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  Fishing the Texas Gulf Coast




  Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date


  




  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—fish populations fluctuate, rules and regulations change, techniques evolve, sites and other facilities come under new management, Mother Nature asserts her will, and so on.




  We would appreciate your comments concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  The Globe Pequot Press




  Reader Response/Editorial Department




  P.O. Box 480




  Guilford, CT 06437




  Or you may e-mail us at:




  editorial@GlobePequot.com




  Thanks for your input, and happy angling!
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  Introduction


  




  Many people outside the state of Texas, and even some residents, think of images from TV or movies when the Lone Star State comes to mind. They picture pasturelands, oil fields, and arid deserts. Texas is actually so large that it encompasses these geological features and many more. We have the heavily forested eastern section of the state, vast areas of agricultural production in the central portion, rolling hills in the north approaching Oklahoma, a part of the Rocky Mountain chain in far west Texas, a lush coastal plain, citrus orchards in the Rio Grande Valley, and swamp-lined rivers on our border with Louisiana. And, yes, Texas does have a lot of cattle—in fact, when I write of saltwater fishing in Texas, I often refer to the areas as “The Cowboy Coast.”




  Texas has a coast, alright—367 miles of Gulf beaches, to be exact. Because we also have over a dozen major bay systems and many smaller bays and saltwater lakes, the total miles of tidewater shoreline is a staggering 3,300! Texas lays claim to the offshore waters of the Gulf of Mexico out to 9 nautical miles off our beaches, which brings the total amount of salt water to four million acres!




  A total of fifteen major rivers flow through Texas or make up its boundaries, and a dozen of these empty into the Gulf itself or bay systems. Many smaller streams also terminate in salt water, providing a needed freshwater influx for marine creatures and potential fishing areas for recreational anglers.




  Much of the Texas coast is sheltered by barrier islands—Galveston, Matagorda, Mustang, and Padre Islands being the largest. These offshore playgrounds offer both Gulf beach and protected bay shorelines. The passes between the islands and the mainland are not only excellent fishing areas, but also often provide deepwater access for boaters from the mainland or the back sides of the islands heading out to fish the Gulf.




  In this guidebook we will examine the fishing opportunities on the Texas coast from the mouth of Sabine Pass on the border with Louisiana to the international border with Mexico at the mouth of the Rio Grande, including the major bay systems, offshore to the 9-nautical-mile limit of waters controlled by the state, and the saltwater portions of major river systems and other streams.




  Visiting anglers and residents alike will find a tremendous amount of fishable water with public access, as Texas retains ownership of all shorelines for the people of the state. Besides Gulf beaches, there are miles of bayfront that can be driven to, so a boat is not always necessary for a productive fishing trip. Public and for-fee fishing piers extend into both Gulf and bays, and eight passes to the Gulf are protected by rock jetties that allow anglers on foot access to deeper waters.




  The species of fish available range from panfish to sought-after game fish, from downright ugly and sometimes dangerous to exotic trophies approaching big-game classification. The “Big Three” of coastal waters here are redfish (red drum, or channel bass), speckled trout (spotted weakfish), and flounder, but there are also good eating fish like croaker, dangerous creatures such as sharks and rays, and trophy fish like tarpon and snook that are more often thought of as Florida residents.
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  The view across the Freeport channel, from the Surfside Jetty to the Quintana Jetty, just before sunset.




  For boaters fishing state waters offshore, and often also the “chunkers” who fish from piers, jetties, and the surf, the opportunity exists to catch red snapper, king mackerel, and ling (cobia)—the “Big Three” of offshore waters—as well as shark, tarpon, dolphin, and even the occasional sailfish. As one might expect from the miles of open beaches, surf fishing is excellent along this coast. Prime targets have always been “bull” redfish, jack crevalle, and a variety of sharks, but there are smaller species, such as gafftop catfish, for light-tackle anglers as well.




