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This publication is a geographical study of marine recreational fishing. It
is one of eight sections which together cover the east coast of the United States
from Maine to Florida and from the innermost reaches of the estuarine zone sea-
ward to the edge of the continental shelf. Begun several years ago, this study was
planned towards two types of publications. The first type, of which this is an
example, is an atlas dealing with the location of the fishing grounds, the various
fishing and boating facilities, local conditions, and characteristics of fishing, as
well as the diagnostic features, life habits, and environmental requirements of
fishes that are of particular interest to anglers. The second type of publication in
the original plan, for which much of the data have been gathered, is to be an
assessment of our knowledge about marine fishes which anglers catch, including
their life conditions, and the status of those fishes in the 1970’s. The aim of the
whole study is to compare conditions now with those a century ago when a similar
effort was carried through as the first major work of the United States Commis-
sion of Fish and Fisheries, the forerunner of the National Marine Fisheries Service.

In gathering information along the coast, we have questioned hundreds of
fishermen — operators of charter boats, party boats, draggers, gill net boats, long-
line boats, snapper and grouper boats, shrimp boats, sea bass pots, beach seines, and
bait seines; also, anglers, outdoor writers, and operators of boat liveries, bait and
tackle stores, fishing piers, and marinas. We have questioned scores of biologists
of the various state and federal laboratories, especially the staff at Sandy Hook.
State agencies for parks, forests, and recreational lands, as well as the National
Park Service and the United States Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife, gen-
erously supplied us with information. Throughout our task, we had the prompt
cooperation of university, state, and federal librarians. Several graphic artists
and printers gave us technical advice about the production of this publication.
Joseph Giacalone and Barry Martin designed the publication and did the cartog-
raphy. Susan Smith at the Sandy Hook Laboratory made the fish drawings. People
who have given information, or have been otherwise helpful in preparing this
particular section are listed alphabetically below. Without their help, this work
would not have been possible.
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The section of coast in Florida from St. Lucie Inlet to the Dry Tortugas is
the southernmost in the United States. Two small islands just off Key West, Woman
Key and Man Key, are the extreme southern land points and lie only 60 miles
from the geographical boundary of the tropics, the tropic of Cancer.

A remarkable feature of the land along this section is its flatness, elevations
within a 10-mile-wide strip bordering the coast rarely rising more than 25 feet.
Throughout the Everglades which covers practically the southern third of the
Florida peninsula, few points rise higher than 18 or 19 feet. Even these heights
seem lower than they actually are for they occur far inland within this nearly flat,
frequently flooded region and they slope almost imperceptibly seaward at the
rate of only 2 inches per mile.

From St. Lucie Inlet south to Miami Beach, a distance of 85 miles, the main-
land is bordered by long, straight, narrow, sandy barrier islands behind which
are narrow lagoons. Although many of these lagoons were formerly unconnected,
they have been made continuous by construction of the Intracoastal or Inland
Waterway. This waterway connects with the sea by narrow inlets which occur at
intervals of a dozen miles or so. Skirting the lagoons are dense stands of man-
groves, at least along those areas that have not yet been filled or bulkheaded for
real estate development. Although there are only a few small rivers and streams
of fresh water in this section, there are over a half dozen large, man-made canals
draining large areas of the interior. During rainy periods, especially when hurri-
canes strike, these canals empty huge volumes of sediment-laden fresh water into
the lagoons, thus changing them from salt water to nearly fresh and blanketing
the bottom with a mucky silt.

South and west of Miami Beach, the coast is characterized by a narrow chain
of low, mostly rocky islands, which begins at Virginia Key and ends 190 miles
away at the Dry Tortugas. These islands are the Florida Keys. They are basically
remnants of a once living coral reef formed many thousands of years ago when
the level of the sea was much higher than it is today. A series of shallow, semi-
enclosed bays and sounds, nearly all of them bordered by mangroves, lies between
the Florida Keys and the mainland. The largest of these, Florida Bay, is a broad
expanse of water over which are scattered some 150 mangrove-covered islands.

