had never even fished. My otherwise wonderful dad’s idea of the outdoors was going out to get the paper in the morning. It took a thoughtful Sunday school teacher taking me fishing one day to plant a seed that later turned into an addiction.


He and I piled into a craft that was little more than an aluminum johnboat pushed along by something like a ten-horse Evinrude kicker he retrieved from the trunk of his car. We started by plowing right into the teeth of the often-nasty Palm Beach Inlet (my mother would have fallen out had she known this, but fortunately, a light breeze produced only gentle swells) looking for snook against a dock and the jetties. Drawing a blank there, we headed west toward Peanut Island and then north of the inlet where Singer Island was just being developed. It was winter, and my savvy teacher somehow knew that small grouper and not-so-small mangrove snapper had taken up temporary residence in some newly constructed canals. With spinning rods and live shrimp, we loaded that little boat with almost enough fish to submerge it, and I insisted on taking my catch home to clean myself. It was a huge mistake, but young boys often act like, well, young boys. I spent many hours ruining my mother’s kitchen with fish scales and guts everywhere, all of which yielded barely enough filet meat to fit in a sardine can.


That experience stirred something in me. It’s kept a rod in my hands all these years and ultimately obliged me to write this book. My aim with these accounts is not only to share my experiences and provide a roadmap for my fellow anglers but also attempt to divine what’s really going on here: What is it that compels otherwise sane men and women to spend unspeakable amounts of money on equipment and travel? What is it that makes brothers and sisters of the angle sometimes risk their lives by flirting with dangerous weather, wildlife, and skin cancer? What is it that gets anglers back out on the water the next day after scoring abysmal results (maybe even getting skunked) the preceding day?


Soon after I had caught my first bonefish on a spinning rod at Chub Cay in the Bahamas’ Berry Islands, my wife and I heard about Deep Water Cay Club and made a number of trips. Reservations were made through an office in West Palm Beach run by the delightful Deanna Fairbanks, whose son Cole is currently an expert Boca Grande tarpon and snook guide. I’ve tarpon fished with Cole several times. An accomplished tier, Cole invented a unique black-and-gold fly for me that bonefish slurped up with impunity. He suggested I name it, and since I thought it looked like a polecat, that’s what it became.


In addition to being the granddaddy of Bahamian bonefish lodges, Deep Water Cay Club was also the Cadillac of such venues. The accommodations were plush, the Bahamian fare in the dining room was first cabin, and the guests were pampered. All of which is why their display ads in the fishing magazines bore what I always thought a unique, catchy headline: “The Bonefish and the Martini.”


I should stress that this is not a book about Deep Water Cay Club. Instead, it’s a book about all the Deep Water Cay Clubs, along with independent guides and their fisheries, lodges and their proprietors, motherships, interesting people—at home and abroad—and the stories they helped to create. In addition, you’ll find ensuing chapters dripping with facts about the destinations I discuss and instruction that I hope will help you expand your angling horizons and open new opportunities for memorable fly-fishing experiences on the saltwater flats.










Two
Star Struck




I have so many friends who are immersed in participation sports like golf, tennis, pickleball, and even croquet. But when I mention fly fishing, their eyes glaze over, and they politely say something like, “Oh, yeah, I’ve done a little fishing. But you’re going to fly somewhere on an airplane to do it?”


I know their thoughts: They are dumbfounded at the time and money I spend to fly long distances to do what they figure is plopping down on my derriere while trying to squeeze the marrow out of some kind of “pole” as I stare for hours at a bobber praying it will suddenly disappear below the water’s surface. I can almost hear my buddies asking each other, “How does he get a smelly stringer of fish home on the airplane?”


These dear friends of mine are blissfully unaware of only casting when a fish is sighted, of catch-and-release methodology, and how complex and technical is my sport. They have no conception of the athleticism, hand-eye coordination, keen vision, and stamina required of fly-fishing anglers. “Stamina?” they would ask. They have no knowledge of long wades of the flats, a multi-hour tussle with a 150-pound tarpon, or full days of using the walk-and-wade method to fly fish a river or a stream.


As for athleticism and hand-eye coordination, picking up a fly rod for the first time and trying to make a cast of eighty feet to a moving target like a bonefish would be a humbling jaw-dropper for my friends.