  Professional guides are available to take newcomers fishing in the bays, offshore, and even down the beach on Padre Island. Residents are generally happy to share their thoughts on the best places and techniques, and coastal tackle and bait shops offer a wealth of “free” fishing advice.




  Texas summers are hot, and the winters are short and mild. While the wind across the water from December through March can be uncomfortably cold, there is usually some area protected from a blow that is both fishable and fishy. Just about every month sees days of shirtsleeve weather, a major factor in the number of “Winter Texans” who abandon the chill of northern states for the Texas coast each year. RV parks on the southern portion of the coast are especially geared for this annual increase in our state’s population. As in most areas along the water, visitors have little trouble finding great accommodations along the length of the entire coast.




  Texas Parks & Wildlife is very aggressive in its rearing and stocking of several saltwater species at hatcheries up and down the coast. They have received the most press for their efforts with red drum, but they also work with flounder, speckled trout, and even offshore species like cobia. The department has successfully introduced redfish and flounder into some freshwater lakes as well. While it is difficult to document the success of stocking programs in bays that ultimately connect to all the world’s oceans, the programs have provided valuable information on the reproductive habits of the species involved, and this alone justifies their existence.




  Fishing licenses support much of this research, as well as other programs, as do “special” permits, like the saltwater stamp required on the standard fishing license for both resident and nonresident anglers to fish in salt water. These licenses and stamps are available at most bait and tackle retailers and at Texas Parks & Wildlife offices.




  With everything Texas has to offer the saltwater angler, it would be easy to spend a lifetime trying to fish all the areas for all available species—as I have. Should inshore fishing ever lose its challenge, or a change of pace is desired, there is the open Gulf of Mexico beyond, with fish from red snapper and grouper to marlin and tuna waiting to grab your bait. And even though the seafood on the Texas coast is beyond compare, if you’d like some variety in your diet, there are all those cows to provide prime steaks, briskets, and barbequed ribs!




  Traveling Texas




  Traveling the Texas coast is relatively simple, except for the sheer length of it. A small selection of major and minor roads carry a traveler from Louisiana to Mexico, usually with no traffic jams or annoying slowdowns. For first-time visitors, an explanation of the various classifications of roads and the speed limits on them could be helpful.




  Interstate highways are those that pass through Texas from and to other states on its borders. Interstates are required to be controlled-access roadways with grade-separated interchanges. Some are four lanes but they are more often newer six-lane thoroughfares, many under constant construction and repair. The current speed limit on interstates outside of major urban areas is 70 mph. Inside designated metropolitan areas, such as Houston, the speed limit might be 55 or 60 mph, due to the determination that these are pollution-prone areas that can benefit from lower highway speeds.




  U.S highways are major city-to-city routes that connect large towns, other states, and Mexico. State highways are major routes not on the U.S. highway system, and they could be either two-lane or divided four-lane roads. Speed limits on these roads outside of cities and towns will generally be 70 mph. Business routes connect interstates, U.S. highways, and state highways to cities, as do loops and spurs.




  Farm-to-market roads, ranch-to-market roads, and county roads are “minor” roadways providing service to rural areas. On farm-to-market roads, if a slow-moving tractor blocks your way, it has the right. All three will normally be two-lane roads. Speed limits can vary greatly in different counties—some will have a 70-mph limit, while others will be 45 mph. There are also park and recreation roads through state and national parks and recreation areas.




  The speed limit on all Texas beaches, unless posted as lower, is 15 mph.




  Interstate 10 comes in from the Louisiana border and connects Beaumont with Houston before heading straight west to San Antonio and beyond. Capillary roads head south off I-10 to the beach at High Island—where Texas Highway 87 fronts the beach to Galveston, via the Bolivar car ferry system—and Galveston Bay. Interstate 45 provides a direct route from Houston to Galveston Island, and Texas Highway 288 leads from Houston to Freeport. Freeport and Galveston are connected by Highway 257/3005/Bluewater Highway and the San Luis Pass Toll Bridge.