The continental shelf in southern Florida is narrower than anywhere else
on our eastern seaboard. Between Palm Beach and Miami Beach, the 600-foot
contour lies only 3 to 4 miles from the beach; and even along the Florida Keys
where the shelf is broader, it is only 10 miles away. An important feature of this
narrow shelf is a series of submerged reefs paralleling the ocean beach. Although
remnants of these reefs can be traced along most of Florida’s east coast and as
far north as Cape Hatteras, North Carolina, they are most sharply defined and
best known from about Palm Beach to Key West. Like the foundation material
of the Florida Keys, these reefs are the remains of massive coral growths that
once flourished thousands of years ago. Three distinct series of reefs are recogni-
zable; and they are believed formed in response to changes in sea level caused
by the periodic growth and decay of continental glaciers. The shallowest, which
fishermen call the First Reef or Inside Reef, runs close along the beach in about
10 to 20 feet of water. The next, called the Second Reef or Outer Reef, runs along
the 60-foot contour. And the last one, called the Third Reef or Deep Reef, runs
along about the 120-foot contour. From St. Lucie Inlet to about Fowey Rocks,
a shoal area just south of Miami Beach, the reefs are rocky structures, many of
them covered with encrusting corals, sea fans, sponges, and a few with reef-
building corals. Beginning at about Fowey Rocks and continuing all the way
to the Dry Tortugas, the reefs are composed mostly of living, reef-building corals.

These are most abundant along the Second or Outer Reef, which is in fact a
barrier reef, of the same type as the Great Barrier Reef in Australia, the greatest
living coral structure in the world.

The structure of a coral reef consists of a calcareous frame of interlocking
skeletons of animals, most of them belonging to a class of invertebrates, the corals,
which are related to jellyfishes and anemones, and of plants belonging to an order
of calcareous red algae. The calcareous algae, the corals and some invertebrate
animals other than the corals, such as bryozoa, secrete lime which provides their
framework and cements the reef, holding it together and protecting it from de-
struction by wave action. Coral reefs develop where water temperatures during
the year usually do not go below 64°F, and they flourish where the average annual
water temperature ranges between 72°F, and 75°F. The most highly developed
coral reefs of the Atlantic occur in southern Florida, around the islands of the
Caribbean and the West Indies, Bermuda, along the coast of South America to
about Rio de Janeiro, and in the Gulf of Guinea off West Africa.

A large variety of marine organisms are called corals. Some are soft bodied
with little evidence of skeletal material. Others, such as the sea fans and sea feath-
ers, have horny axial skeletons which often branch into slender stems. Still others
are the stony or true corals which have skeletons of calcareous or stony material.
These include the builders of coral reefs. A typical coral reef colony is composed
of myriad individuals interconnected by a network of nerve and nutritive canals
and existing in a calcareous matrix which provides protection and support. While
the individuals, called polyps, are usually minute, the colonial masses they form
may be quite large, some reaching several feet in diameter and weighing thou-
sands of pounds.

If examined closely at night when fully expanded and feeding, an individual
polyp is seen to have a cylindrical body which is attached to its limestone shelter
at one end and free at the other. The free end has a mouth surrounded by tenta-
cles armed with stinging cells, called nematocysts. These capture its food con-
sisting of minute animals of the plankton community, called zooplankton.

The great masses of coral seen growing on the bottom develop chiefly by
division of the polyps. A coral colony may enlarge into a great mass by branching
and budding, grow out sideways into convoluted and flower-shaped lobes, or grow
upward into tubular spires. Colonies originating by this asexual method form a
single sexually produced polyp consisting largely of calcareous secretions of which
only the surface is occupied by living substance. The growth of corals varies by
species and is greatly influenced by environmental conditions. For the massive,
slow-growing types, it may be only about one-fourth inch each year; with the
faster growing, branching types, it may be as much as 4 to 8 inches.

Single-celled algae grow within nearly all reef-building corals. Although their
function has been much debated by scientists, the algae are never used as food
by the corals. These two dissimilar organisms are probably mutually benefited
by their close association. The algae benefit by utilizing the carbon dioxide as
well as by the nitrogenous and phosphorous wastes given off by the corals. The
corals benefit by receiving oxygen which the algae produce during the day and
by having their waste products removed.

From off the Dry Tortugas to St. Lucie Inlet, the Gulf Stream flows north-
ward at 3 to 5 knots. Its width is 40 to 70 miles, its depth half a mile. This great
ocean current forms the boundary between the relatively cool, somewhat low
salinity water lying alongshore and the warmer, saltier water of the Sargasso
Sea. It was originally believed that the rivers flowing into the Gulf of Mexico,
especially the Mississippi, combined to form the source of the Gulf Stream, which
was often analogized to a river or stream in the ocean. Actually, the Gulf Stream



does not originate at a point but is part of the general circulation of surface
water in the North Atlantic Ocean.