Now, it’s possible many of you share my addiction to fly fishing. Exploring the root cause of this addiction requires an investigation that may be helped by drawing contrasts with some other sports.


For example, I play golf and I used to play handball and tennis. Pickleball may be in my future but more likely not. So, let’s use golf. It’s a sport that cannot happen unless a golf course architect evaluates a piece of property—acreage that is likely pristine and magnificent or it would not be considered for a new course. With the aid of an armful of topographical maps, the architect invites into his brain a vision of how to utterly massacre a slice of God’s immaculate creation. Then comes moving thousands of cubic yards of earth, possibly dynamiting natural rock formations, and creating something that, while highly pleasing to the golfer’s eye, puts a serious strain on the water table to keep it lush and green.


Now, I’m certainly not criticizing the game of golf. It would be hypocritical since I enjoy playing it myself and it’s a marvelous, genteel sport for gentlemen and ladies with important history. Moreover, building and maintaining golf courses along with tournaments and equipment sales provides livelihood and pleasure for a great many folks—all good. But for my purposes here, golf provides contrast and perspective to help explain a sport that thrills me to my core—fly fishing. To that point, if I were on a small plane experiencing a mayday with both my golf clubs and my fly rods aboard and something had to go over the side…yep, the clubs.


The reason for this is simple. Both sports require hand-eye coordination, athleticism, and practice. Both require lots of expensive equipment. Both are very technical. But fly fishing offers expanded dimensions in two profound ways.


First, golf is static rather than interactive and man-made rather than in concert with nature. A player stands over his golf ball, which is inert, and with skill and luck, he or she strikes that ball effectively. But fly-fishing vodka-clear flats means interacting visually with the fly caster’s moving target. And that target is not man-made but a feral creature of God’s creation. An angler who engages with that creature in a game of deception can experience his or her blood being stirred beyond measure.


Let’s use bonefish as an example to help those who have never held a fly rod while hunting on the flats. Here’s how it works.


An angler standing on the bow of a flats skiff with perhaps sixty to eighty feet of fly line stripped out and onto the deck is poled by his guide across a flat where the water clarity is “read-a-newspaper-on-the-bottom” clear and the depth as little as a foot. Bonefish are always moving as they grub on the bottom looking for their lunch. Once a fish is spotted, an angler must have the athleticism of a football quarterback in calibrating the factors of wind and the speed of the target so that the cast will properly “lead” the moving fish. That assumes the angler’s “casting thoughts” (like swing thoughts in golf) allow executing the cast with the required length and accuracy.


With fly fishing, no bulldozers are required to prepare a place to do it. Instead, its business is conducted in nature’s outdoor cathedral that existed long before the first fly rod was designed.


And what a cathedral it is that God gave us. Every trip to the flats is an all-day free pass to the world’s most stupefyingly fascinating aquarium. Bonefish, barracuda, permit, sharks, needlefish, snapper, shad, boxfish, ocean tolly, stingray, crabs, spotted leopard ray, and three species of turtle are just some of the intriguing wild critters that provide a visual smorgasbord whether from the bow of a flats skiff or while wading the diaphanous, skinny water of the saltwater flats.


That’s not to mention the birds. Ospreys, heron, frigates, egrets, the exquisite flamingo, and its almost-lookalike, the roseate spoonbill. Shorebirds abound as well, including plovers, avocets, and turnstones.


The saltwater flats experience is voyeuristic. Species we see are preoccupied with their own agendas and have two goals:




	The first is to get food.


	The second is to avoid becoming food.





So, the self-absorption of wild creatures like bonefish makes them very approachable so long as the angler employs stealth. There is something unthinkably scintillating about presenting fake food—a fly—to a wild critter who does not realize you are close enough to observe the details of its movements. If your casting and stripping of the fly are properly executed and you correctly strike the fish when it takes, the exhilaration of the hookup and the ensuing wail of a smoking fly reel is rocket fuel for the addiction I have described. It means you’ve come tight with a sight-fished trophy and all is right with the world.