  From Freeport, Texas Highway 35 is the roadway of choice to head south to Port O’Connor, Rockport/Fulton, and Corpus Christi, though locals might take Farm-to-Market Road 521 (FM 521) through Brazoria and Wadsworth as a shortcut that dodges Angleton, West Columbia, and Bay City. Texas Highway 60 from Bay City crosses FM 521 on its way to a dead end at Matagorda. From Corpus Christi, U.S. Highway 77 runs all the way to Brownsville on the Mexican border.




  All of these road systems stay fairly close to the coastline and loop around major city congestion. Of course, in Texas, cities are generally spaced well apart.




  Cautions




  Be careful when fishing from the shorelines. Coastal grass beds and sand dunes are home to rattlesnakes, stingrays cruise the bays and surf, and the man-o’-war jellyfish that wash in regularly from the Gulf can impart a very painful sting. Experienced surf anglers keep meat tenderizer in their first-aid kits for these encounters. Strong currents in passes, river mouths, and the surf have the power to drown—and they do, each year. With normal caution, however, fishing Texas waters can be a very pleasurable experience.




  How to Use This Guide




  This book separates the fishing opportunities of the Texas coast into The Surf, Rivers and Passes, The Bays, and Near Offshore. All can be easily reached from the major roads, with usually only a minimal amount of travel on side roads. You can find detailed maps of the Texas coast at tackle shops and in the sporting goods section of big discount chains that are reasonably accurate on shoreline contours, stream courses, and the topography of the bays, including water depth. These maps are marked with suggested fishing spots and give the locations of boat ramps and bait camps. For anyone wanting to fish a particular area, a fishing map is much cheaper than hiring a guide, and it lasts longer than a guided trip.




  I have not listed tackle shops or fishing guide services, because they both come and go fairly often. I have, however, mentioned some bait camps, as these usually change hands rather than shutting down completely. Since fishing regulations often change, they are only mentioned briefly. Before hitting the water, it would be advisable to either visit a major tackle center or call the nearest Texas Parks & Wildlife office for updated requirements. Guide services advertise in fishing magazines and coastal newspapers and in tackle shops.




  Common Coastal Texas Fish Species
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  This variety of Texas inshore species includes back drum and redfish (center), as well as (counterclockwise, from the bottom) speckled trout, sand trout, and croaker. All were caught fishing at night under lights on Chocolate Bayou.




  Texas is blessed to be home to many species of saltwater fish that are fun to catch, good to eat, and beautiful to behold. We also have some that are mean, ugly, and downright dangerous. Truly a mix of “The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly,” but some of the ugly fish are the most challenging to catch.




  Most inshore species are here and hungry year-round, though their habits may change with the seasons. Some inshore species migrate to the deep waters of the Gulf of Mexico during winter, and many of the migratory pelagic fish, which roam the waters just off the beach, either go south for the winter or head to deeper water themselves. Still others, mostly residents of deep, cold water in the Gulf, might actually come closer to shore in winter.




  I will not go into Latin names here, just the common names that visitors might know some of these fish by and what they are called in Texas. A bit of natural history also seems appropriate to help the angler determine where to look for each species, what bait to try, and the proper tackle to use. Because regulations and license requirements change from year to year, the angler should get the most up-to-date information before heading out for the water.




  We will begin our examination of what is available to anglers—and when—with the three most popular bay species: speckled trout, redfish, and flounder.




  Speckled Trout—Nothing Weak about This Fish!




  Well, actually, there is something weak about our “trout,” and that would be its common name. Early Texans, like pioneers everywhere, tended to identify the new creatures they encountered with common species back home. The shiny, graceful, slender fish that they found in Texas bays and in the surf looked like the freshwater trout some of them were used to, but they are actually more properly known as spotted weakfish. Several varieties of weakfish roam the Gulf and Atlantic coasts of the United States. The spotted ones are not the largest—the common weakfish of the Atlantic takes that honor—but they are not the smallest either.