The Indians living along this stretch of coast took advantage of the Gulf
Stream in navigating their canoes, some of which were large enough to carry 30
persons. However, the European credited with discovering the Gulf Stream was
the Spaniard, Juan Ponce de Le6n. He did this while exploring along the east
coast of Florida. In sailing southward, he had extreme difficulty for several days
to pass a sandy cape, probably what is today called Cape Canaveral. Even with
all sails set and a good wind, his ships were pushed backwards. Ant6n de Alaminos,
one of Ponce de Leén’s pilots, understood the significance of the Gulf Stream
and in 1519 utilized its prevailing current to his advantage when he sailed within
the Stream to save time in carrying a cargo of gold and a message from Mexico
to Charles V of Spain. The gold and his message had important bearings on the
future conquests of Alaminos’ commander in New Spain, Hernafido Cortés, whose
most important conquest was to be Tenochtitlan, the center of the Aztec empire,
today called Mexico City. So successful was Alaminos’ voyage and so advantageous
was the Gulf Stream to Spanish shipping that the route through the Old Bahama
Channel along Cuba was abandoned for this much superior one.

Beginning in the 1500’s and for two-and-a-half centuries, Spanish vessels plied
the sea off Florida. Sea lanes were the only avenues whereby people and manu-
factured goods could reach the New World and the silver and gold transported
back to Europe. Throughout this period, crossings to and from the New World
were a hazardous undertaking. At least a half dozen ships were lost each year.
Some capsized due to overloading, others caught fire; still others were destroyed
by gunfire of pirates or national enemies. The great majority, however, were lost
due to storms and navigational errors.

The signs feared most by sailors then as well as now were several days of calm
seas but with heavy swells, accompanied by little or no wind; also, exceptionally
clear water and increased feeding activity of fishes at the surface; finally, the
appearance of high, thin, feathery white clouds converging towards a point on the
horizon. These were sure signs of an approaching hurricane. When the strong
and furious winds caught a vessel on the sea, they would often cause it to break
apart, founder, or strand on a shoal or beach. Often entire fleets of ships, many of
them carrying cargos of silver and gold from Peru and Mexico and pearls from
Venezuela, would be heavily damaged or wrecked by one of these tempests.

The voyage to the New World was considered much less hazardous than the
return. The winds during the crossing were almost always favorable and there was
little danger either of violent storms in the latitudes these ships sailed, or of ground-
ing. The return from the New World, however, often took twice as long and was
much more dangerous. While the ships lay in tropical water for at least a year,
shipworms ate into their wooden hulls and weakened their structure. At the
same time barnacles and other encrusting organisms produced heavy growths
below the waterline, which slowed the speed of the ships considerably. The home-
ward crossing put the ships uncomfortably close to many dangerous shoals and
reefs. Moreover, ships were often undercrewed because of sickness, death, and
desertion to the New World.

From the sixteenth through the eighteenth centuries, the system of naviga-
tion used by the Spaniards required sighting as many known land points as pos-
sible to establish a ship’s true position. Since instruments had not yet been invented
to plot a ship’s position accurately, a great deal of skill and local knowledge was
needed by a navigator. He knew his course and could determine his latitude at
midday, but for the longitude he would have to estimate the ship’s speed as well
as its drift and any magnetic variation of the compass. Often, navigators relied on
their own experience rather than trust charts which at best were of doubtful accu-

racy. The method which the Spaniards used was to set a course directly for reef
or landforms so they could know when they reached a dangerous area by seeing it.
After sighting the obstruction they were sailing for, they would bear off and set a
course for another such point. As would be expected if the lookouts did not sight
the known danger, such as during stormy weather or a dark night, ships would run
aground, or worse, pile up and break apart. The belief of sighting these known
land points was so strong that even the loss of many ships was not enough to alter
this practice.

After loading their cargos at various ports in Mexico, Panama, and Vene-
zuela, the ships would rendezvous in Havana to take on food and water and to
form fleets before continuing to Spain. The practice of sailing in fleets served not
only as protection against pirates and for mutual aid in case of foundering, but
because navigators were so scarce, it was virtually impossible to put one on each
ship. Thus, it was necessary for them to guide several ships at a time. Upon leaving
Havana the fleet set course directly for the Florida Keys, where more Spanish
ships were lost than anywhere else in the New World. With the Keys in sight the
ships would first bear easterly and then parallel the Florida coast, taking advantage
of the Gulf Stream, until reaching Cape Canaveral. Then, they would change
course again and head for Bermuda, thence to the Azores, and on to Spain.