But guess what? All is right with the world anyway. No matter if you botch the cast, step on your fly line, your fly gets refused, or…well, even if you get skunked, it is a blessed privilege to just be there trying. Because it’s largely about the “there.” Yes, almost every venue for fly fishing is a montage of God’s creation that is resplendent, complex, peaceful (or violent), and generous with its visual gifts. On the flats, the eye is presented with an ocular buffet of flora, fauna, birdlife, and swimming wild creatures that leave even a fishless angler eternally grateful for the privilege of looking, without touching. Of being at peace, without pursuing.


My favorite of these visual gifts may be one I am privileged to experience when either poling or wading bonefish flats that are near the ocean.


I am hopelessly in love with starfish.


In fact, sometimes I miss casting to a bevy of bones because I’m distracted by a lovely, reddish-orange starfish lying motionless on the bottom of the flat. While they are still when we see them, they do “walk” along the bottom using their tube feet. Starfish are not really fish—scientists call them sea stars, and not all of them have five legs. But all starfish I’ve seen have had five legs and were compellingly beautiful.


I remember wading Moore’s Island in the Bahamas once with my best angling buddy (my sweet wife, Patti) and seeing one gorgeous starfish after another.


“I want starfish at my funeral,” I said.


She gave me one of her loving glances that always dissolves me.


“I’ll see that you have them,” she said.










Three
Humble Servant Bonefishing—Est. 1986




It was the middle of June in 1986 when my wife’s cousin, Doug, and I—he was also one of my best friends and fishing buddies—drove down to Miami and spent the night. The next morning, we boarded his secondhand forty-foot sportfish boat that was built many years earlier by a company called Pacemaker. To this day, it is the only such craft I’ve seen bearing that brand.


Off we went in an easterly direction headed for Bimini, the Bahamian island closest to the Florida mainland that was made famous by Ernest Hemingway’s Islands in the Stream. We had the good fortune, despite our vintage, off-brand craft, to safely cross the often-nasty Gulf Stream. We were accompanied by my friend’s partner in the boat, a commercial mortgage broker from Miami who, originally from Ohio, had worked his way through the University of Miami by collecting wages and mammoth tips as a mate on also mammoth sportfish boats. This guy was a walking encyclopedia of bluewater fishing.


Our attempts to emulate the great angler Hemingway drew a blank. Endless trolling while deeply inhaling diesel fumes (don’t worry, this is the last you’ll hear of billfishing in this book, as this trip was my bluewater swan song) produced nothing but a few twenty-five pound barracudas when we trolled a little too close to the reefs.


My friend’s boat partner had a bit of the devil in him. When we were in the fighting chairs and dozing from the combination of beer and the aforementioned diesel fumes, he would deliberately veer toward a reef, causing a ’cuda to knock down an outrigger and jolt us out of our slumber to an apparent marlin bite that was only another barracuda. We would rail at him for this display of treachery only to have it recur when we next dozed off.


Not having raised a billfish at Bimini, we continued east to the Berry Islands and a wonderful place called Chub Cay. If you don’t know Chub, its flats and yacht basin are adjacent to The Pocket, a name for the extreme northwestern corner of something called The Tongue of the Ocean. In a matter of a few hundred yards, the water depth goes from flats depth at Chub to the Tongue’s 6,600 feet! Look at a chart or a map and you’ll see what I mean. This phenomenon has a good bit to do with the very large size of Chub Cay bonefish as, often, the closer to the ocean the flat, the larger the bonefish.


Not surprisingly, Chub Cay is a very hot billfish destination with regular tournaments. At the time we went, Chub had its own private fishing club, but we docked on the transient side of the marina and dined in a separate non-member restaurant for the riffraff like us.


Although this book is about flats fishing, I must insert here that we did raise a 190-pound marlin from The Pocket on a trolled artificial bait. And like the mindless fools we were back then, we brought the fish in, hoisted it up on the Club’s scale, and weighed it, thereby slaughtering a beautiful animal.


I had never even seen a fly rod, much less held one, but had read about bonefishing in the sporting magazines. My interest piqued, we asked if there were any bonefish around Chub Cay and if there were any guides. I never dreamed that, in the years to come, I would make an almost countless number of trips to Chub with my fly rods to experience their marvelous flats that may hold the largest bonefish in the Bahamas.