  Speckled trout, or “specks,” are common all along the Texas coast, very sporty on light tackle, fairly easy to catch, excellent table fare, and grow large enough to be considered “trophies” to a whole legion of anglers. Silver-white with tiny black spots, larger specks have two big teeth in their mouth, which is bright yellow inside. They feed on everything from shrimp to large mullet—and even smaller speckled trout.




  The first nice trout I ever caught came on a surf rod near San Luis Pass, on Galveston Island. I was actually trying to hook a big redfish, and was using a double drop leader with strips cut from a small shark for bait. When the rod bowed down and I reeled in my catch, I had a rare double—a small sharp-nosed shark on one hook, and a 5-pound speckled trout on the other. When word of that catch got out, anglers all over Galveston were seeking sharks for trout bait—sort of a turnaround of normal hunter and quarry.
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  Common species used for bait include croaker, sand trout, mullet, menhaden, threadfin shad, piggy perch, and cigar minnows.




  Live shrimp are always a plus when fishing for speckled trout, and most experienced anglers either live-line them on small hooks with a light or no leader around jetty rocks or pilings, or fish them under a popping cork with a small split shot—sized according to current and bait size—between the float and the hook. Popping corks were developed in Texas for trout fishing. The “cork” is usually actually a tapered cylinder of Styrofoam, either split down the side or drilled down the middle for the line to go through. A peg longer than the cork slides in to hold the line in position for the desired depth—which might be 6 inches or 6 feet, depending on water depth. The cork has a scooped upper face that when “popped” by twitching the rod, makes a sort of blurping sound that we hope simulates the sound of a trout engulfing a shrimp on or near the surface. Since the trout are school fish that feed in groups, they use sound as well as scent or sight to locate prey.




  Other good live baits for speckled trout are small shad and mullet, piggy perch, and any other small baitfish. Especially good for larger trout are fairly big croakers, sand trout, mullet, or skipjacks—up to a foot long. Good dead baits include chunks of mullet or shad, squid, fresh shrimp, and, of course, pieces of small shark.




  Look for trout where there are signs of bait, especially in clear water. Deeper areas close to shallow flats, oyster reefs, channels, streams running into bay systems, around passes, in the surf, along jetty rocks, and in residential canals and marina harbors—speckled trout might be found in all these places.




  The Texas state record speckled trout of 15.6 pounds was caught in Baffin Bay, off the Laguna Madre, on a fly rod in 2002 and released. Baffin has produced the last few state record trout, but several years ago a 16-pound-plus trout was documented from the Seabrook Flats off Galveston Bay. It won the trout division in the IGFA fishing contest that year, but the angler was leery of politics and publicity, and did not submit it for state record consideration.




  The Redfish Beats Its Own Drum!




  The redfish is really more of a copper/bronze in color, and usually has one large black spot near its tail. The red’s underslung mouth marks it as mostly a bottom feeder—though it can be found chasing bait on the surface. On the East Coast these fish are known as channel bass, and in Florida they’re more often called red drum.




  There are actually two classes of redfish. The young of the species, under 20 pounds by the standards of the group I used to surf fish with, are often referred to as “rat reds,” and these are the redfish found in the bay systems. The adult spawners, or “bull reds,” live in the Gulf and range from 20 to 50-plus pounds. Tackle, bait, and techniques are very different when fishing for rats versus bulls.




  Smaller redfish are excellent light-tackle adversaries, and will take a variety of live and dead baits as well as artificial lures. They will actually hit surface lures with abandon when feeding on schooling mullet, and they like plastic shrimp imitations as well. Gold spoons are a traditional favorite lure for reds. These fish like to feed in shallow water, where small crabs actually make up a large part of their diet. Reds “tailing” in water so shallow their backs and tails are exposed are great targets for fly fishers, and many experts rank them with bonefish as prime flats-fishing sport. In deeper portions of the bays and up tidal streams, redfish will be found on or near shell reefs or gravel points. While they will take live baits, reds have such a good sense of smell that they sometimes prefer dead bait that is easier for them to locate. Shrimp and finger mullet are most popular, but squid will work, too.
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