Along the east coast of this section, i.e., between St. Lucie Inlet and Key
Largo, the two successive daily tidal cycles are of equal amplitude. Here the dif-
ference between high and low water is about 2% feet. Along the rest of the Florida
Keys, at the entrance to the Gulf of Mexico, there is a flood and an ebb of tide
twice daily, as along the east coast, but they are peculiar in being markedly un-
equal. During most of the time, one of the daily high tides is twice as high as the
other and one of the low tides twice as low as the other. This phenomenon is es-
pecially characteristic of the tides at Key West, where the tidal range varies be-
tween % and 2% feet.

Tidal ranges in the lagoons, sounds, and bays vary between a few feet and a
few inches depending on their distance from the influence of the sea. The tidal
range is usually about a foot near inlets; it may be only a few inches in lagoons
located midway between the various inlets and in northeastern Florida Bay where
the tidal flow is hampered by the shallowness of the bottom and aquatic vegeta-
tion. In parts of Florida Bay the wind direction and velocity often have more in-
fluence than the tide on the rise and fall of the water level.

The climate along this stretch of coast is subtropical to tropical. The tempera-
tures are warm almost throughout the year and the humidity high. This part of
Florida is in the belt of the Northeast Trade Winds, the dependability of which
made this a popular route for sailing vessels. These winds are interrupted only
during the short winter season as occasional cold waves accompanied by north-
west winds push down from the Arctic. Then, air temperatures plummet to about
40°F and soon afterward they rise to their normal winter level in the low 70’s.
Throughout the rest of the year, daytime air temperatures normally range from
the high 70’s to the low 90’s. The rainy season occurs over a 6 month period from
May to October. Then, squalls and thunderstorms are frequent, sometimes with
gale-force winds, and occasionally hurricanes strike. These severe tropical cyclonic
storms, most frequent and intense from August to October, produce huge tides
and waves, and what with the floods which these cause and the heavy winds,
hurricanes can do terrible damage to boats and docks as well as to shore settle-
ments.

The marine life occurring along southern Florida is remarkable for the diver-
sity of species and the brilliance of their color such as is characteristic of tropical
seas around the world. The marine fauna living here includes over 500 species of



fishes, the most found anywhere in the United States. Nearly all of them can be
seen at one time or another swimming along or above the coral reefs, and some
400 of them reside there during most of their lives. Indeed, coral reefs are believed
to contain the richest of all sea-fish communities. However, although the number
of species of fishes in the tropics is much greater than that in temperate and boreal
waters, the numbers of individuals within each species are usually much less.

Reefs provide shelter to fishes of differing habits—those that hunt during the
day and come in to the reef at night to rest, others that rest during the day and go
out at night to hunt, and still others, notably groupers, which for the most part
stay close to the reef and feed whenever food is available, but occasionally leave
the reef for this purpose. Both diurnal and nocturnal groups feed along or above
the reef, the smallest ones remaining close to the reef, the larger ones higher in
the water column. Towards evening as the light diminishes, the day feeders de-
scend and take shelter during the half hour before sunset. Surgeonfishes, parrot-
fishes, and other small herbivorous species tend to gather in congregations during
sunset and early twilight. Gradually they take cover. Early in the evening, the first
of the night feeders emerge. These stay quietly close to shelter for awhile before
rising to higher levels. Among night feeders are squirrelfishes, soldierfishes, big-
eyes, scorpionfishes, and morays as well as gray and yellowtail snappers, which
generally rest during the day in the shelter of the reef and do most of their foraging
at night. About an hour after sunset, the day feeders have all retired and the noc-
turnal fishes are busy with their night’s work. They remain active until shortly
before sunrise when they gradually take shelter as the daylight hunters emerge.

Some of the large predatory fishes, among them barracudas and little tuna,
feed primarily early in the morning and at twilight during the periods when the
small reef dwellers are shifting between resting and activity phases. After these
predators have taken their toll, they withdraw, and the small fishes go on about
their business for the day or night.

Not all of the fishes found along coral reefs are permanent residents, for many
migrate seasonally. Some bottom dwellers, among them red grouper and red snap-
per, move towards shore into shoal water during summer and offshore to deeper
water during winter. Their movements, however, are not extensive. In the spring,
tropical fishes move northward as far as the temperatures which are optimal to
them expand northward, and they return as the chill of the fall season approaches
their tolerance limits. The surprising numbers of tropicals, many being juveniles,
that occur along the middle Atlantic states and in New England are not seasonal
migrants but rather strays probably carried there by the Gulf Stream. Presumably
they perish during winter as the water temperature drops to their lethal limits.