Yes, we were told, there is a bonefish guide available. My friend and I booked a half-day trip with David Lightbourne, and I still fish with him and his nephew, Ramon (Razor) Adderley, to this day. David didn’t have much of a skiff back then, but it sufficed. His push pole was hand-carved from a red pine tree, and in the absence of anything even approaching a poling platform, he poled while standing on the stern of his boat. Having no bonefish tackle, we used David’s spinning rods which were similar in age and condition to the Pacemaker boat we used to traverse the mighty Gulf Stream.


I don’t remember if our bait was shrimp (difficult to obtain in the Bahamas back then) or a piece of conch David had mutilated with his bicuspids before penetrating it with a hook. We began at the superb flat right off the Chub Cay airport. We were about fifty yards offshore as David poled us toward the west with a falling tide. It was a sunny, mid-June day under a few cottony clouds with little if any wind. It was my first exposure to the horizontal temples of God’s creation—the saltwater flats that, for my money, have it all over fancy aquariums in metro areas. The skinny-water, vodka-clear flat we poled provided a personal running video of marine life that was novel and mesmerizing if all one did was clutch one’s rod and watch.


“Here they come,” said David.


I was on the bow first. “Here what comes?”


“Point your rod at ten o’clock. You don’t see that?”


I peered at the water and saw what he was talking about—my first look at bonefish. It was a squadron of eight formidable black shapes in tight formation. They slid languidly across the luminescent white sand bottom mimicking mini torpedoes tracking their target. In a moment, I realized the target was us!


“Cast it out there in front of them,” David said.


Some readers of this book may have never experienced hanging on to a fishing rod curved to the breaking point in strained agony, helpless in submission to the initial hundred-yard run of a seven-pound bonefish accompanied by the sound of the drag on a fishing reel wailing in plaintive protest until the creature causing the commotion decides to take a breather from streaking in the opposite direction. It occurred to me that the exhilaration delivered by this interaction with a wild critter must be similar to what turns drug users into incorrigible addicts. I became hooked that day, causing me to spend a good portion of my life trying to capture that feeling as often as possible.


In the years to follow, having moved to fly rod, I began to go to the Bahamas four to five times a year—Grand Bahama, Abaco, the Berry Islands, Andros, Bimini, Sale Cay, Carters Cays, and Grand Cay. Not to be mired in a Bahamas rut, I’ve also hustled after bonefish (along with tarpon and permit) in Mexico, Cuba, the Seychelle Islands, Turks and Caicos Islands, and the Florida Keys.


Perhaps 40 percent of my trips have included my best fishing buddy I mentioned, who is also my roommate. That would be my adorable wife Patti, who never practices her casting, does not know a 5-weight from a 12-weight rod, or otherwise possesses any interest in the technical aspects of fly fishing. But she nevertheless throws a beautiful tight loop, makes precise, delicate presentations, and catches the hell out of all the species, including very large tarpon. The only thing that has eluded her is the fussy permit, but she’s working on that.


The rest of my trips have been with many fellow gentlemen anglers whose friendships I treasure. I’m always the organizer and manager of our trips, handling everything from booking lodges and guides, transportation to and from, gear lists, and everything else. Before each trip, I email a trip memo that I always sign this way: Your Humble Servant—Bonefish Frank.


So now you know what’s behind: Humble Servant Bonefishing—established 1986. Naturally, I had some interesting tee shirts made. Interesting because of what else is printed on them. But I’ll save that for another chapter.










Four
You Ought to Try…




After the life-changing experience at Chub Cay tussling with my first bonefish, it was several years before I made the transition to fly fishing. Buying my first fly rod was easy, but figuring out how to cast it was unspeakably difficult. Initially, I could throw a piece of cooked spaghetti further than my fly line. But, after lessons, practice, watching videos, reading books, getting coached by guides, plus a lot of fishing over the years, I finally got to where, on a good day, I could cast eighty feet into a fresh breeze and turn the leader over. Now, that’s nothing to brag about when compared to some folks I’ve fished with (such as my buddy Dave Perkins, an owner of Orvis), but it has been enough to keep me constantly heading to the airport with my fly rods, brimming with the excitement of a child.


