








FISH & DIVE

THE

CARIBBEAN

Vol. 1

A Candid Destination Guide
to the Bahamas, Bermuda, Jamaica, British Virgin
Islands, Cancun, Cozumel, Cayman Islands,
U.S. Virgin Islands and others

by

Larry Larsen and M. Timothy O’Keefe

[image: image]


Copyright (c) 1991 by Larry Larsen and M. Timothy O’Keefe

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

Please note that factual contact information, persons, addresses and telephone numbers listed in this book are subject to change.

ISBN 0-936513-17-9

Library of Congress 91-76441

[image: image]

Published by:

LARSEN’S OUTDOOR PUBLISHING
2640 Elizabeth Place
Lakeland, FL 33813

Senior Editor: Lilliam Morse Larsen

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I owe a tremendous debt of gratitude to ‘Uncle’ Don Stewart who restored the fun in diving when I started to burn out. Also to Ed Montague of Aqua-Field Publications and Marcella Martinez representing the Caribbean Tourism Organization, both for helping me to realize some of my dream trips. A special thanks is due to Mary Fazulak and American Airlines, who graciously provided transportation for most of my island trips and served as my lifeline to the Caribbean.

Special thanks are also due Marla Weech of Orlando, FL; Charlanne Fields of Wilson, NY, Winston-Salem, NC, and other points south; and Lisa Gibbons of Gallows Bay, St. Croix, for their invaluable assistance as underwater models and whose beauty you see gracing these pages.

M. Timothy O’Keefe

I wish to thank those charter captains and guides around the Caribbean who spent time showing me the best of their waters. I owe a special debt of gratitude to Captain Billy Black of Walker’s Cay and Captain James Roberts, formerly of the “Renegade” for their friendship and guidance in offshore fishing. I also very much appreciate the hospitality of Tom O’Connell of Dallas, TX, for many years the captain of the best offshore fishing team in the Atlantic and Caribbean, the “Texas Terrors.”

Special thanks also go to Cayman Airways, Walker’s International and Air Jamaica for their support, and to my wife, Lilliam, for her photography support and modeling expertise on many of my trips throughout the Caribbean.

Larry Larsen



PREFACE

Putting divers and anglers together in the same guidebook may seem a little like mixing oil and vinegar. You might be able to get the two together for a short time, but each will soon return to its own level: one above the water line, the other below it.

Traditionally, anglers and divers haven’t had much to do with each other. Divers figured the anglers would catch the reef fish they had traveled so far to see, while the fishermen regarded divers as nuisances cluttering up their favorite fishing holes.

But that’s changing as more divers are now starting to devote time to catching fish instead of just watching them. As for fishermen, most of them have been snorkelers all along and many have become certified divers.

Even hard-core divers are finding they have more in common with line fishermen than they realized, that stalking fish on top of the water can be as much fun as finding them below. This new activity to fill time between dives is particularly appealing to veteran divers who’ve been looking for something in addition to--not in place of--their diving while on vacation. If you use up all your bottom time on deep morning dives, fishing is the perfect way to spend the rest of the day.

The most environmentally-conscious diver should have no problem with this blending. Neither trolling offshore for big game fish like marlin and sailfish, nor poling over barren sand flats for bonefish, disturbs the reef life divers travel so far to see. Furthermore, catch-and-release is the dominant philosophy in Caribbean fishing these days. Some species, such as bonefish and permit, have never been kept anyway because they’re considered inedible.

Furthermore, divers and anglers are the ones who are most likely to band together to conserve the marine resources in the islands.

For anyone who loves the water, we can think of no better places to spend a vacation than a fishing and diving trip to the Caribbean. You always have plenty to do, whether on or below the surface.
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INTRODUCTION

PRE-PLANNING FOR HASSLE-FREE CARIBBEAN TRAVEL

Sooner or later every saltwater angler and diver begins casting glances toward the far off horizons of the Caribbean. Thoughts of swaying palm trees and fish-filled crystal clear waters become almost obsessive.

The same question keeps recurring: “If other people can do it, why not me?”

Exactly. Why not you?

Traveling to the Caribbean is not much more difficult than journeying to another state. Just two or three hours will put you in the most remote regions. If you’re flying to the Bahamas, you’ll hardly have time to finish a soft drink before the plane starts descending.