Attached to rocky substrate along this stretch of the coast as well as in the
Gulf of Mexico and around the Caribbean Islands live the parent stock of the
sargassum weeds which are commonly seen drifting at the ocean surface. These
plants reproduce as many other brown algae do, with alternating generations
developing either by spores or by eggs and sperm which unite in the water. Parts
of the attached adult plants become torn away by storms, especially hurricanes,
and because of their berrylike air bladders, these fragments float at the surface.
Carried by winds and current, they often drift into long windrows. They continue
to grow as long as they remain in water warmer than about 64°F. Many of these
fragments are commonly found drifting in the Gulf Stream in what fishermen call
tide lines or weed lines. Those that are carried north of Bermuda are likely to get
into areas where the fall and winter temperatures are lethal to them. Those that
are carried eastward into the quiet, warm, eddy area known as the Sargasso Sea are
believed to survive for tens, hundreds, or perhaps even thousands of years. The
floating weeds are the home of many small fishes and a great number of inverte-
brates, including crabs, shrimps, and mollusks. This ecosystem is referred to as

the sargassum community. The colors and body forms of the resident species
mimic their home plant, even to developing appendages suggestive of the fronds
and berries of the plant. The sargassum weeds drifting at the inner edge of the Gulf
Stream provide shelter for young flyingfish, jacks, tunas, sailfish, marlins, sword-
fish, dolphins, triggerfishes, and filefishes.

When the first Europeans, Spaniards, landed along the coast of Florida, they
found no precious metals or gems such as they had farther south in what is today
Mexico, Central America, and South America. Finding little of value, they failed
to take advantage of this new land for nearly half a century. Not until after they
discovered that the Gulf Stream could be used to great advantage in speeding
sailing ships from the New World to Spain did they attach any value to Florida.
Thereafter, the volume of their shipping along Florida’s east coast grew. This route,
however, was frought with danger. Although the greatest loss of Spanish ships was
due to storms and navigational errors, pirates nonetheless took a heavy toll so that
the Spaniards were forced to build shore bases along the Florida coast from which
to defend their ships, salvage those that were sunk, and rescue the shipwrecked
mariners. What with the immense quantities of silver, gold, pearls, precious stones,
and other articles of value being sent from the New World to Spain, piracy became
increasingly lucrative, drawing to its ranks all sorts of men and women—jobless
soldiers from the long series of European wars, smugglers, murderers, thieves,
escaped convicts, debtors, religious cranks, and even persons from upstanding
families who craved excitement. Banded together in a quasi, almost religious fra-
ternity, these marauders were known by various names: sea rovers, from their
constant plying of the Spanish Main looking for a likely victim; freebooters, a
corruption of the Dutch, vrijbuiter, or free booty; and buccaneers, a word orig-
inating from a process of curing meat by smoking or boucanning. Some marauders,
mostly French, found havens among the Caribbean islands having large herds of
wild livestock and set about curing the meat which they bartered for goods. At
first, the name applied to those living on shore who smoked beef, but as many
individuals passed back and forth from being a boucanier to being a pirate, the
name came to be applied indiscriminately. Of all sobriquets, pirates preferred
being called Brethren of the Coast, i.e., friends and allies against the universal
enemy, the Spanish. Between 1650 and 1750, the business of raiding, plundering,
and killing thrived and this period became known as the Golden Age of Pirates.

What is now Key West as well as nearby Keys were favorite refuges for pirates.
These islands give a commanding view of the Florida Straits, and for marauders
knowing the various shoals and intricate channels, they offered a wide variety of
escape routes if challenged by a superior force. It took until the early 1800’s before
the last of the pirates were captured or run off. Within a decade, settlements were
established in the Keys and along the southeastern mainland. In this seaside set-
ting it became natural for the settlers to owe their livelihood directly or indirectly
to the sea. While some cleared the land along the shore and planted groves of
coconuts and fields of pineapples, most of the people depended on wrecking, i.e.,
salvaging ships wrecked on the reef between Lake Worth and the Dry Tortugas.
This was a respectable and often lucrative business. The first person to reach a
wreck could claim a high percentage of its worth, both the salvage value of the
hull and rigging and the cargo it carried. Throughout the mid-1800’s, Key West
was the commercial and population center of South Florida. It was an important
crossroad, connecting ports of the Gulf Coast, Cuba, Mexico, Central and South
America with Boston, New York, Baltimore, Charleston and Savannah.