So, in the period soon after that first Chub Cay bonefish and transitioning to fly rods, Patti and I still went bonefishing with spinning rods. And guess where one of those trips was? Yep, Deep Water Cay Club. We made our reservations with Deanna Fairbanks and packed our own spinning rods for the trip.




Spin or Fly?


Those of you contemplating the pursuit and capture of your first bonefish on the flats may be wondering…spinning or fly rod? Well, a spinning rod is much easier to cast. And if you’re fishing with some kind of meat on a bare hook—shrimp or conch—you stand a better chance of a hookup. Why? Because bonefish have a keen sense of smell and, even if your cast is WAY off target, they can pick up the scent of the meat, come to it, and—voila!—you’re hooked up.


So, you say, if that’s the case, why fool around with that frustrating fly rod?


Perhaps the main reason is that the additional challenge of fly fishing carries its own attraction along with a greatly enhanced level of satisfaction when successful. Trust me, after you’ve learned at least some of the intricacies of flycasting, casting a spinning rod becomes as blah as blah can get. This is partly because casting a fly rod involves both hands—much more interesting. And if you’re a righty, your left hand becomes very involved not only with casting and hauling but also catching. Because, until you have your hooked fish “on the reel,” your left hand serves as the drag system for your fly reel.


Another reason for learning to cast a fly rod is the unfair advantage it gives you over using a spinning rod. Bonefish are always on the move. In fact, when fly rods first began to be used to pursue cruising, always-moving bonefish, some folks would say using one was “cheating.” Here’s why they said that: Often, what is shaping up as a perfect cast with either a spinning or a fly rod falls to the water far from its target because the fish you were aiming for made a U-turn while your cast was already airborne. Arrgh! When this happens with a spinning rod you must furiously reel all the line back in to recast, which may be too late. Remember?—Bonefish are always moving. With a fly rod, on the other hand, the angler can, with a vigorous haul, pick the entire fly line off the water and, in one cast, place it back in the path of the bonefish before the target has swum out of range.


On top of all that, folks, compared to a lump of meat threaded onto a hook, expertly tied bonefish flies sure are prettier! All of this may explain why it’s very rare these days to see someone do as I did on that early trip to Deep Water Cay Club and show up at the lodge with spinning rods.





The first morning of this early-in-our-“career” trip to Deep Water Cay Club with our spinning rods is a clear memory. As is customary with most bonefish lodges, the guests walk from the lodge to the dock to meet their guide and his skiff for the day’s fishing. Anglers tote their rods and other gear while the guide or staff handles a cooler with the day’s lunch and beverages.


So, here came Patti and me to the dock with our spinning rods and the first fellow guest we saw was a chap carrying several fly rods who was attired as though he had just exited an Orvis store and bought everything in it.


Our eyes met.


He began to look us up and down.


His gaze stopped on our spinning rods.


Now, understand that this guy was a perfect stranger. We had not met at dinner the night before; he must have been a late arrival.


Grasping his fly rods, he glared derisively at our spinning rods before sharing this little gem:




“You ought to try going out there with a fishing rod sometime.”





Thankfully, he turned away before I had a chance to say something I would later regret.


But at that moment, I vowed this to myself: If I ever did take up fly fishing, I would never, ever become a fly-rod snob like this guy.


Well, you know what happened. I became one!










Five
Fore in the Channel, Please!




Once I started chasing bonefish with a fly rod, I began traveling to various Bahamas locations and elsewhere to the tune or four to five times a year, either with Patti or my gentlemen angler friends.


One spring, Patti and I realized we had not been to Deep Water Cay Club in quite a while. The Club had another in its string of owners then, which meant booking with them and not that sweet lady, Deanna Fairbanks.


As with most bonefish lodges, all the guests dine together at a communal table each evening. At Deep Water Cay Club, though, it’s at multiple communal tables. That’s because they had among the largest capacities of any bonefish lodge I know of; I believe at that time they could accommodate twenty-four rods (guests).


There were multiple tables for eight. The first few nights, Patti and I ended up with professional golfer Fred Funk and his buddies from Jacksonville where he lived. This was shortly before he won the Players Championship. It so happened we were acquainted with Fred’s mother-in-law and that jump-started our dinner conversation.