One of the least considered--yet one of the most crucial--elements is whether you’ve chosen the right time of year for your venture. Many people assume that it’s warm, sunny and calm in the Caribbean year-round. After all, that’s what the travel posters show, right? It’s not so. In winter, cold fronts can play havoc in the Atlantic islands and even as far south as the Caymans. It gets cold and windy, and in extreme situations, it’s possible that boats might not even be able to go out.

You need to consider carefully the weather patterns: the rainy periods, the hurricane season, plankton blooms, whatever. Nothing ruins a fishing or diving trip faster than lousy weather, and though you can’t control it, you can minimize its effects according to the time of year you visit a particular locality. Once you’ve researched this aspect, you could well find the need to switch vacation schedules with a co-worker. That’s a lot less aggravating than watching the winds howl while you chalk up expenses of $100-$200 per day sitting in an easy chair.
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Because the Caribbean depends heavily on U.S. tourism, entry requirements to these foreign countries are minimal. Some islands don’t even require a passport, only a valid voter’s registration card and your picture on a driver’s license. The U.S. Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico, essentially kissing cousins to the mainland, don’t require even that.

However, passports are either required or a good idea for Bermuda, the BVI’s, Mexico, Jamaica, Turks & Caicos, and the Cayman Islands. New passports take 5-6 weeks to arrive from the time an application goes in; passport offices are listed in the phone book in the U.S. Government section. Passports cost about $35 and last 10 years. No matter where you are, always keep close guard of your passport. As for proof of vaccination and other health information, it’s not needed in the Caribbean, though it is a good idea to make sure your tetanus and typhoid shots are up to date for foreign travel anywhere.

Two aspects in particular of foreign travel tend to cause most problems. One is the loss of the immigration form you fill out when you enter another country. A copy of this form must be surrendered when you depart. If you lose it, immigration officials may put you through so much red tape your plane may leave without you. If you discover the form is missing, arrive at the airport early to plead your case.
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An even worse problem is losing your return plane tickets. Because reconfirming flights is no longer standard practice in the States, many first-time travelers don’t bother to reconfirm in the Caribbean although some airlines say you must. Since it’s standard practice for airlines to overbook flights, you can bet money on losing your seat if you don’t reconfirm as specified. Most carriers request reconfirmation at least 72 hours before departure. Best time to reconfirm is when you first arrive, since it’s easy to get totally caught up in the fishing and diving and forget.

Another way to forfeit your return seat is through some sort of trip interruption. For instance, if you don’t fly exactly as ticketed--if one flight is late and you’re forced to change to another airline--your original carrier probably will dump your reservations from its computer. Therefore, inform your airline immediately of any deviations from your ticketed schedule. It’s more important to be on the passenger list than to have a ticket in hand.

Once you’ve arrived at your foreign destination, gone through customs and immigrations, the next step is to visit the airport bank for some local currency. Banks typically give better rates (sometimes as much as 3-5 percent better) than hotels will. Don’t change dollars at airport banks in the U.S. That may seem convenient, but the service charge is stiff and the exchange rate often is not as good as at your destination.

Any leftover foreign currency at the end of your trip should be converted back to dollars at a bank either the evening before or the same morning you leave for home, keeping enough foreign money for airport departure tax and cab fare. Don’t rely on the airport bank for this last transaction. Their hours are more accommodating to incoming than outgoing travelers.

Before departing the U.S., it’s a good idea to have some sort of insurance to cover your luggage and contents. Your homeowners or tenants policy may already protect you; if not, purchase extra baggage insurance at the airport or through a travel agent.

You also need to ascertain the electrical current in the country you’re visiting. If it’s 220 volts, you will require a special transformer as well as an adaptor to use your rechargeable strobes, hair dryers or any other appliances safely. Those transformers are available only at electrical supply stores in the U.S.

Also, don’t forget to register all your foreign-made items--especially cameras and radios--with U.S. Customs before you depart. Customs has a simple form you must fill out before you leave in order to avoid paying duty on imported articles when you return. You must show the Customs people any equipment you intend to register, so don’t pack it away where you can’t get to it.

Trip Planning

Your fishing or diving trip needs to be well remembered, but not for all the wrong reasons. Too many people believe all you need do is pack your gear carefully and you’re guaranteed a good time. If that were true, people would never return home disappointed.