Fred Funk was an absolute riot. He was beyond congenial in that he had a bit of a boyish silly streak we shared and appreciated. Example: When we asked where he went to college, he replied with a broad grin, “Why, Funk U., of course!” This exuberance continued on the dock after our dinners where he would conduct a nightly raucous shark-fishing contest. We thoroughly enjoyed his company and were sorry to learn he was only in camp for half our planned stay.


We were amazed by what happened next. When we returned from fishing the next afternoon, we were told that another pro golfer, Davis Love III, had just arrived. He was accompanied by then PGA Tour Commissioner Tim Finchem, on-course NBC-TV commentator Mark Rolfing (“What’s he got, Rolfie?”), and another gentleman.


Well, with all due respect to our new best friend Fred Funk, we felt Davis Love was more of a celebrity and, particularly accompanied by his heavy-hitter companions, would prefer his privacy. Accordingly, during cocktail hour, Patti and I shrank away to a small corner of the patio overlooking the ocean and kept to ourselves as we assumed the staff would seat us at one of the other dining tables, certainly not Davis Love’s.


So, Patti with her rum drink and I with my bottle of Bahamian Kalik beer were minding our own business when none other than Davis Love came bounding up to us, hand extended.


“Hi, I’m Davis Love,” he said.


“Frank and Patti,” we said, each of us taking his hand. (Those of you who frequent lodges know that last names become futile with a large number of guests).


“Why don’t y’all sit at our table?” he asked.


We looked at each other for about two beats and nodded.


“Sure,” I said.


Well, we ended up dining with Davis Love, Tim Finchem, Mark Rolfing, and that other guy (Mark told me he was one of those people who sponsored young players financially on the PGA Tour) for the next three nights. Our time with them was convivial and pleasing. It turned out Davis and I had a mutual friend in Lakeland who shared a bow-hunting interest with him.


But, as they say on the TV commercials, wait, there’s more.


Deep Water Cay Club was what I call a “bonefish factory.” By that, I mean it was a large operation that was run as a tight ship and afforded its anglers little or no flexibility in fishing hours, mainly because the guides were ferried from the cay across the channel to McClean’s Town each day at a certain time.




Reel ’em Up!


Fishing hours can be a touchy subject at some lodges. It can be an issue for an angler because of how daunting traveling can be to the fishing. Even if you fly private, it’s demanding, but dealing with TSA, connections, customs each way, and just making sure your reservations are in order can drain the stamina of an enthusiastic angler. And remembering all your gear is nerve-wracking because if you don’t bring what you need to some places in the world, you’ll rarely find it there.


So, enthusiastic anglers like me can get very frustrated with lodges that have rigid, inflexible fishing hours. Here is an example of what can happen in those cases: You and your guide are, say, bonefishing on the west side of Andros (an hour’s boat ride from the lodge) near the big-bonefish flat called The Land of the Giants at three o’clock with beautiful weather and surrounded by…well, giants. You’re about to cast to a “hog,” and your guide says, “Reel it up. Gotta be back at the dock no later than four.”


“Aargh!!” you say to yourself.


To be clear, there are some anglers who are perfectly fine with this and, by mid-afternoon, have had enough fishing anyway. They’re already starting to taste that ice-cold Kalik accompanied by freshly fried conch fritters.


But almost all my angler friends feel as I do, namely, that it’s a long way and a lot of trouble to travel to a place with a beautiful flat loaded with fish only to have to leave it in the middle of the afternoon to sit at the lodge and drink wine. After all, we can have a drink anytime we want to at home. Moreover, I live on a spring-fed freshwater lake in Central Florida, and I can tell you I have yet to see a tailing bonefish there!


So, here’s a suggestion.


First, when you arrive at your lodge, talk to the manager or head guide about this. If fishing hours are flexible that’s great. But if they are rigid, you might consider broaching the subject and making arrangements to fish later than the normal hours if the situation so dictates. This may cost you a little extra money but can be well worth it. Explain that the flexibility you seek can work both ways. In other words, if at two or three o’clock you and your guide are poling endlessly under a thick cloud cover and seeing nothing, volunteer that you’d be perfectly willing to wrap it up early.


Now, this is facetious, but I have always said that the ideal bonefish guide, at lunch time, has his push pole in one hand and his lunch sandwich in the other—and keeps fishing!