Planning a successful fishing or diving vacation requires extensive research and consideration of a wide range of contingencies. Choosing the right location is critical if you’re not to be disappointed. Because of the large number of factors that crop up in making such a decision, it’s not as easy as it might seem.

For instance, what kind of fishing or diving do you most want to do? What is the one thing you want to see or do on this trip that you’ve never experienced before? Are you most interested in photographing or studying marine life, or do you want to prowl the remains of as many shipwrecks as you can? Are you interested primarily in billfish or would you like to explore some bonefish flats as well?

Another factor to consider is just how much time you have for such a trip. Can you set aside two full weeks of vacation, or are you confined to a week or less, such as a long holiday weekend?

Finances are another important problem you must face honestly. Can you really afford to fulfill your Caribbean fantasy? If you think so, are you sure you know all the charges you’re likely to encounter? It’s surprising how many anglers and divers don’t anticipate all costs before they depart.

For example, are you certain about what the cost of meals will run? In the Caribbean, many hotels routinely charge $20 to $30 for dinner, and you may not have anywhere else to dine. A week of such expenses for two--if not anticipated--can be financially disastrous.

Are there any hotel service charges or special taxes? Some resorts add a 10-15 percent service charge as a standard part of the bill. That adds up to a bit of change over an extended period of time. On top of the service charge, there may also be an additional government tax of 5-10 percent. Combined, these two “extras” can inflate your bill another 25 percent more than what you budgeted for. And, not all hotels accept credit cards, so you may need to pay in travelers checks.

Another point to ponder: do you get seasick easily? If so, avoid those places that specialize in long boat trips to their fishing or diving sites. It’s different at each location, and you need to understand all your options before making a final decision.

If you’re traveling with family members, do they all want to fish or dive as much as you do? If not, what other activities can they enjoy? It’s possible there won’t be any. Sometimes, the better the sportfishing or the diving is, the more remote the location. And the more remote the location, the less there is to do but fish or dive. If extensive shopping and an active night life are necessary to keep everyone happy, your destination options become more narrow.

Selecting a Dive Destination

Most places specialize in a certain type of activity; there are few that can meet everyone’s needs, so you must match your desires with what can realistically be offered. Don’t expect people to go out of their way to cater to your whims; you’ll be only one of many vacationers, and dive charters are geared to satisfying the largest numbers, not the single few.

If underwater photography is your primary interest, obviously you’ll need to select a spot with good visibility and abundant sea life. If wrecks are your thing, you’re more apt to end up in an area swept by winds and turbulent waters, and where photography will be more difficult. If spearfishing is foremost on your agenda, you can just about forget foreign travel and plan on staying at home. Most popular dive destinations ban spearing, since the fish life is one of the primary reasons people visit.

Other points to consider: Do you and other accompanying members of your family have the experience to be able to dive the different sites a place has to offer? There’s no sense in choosing a location where you’ll frequently encounter currents and be making deep dives if you or a member of your family is still a novice. You won’t be comfortable and you won’t enjoy it.

Do you prefer beach or boat diving? Do you want to spend more time snorkeling than scuba diving? Some sites that are great for scuba are lousy for snorkeling because the reefs start too deep to enjoy them from the surface.

How much do the dives cost? Is it cheaper to buy them as a package in advance or pay on an individual basis? But if you do sign up for a package in advance, you’re limited to the services of one dive operation, which prevents you from striking out on your own unless the operator will give you a refund for unused dives.

Consider, too, the kind of hotel you want to stay at. Should it be one which is exclusively a dive resort, or would you be happier at a general hotel that offers diving via an arrangement with a dive operation situated off the premises?

If you want to spend your free time with people who have the same interests and who will be happy to swap tales of their own adventures for yours, you’ll probably have a great time at a dive resort. However, if diving is only one of your reasons for visiting a particular place, you might prefer a more general hotel where you’ll have a wider variety of subjects to talk about with other guests at breakfast and dinner. But you might also find it more difficult to make friends because of the greater diversity of interests.

Along this same line, would you be happier if you traveled with a group of people you already knew instead of joining a bunch of strangers? If a large dose of familiarity is what you require in an unknown locale, you’ll probably feel most comfortable joining a trip offered by the dive shop you frequent at home. That way you know in advance who’s going to be present and how compatible the group will be.

Naturally, the best way to learn about a place is talk to someone who’s been there. If you’re unable to find such a person through your local dive club or dive store, write to the resort and ask them to send some names of previous guests. Then give these former vacationers a call and ask what you need to know. Most people are very helpful as long as your questions are brief and to the point.

Also, read about your destination before departure in order to become thoroughly familiar with an area. Consult not only dive publications for descriptions of the underwater terrain but invest in general travel guides which will give you detailed points about a place, its people and their customs. The more you know in advance, the more you know what to plan for.

When packing time finally arrives, take all your own gear except for tank and weights, which are normally provided. Rental equipment is not as likely to be as new or well maintained as your own. Even if it is, it won’t provide the same confidence, or psychological advantage, your own familiar equipment does.

Here’s what your equipment list should include: regulator with pressure gauge; mask, fins and snorkel; extra mask and fin straps; buoyancy compensator; wetsuit (which may help you even in the tropics against coral, etc.); knife; dive watch; bottom timer; underwater light for night diving; gloves; decompression tables; a basic scuba manual for review.

The suitcase you use to transport your dive gear should have stout locks and hard sides in order to withstand abuse. Soft luggage often won’t provide the kind of protection required to thwart clumsy baggage handlers.

Next to your dive equipment, the most important items to carry are remedies for various dive and travel-related ills. For sinus blockage or sticky ears, Sudafeds are widely used since they don’t make you drowsy. Also pack some ear wax remover, swimmer’s ear medication, sunscreen, Adolph’s meat tenderizer for coral scrapes, diarrhea medicine and a simple first aid kit. It’s surprising how often you’re forced to serve as your own pharmacy because none of the supplies are available.

Planning A Fishing Expedition

Gamefish in the Caribbean must be in league with each country’s tourist boards, since fall through spring generally is the best angling period everywhere. That’s good and bad. There’s nothing better than a Caribbean vacation in winter, but airline fares and accommodations are highest from December 15 to April 15, the most desirable time to visit the Caribbean. You can save as much as 30 percent if you book either side of this peak period, and still catch fish.

Fishing opportunities in the Caribbean are unlimited, ranging from a remote camp in the middle of nowhere to living it up at one of the finest resorts in the U.S. Virgin Islands. It all depends on your own inclinations, budget--and whether you’re taking a non-fishing spouse along. Remote fish camps offer little to do but fish, and that could drive some women stir-crazy after the first day.

Packing for a Caribbean trip poses some interesting questions. Foremost is whether to take your own tackle. It depends, really, on what you’ll be fishing for. Charter boats for offshore trolling supply rods, bait and lures. Most charter captains are also very savvy about the latest trolling techniques. Soft plastic heads are popular for billfish, through many boats still trail at least one or two natural baits like ballyhoo or mullet. If you have a favorite trolling lure, by all means bring it to see how well it works way down South. But remember, you may lose it to a blue-water battler.

Spinning tackle is usually the preferred equipment for most shallow water species. Although complete outfits may be available for loan, take your own gear for bonefish, permit or tarpon. You can never be sure of the quality of equipment that gets passed around frequently and serviced haphazardly.

The most important piece of equipment for flats fishing is a high performance reel with a steady, smooth drag and a capacity of at least 200 yards of line. When something like a bonefish or big tarpon is tearing off a hundred yards of line, a jerky drag will often bust the mono, which is heartbreaking. Never skimp when it comes to selecting a good reel; this is not a trip you’ll soon to repeat.

For bonefish, take a light rod and 6- to 8-pound test line and a good assortment of 1/8 or 1/4-ounce pink or white jigs. Permit demand a slightly heavier rod and 8- to 10-pound test mono. Their favorite forage is small crabs, which some guides provide. Bonefish and permit rigs are almost interchangeable (and can be in a pinch), but tarpon need 15 to 20-pound test mono and a rod capable of handling up to one-ounce plugs.

Although resident species such as bonefish and permit usually can be taken year-round, the summer sun is more than most anglers can stand. Some bonefish lodges either close down then, offer cut-rate packages (some real bargains here) or cater to scuba divers.
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Planning a successful fishing or diving vacation requires extensive research to choose the right location.