But here’s one only a little more serious: Particularly as the day gets short, never, ever look at your watch or mention to either the guide or your angling partner the time of day!





Because of the inflexible and, to me, rather short fishing hours at Deep Water Cay Club, the next afternoon around four, following our return from the flats, I found myself wade-fishing with Davis Love on the ocean side of the cay. This resulted in a less-productive outing than if either of us had been alone. Why? We were both too polite. Better put, we were each obsessed with fairness.


Along would come a bonefish, and he’d say, “You take it.”


I’d say, “No, you take it.”


“I insist.”


“No, I insist.”


And so it went until one of us finally decided to make a cast. I seem to recall that we each caught a decent bonefish before it was time to shower and grab a Kalik.


But there is still more. Following the next day’s fishing, Davis and I shared a casting lesson with a now-legendary guide who was then still working for Deep Water Cay Club. His name is Omeko Glinton—everybody calls him “Meko”—and he developed the renowned “Meko Special” bonefish fly that is used all over the world. Meko, born just across the channel from Deep Water Cay in McClean’s Town, comes from fine stock as he is the grandson of the patriarch of all Bahamian bonefish guides, David Pinder Sr. Meko subsequently left Deep Water Cay Club and became the head guide at nearby North Riding Point Club before leaving there to open his own lodge that he now successfully operates. By the way, if you want to learn more about the history of Deep Water Cay Club, the Pinder family, and Gil Drake, there are some excellent books by acclaimed authors Guy de la Valdène and Chris Dombrowski that I highly recommend. Go online, and you’ll see.


It should be noted here that, not surprisingly, Davis Love III could cast circles around yours truly. In fact, why he thought he needed a casting lesson from Meko was beyond me. But I sure needed one. I still remember the main tip Meko gave me—to keep my rod-handle thumb 180 degrees from my target. It made it easier to pull off the “power snap” with one’s thumb that the legendary Joan Wulff describes in her casting videos. It was a big help.


When the lesson was over, Davis asked Meko to demonstrate his own casting. Like so many Bahamian bonefish guides, Meko can cast the entire fly line and a good portion of backing with either hand. Every time I see this done—something I only dream of being able to do—I try to decide if I should be inspired or humiliated. I confess it’s often the latter.


Well, not only did I believe “DL3” did not need a casting lesson, in typical “giver, not a taker” fashion for him, he did something for Meko that Meko was counting on.


He gave him a golf lesson.


Turns out Meko was trying to learn the game. His enormous bag of shag balls and a few clubs looked like they were willed to him by somebody of Walter Hagen’s era and then left outdoors ever since.


The golf lesson ensued, after which Meko, likely recalling the request to show off his casting, said to Davis, “How about showing us how you do it?”


Davis paused a beat or two trying to sort out the request. He then walked out on the main dock of Deep Water Cay Club with the shag balls and Meko’s far-less-than-state-of-the-art driver. Meko had some tees, and Davis was able to ratchet one into the dock between the planks and tee up a few of the shag balls.


With no practice swings, DL3 began to send shag balls into a 300-yard orbit out into the channel separating Deep Water Cay from McClean’s Town, causing me to gently say, with a grin, “Fore in the channel, please!”


Kind and considerate, Davis Love is the quintessential gentleman. We corresponded for a while after our time at Deep Water Cay Club. He wanted me to come to Sea Island and play Ocean Forest Golf Club with him, but we never could work out a time. I saw him recently on the practice tee at Fredrica Golf Club in Sea Island where my scratch golfer son and I were playing as the guest of a friend. We had a nice reunion. Sadly, he told me he rarely picks up a fly rod anymore.


As we visit other saltwater flats-fishing destinations in the chapters that follow, I will provide a hearty menu of facts to assist you in either deciding to visit or help you if you go. I wish it were possible to do the same for Deep Water Cay Club but, sadly, as I write this, it is closed indefinitely.


In 2019, the cay became ground zero for the horrors of Hurricane Dorian’s 185-mile-per-hour winds. The lodge complex was mostly obliterated along with the private homes that had been built by then. So, it’s unclear when, if ever, the Club’s famous guests will return. Davis Love, Fred Funk, and Mark Rolfing weren’t the only ones. Over the years, the Club has been a favorite of the likes of Ted Williams, Curt Gowdy, Lefty Kreh, Michael Keaton, Tom Brokaw, Liam Neeson, Huey Lewis, and others.


Deep Water Cay Club had a succession of owners that succeeded the founder, Gil Drake. I don’t know them all, but a group of partners from Memphis led by a wealthy chap named Mason Hawkins had it for a long time. Then it was an ownership group from coastal Georgia that decided to change the character of the place by developing the real estate on the cay, thus the very nice private homes.


For quite a while, the owner has been Texas lawyer, rancher, and conservationist Paul Valdiek, who, after assuming ownership of Deep Water Cay Club, invested $44 million between the Club facilities on the cay and an elaborate marina at McClean’s Town right across the channel from Deep Water Cay. While I have no verification, it seems to be common knowledge that Valdeik’s financial partner was a lady from Europe who is purported to be the Bayer Aspirin heiress. Again, without verification, I was told by a former manager of Deep Water Cay that the heiress has bought each and every one of the homeowners out of their property on an as-is basis at prices that exceeded their original investment. Sounds somewhat preposterous, but my source is a credible one.


I have further understood from various sources that the cay is for sale but at a very high price that has attracted little interest thus far.


Deep Water Cay Club was unique. It offered a plenitude of posh and was, to my knowledge, the only private island-based Bahamian bonefish lodge with its own landing strip (it accepted private jets) and Bahamian Customs office. The guides were legendary, the Hells Bay skiffs top-notch, and the staff superb. I miss it. Maybe someday it will pull a “phoenix” on the angling community. Let’s hope so.










Six
Libations with a Legend




Assume for the moment that you are as passionate about golf as I am about fly fishing and you are told that you can sit for a beer and a chat with the world’s very first champion golfer.


You’d need a time machine to whisk you back to 1860 because you’d be sitting down with Willie Park Sr., who, on October 17 of that year, bested Old Tom Morris for the very first Open Championship at Prestwick Golf Club in Scotland.


Since fly fishing for bonefish hasn’t been around as long as golf, I needed no time machine for recently sharing a Kalik (he had a Sands) with the fly-fishing equivalent of Willie Park Sr.


The gentleman I interviewed is a Senior, as well. He’s Grand Bahama’s David Pinder Sr., the patriarch of all Bahamian bonefish guides, the grand master, the icon, the living legend.


David Senior, as he is called, is ninety-two now and not as physically robust as he once was. But upstairs? He’s still got it, as evidenced by the lucid memories that rolled off his tongue, delivered with the pleasing musicality of his delightful Bahamian patois.


I sat across from the legend in the living area of the Freeport condo my angling partners and I used while fishing with David Sr.’s grandson, the rock star bonefish guide, Meko Glinton. It had been decades since I fished with David Senior at Deep Water Cay Club. But smooth, charismatic old fox that he still is, he professed to remember me. Instead of traditional khakis from his guiding days, he was clad in some kind of plaid sport shirt, buttoned at the neck, and although indoors, perhaps having something to do with his cataracts, wore large sunglasses that made him bear an eerie resemblance to the late Ray Charles. Topping everything off was a cap bearing the Bonefish & Tarpon Trust logo.


David Senior spoke in soft, measured tones underscoring his obviously thoughtful, considered answers and would occasionally display his teeth, a little yellow these days, and the trademark, unmistakable wide gap between his incisors.


Here is my interview with the legend.


So, you grew up in McClean’s Town?


“Yessir. It’s about as far east as you can get on Grand Bahama. We lived in a two-room house. There was twelve of us brothers and sisters sleeping mainly on the floor. Daddy, who was born in Eleuthera, was a sponger before he became a pastor.”


Did you fish as a boy?


“Everybody did. The water was our second home. When I started guiding, I didn’t have to go and learn the water. I already knew where all the flats was, where the brown water was, what the tides was doing, and where the fish was. Because fishing was our living. We fished to eat. We sold what we caught and ate it too.”


I’ll bet you fished with a Cuban yo-yo.


(He smiles) “You mean a hand line? Oh, yeah. Everybody done that. And I still do. You can cast a lot further with it than most people think.”


You’re still fishing on your own at ninety-two?
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