Fly fishermen definitely need pack complete outfits since fly fishing equipment is about as rare in the Caribbean as a 200-pound tarpon. Bonefish like a rapidly sinking fly with marabou or bucktail streamer in No. 6 to 1/0 hook sizes. Pink is usually the hot color, though white often works, too. Permit, often tough to take on a fly, need slightly larger hook size, No. 4, No. 2 or 1/0. Sinking pink shrimp, marabou streamer or small bucktails produce best.

Tarpon on a flyrod is an incredible, unforgettable experience. Tarpon come in all sizes, from 5-pound babies to 100+ pound monsters. Tarpon up to 15-pounds take a 3/0 hook. Between 15-40, try a 4/0. Above that, a 5/0--and a fast prayer when it strikes. Streamers in red and white, blue and white, and red and yellow are all good choices. For large tarpon, most experts recommend 12 inches of 80- or 100-pound mono tied to a 12-pound tippet to keep the fish from fraying the line.

It’s inconvenient enough to have normal luggage lost or damaged; it’s a disaster when it’s your fishing tackle. Plano makes several models of rod cases which survive most baggage handlers. Use small locks and duct tape to secure all openings and potential openings. Otherwise, hand carry broken down rods placed in a protective (but not bulky) rod case. Use a size that will fit in an overhead rack, if possible. If it won’t fit there, try the coat closet. If the stewardesses start giving you a rough time, appeal to the pilot. He has the final say about everything.

Rods aren’t much good without reels, so carry them aboard your plane in a small sport bag or suitcase that will fit under the seat in front of you.

Other essential items to pack are polarized sunglasses (absolutely vital for flats fishing so you can spot the fish), plenty of sunscreen, and a wide brimmed hat, long pants and/or long sleeve shirt for even more sun protection. That Caribbean sun is a lot hotter than anything in the South, even Florida.

And don’t forget a good camera with a good supply of film--to record all the fish you’re going to catch.
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BLACKBEARD’S ISLANDS

The Bahamas were home to the Lucayan Indians when the Spanish conquistadors arrived in search of gold and other treasures. English settlers arrived some years later in search of religious freedom, and settled on Eleuthera, which means ‘freedom’ in Greek. The islands were also favorite destinations for pirates until the British appointed a Royal Governor who promptly cleared them out. Today, the signs of pirate lore can be visited at Blackbeard’s Tower in Nassau, the capital of the Bahamas, where most of the islands’ 210,000 inhabitants reside.

Located 35 minutes from Florida’s East Coast and 2 1/2 hours from New York, the Bahamas is made up of more than 700 islands and cays. American, USAir, Delta and TWA bring most passengers from at least 15 major U.S. cities to Nassau and Freeport through Miami, Fort Lauderdale and West Palm Beach airports. AeroCoach and Chalk’s International connect to Treasure Cay, North Eleuthera, Rock Sound, Bimini, and Walker’s Cay. Walker’s International also flies to Walker’s Cay. Bahamasair schedules can be irregular and undependable.

U.S. citizens need proof of citizenship such as voter’s registration card, notarized birth certificate or passport, and return ticket. The U.S. dollar is accepted everywhere at its value, so there’s no need to change money. Major credit cards are widely accepted. You are limited to $400 of merchandise to take home duty-free, and there’s a $5 departure tax.

Rental cars are available on several islands, but remember that driving in the Bahamas is on the left. Visitors can drive for three months without having to obtain a Bahamian license. However, drivers need to be very careful -- traffic may be heavy and disorganized.
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Walker’s Cay is one of many secluded Bahamian hideaways.

Winter temperatures range from 68 F to 78; summertime is 76 F to 88 F. As with most islands, November through April is the busiest, and often more expensive, season. Geographically, the Bahamas are spread out in an arc over 750 miles long, and weather patterns differ from the northern end to the southern tip of the arc.

Activities are as varied as there are islands in the Bahamas. From the casinos and night life of Nassau and Freeport to the hideaways on remote islands like Walker’s Cay. The glitz and glitter of Nassau and Freeport can overwhelm vacationers, but do take time to do some shopping where available. In Freeport, the Garden of the Groves and the International Shopping Bazaar are must-sees. In Nassau, visit Bay Street’s shops and big straw market.

The “family” of islands (Abaco, Andros, Bimini, Eleuthera, Exuma) and half a dozen others have their own distinct personality. Some of the smaller cays are completely uninhabited, which is why sailboat or motorboat rentals are very popular here.
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