By the latter third of the 1800’s small Indian trading posts became settle-
ments, two of which are now Miami and Fort Lauderdale. And there were other
settlements along the shore, eventually known as Coconut Grove, Lemon City,
and Cutler. It was only a short time after the establishment of these settlements



that tourist houses were built. Attracted by a few prominent authors writing about
the frontier paradise, many wealthy sportsmen began coming here.

Fishing was of primary interest to many of these sportsmen. Towards the end
of the century, it became fashionable to organize elaborate excursions to south-
eastern Florida. Large, lavishly appointed yachts, fully staffed with servants as
well as crew would sail out of Miami and down along the Keys, usually for a month
or two. In tow were one or two 30- to 40-foot motor launches and three or four
smaller fishing dories. Each of the launches usually had two fishing guides. The
yachts served as the main base and were anchored in pleasant, protected spots.
Each day the small boats would leave either for the back country to catch tarpon
or for the Outer Reef to catch sailfish or marlin. By the early 1900’s the settlement
of Craig, located about halfway along the Keys, became a major supply point for
these yachts and as many as a dozen or more could be seen tied up there at one
time. Later a few prestigious fishing camps were built, such as the one on Long
Key, popularized by Ernest Hemmingway, which served a rather exclusive clien-
tele. Fishing increased as more and more people began arriving in southeastern
Florida during the various land booms which took place during the first third of
the 1900’s. The greatest increase in fishing, however, started during the mid-
1900’s and continues today.

As more and more people moved to southern Florida, the development of
seashore resorts mushroomed until the demand for waterside residential prop-
erty could be met only by filling low areas, tidal and submerged land, and by
dredging shallow estuaries to make them suitable for navigation. From Lake Worth
south to Biscayne Bay there has been so much dredging and bulkheading that the
native plants along the shore and the bottom vegetation of the shallow water have
almost completely disappeared. The dense growth of mangroves that once formed
the perimeter of these coastal lagoons is gone, as is the maze of stiltlike mangrove
prop roots that had provided nursery areas and shelter for a considerable assem-
blage of young fishes, including jacks, grunts, snappers, pinfishes, drums, barra-
cudas and a host of invertebrate animals, including spiny lobsters and shrimps.
Terrible though the destruction of mangroves has been, doing it by filling them
with material dredged from the bottom of the lagoons has compounded the devas-
tation; for this practice eliminates the shallow water turtle-grass beds and other
aquatic plants that also harbor young fishes, shrimps, and other aquatic organ-
isms.

The present condition of Lake Worth is an example of what happens when the
effects of land development and urbanization are concentrated in a narrow, shal-
low, constricted body of brackish and salt water. In its primeval state, Lake Worth
provided habitat for many species of fishes. Although sheepshead, bluefish, pom-
pano, Spanish mackerel, spotted sea trout, red drum, gray snapper, and tarpon
were all seasonally numerous here, their abundance has declined seriously with
modifications of Lake Worth’s physical properties. The first to be affected was
pompano, a species which had been particularly abundant in the southern half of
Lake Worth. Its diminution progressed northward with the extension of building
construction along the shore. Dredging of waterways for navigation not only
reduced the amount of living space for many fishes, but the silting of the water
which it caused inhibited the growth of aquatic plants, in turn further reducing
the amount of living space for fishes. The water from drainage canals, constructed
as conduits for freshwater runoff, increased the turbidity and lowered the salinity
of the water, at times very rapidly, over nearly the whole of Lake Worth. The in-
creased tempo of building within the last two decades has led to further diminu-
tion of fishes. For example, in the 7 years following 1950 the commercial catch
of redfish, sea trout, and snook along this stretch of coast fell from about 400,000
pounds to 4,000 pounds, a decrease of 99 percent. These are primarily inshore

species that were commonly caught in Lake Worth before its aquatic life became
so diminished. Although spotted sea trout, a particular favorite of Florida anglers,
occur in Lake Worth, they are certainly not as abundant there as they are in Jupi-
ter and Hobe Sounds which still maintain most of their natural aquatic vegeta-
tion. Unfortunately during the 15-year period ending in 1968, 35,000 acres of
Florida’s east coast shoal water habitat and over 25,000 acres of saltmarshes and
mangroves have been destroyed. Ironically, the tragic damage which man’s various
activities in the estuaries do to the organisms living there could have been avoided
with proper land use planning. It is not too late to save what remains, but any hope
of doing so depends upon effective action now!

Among ubiquitous estuarine organisms are shrimps of the family Penaeidae.
These are the most valuable of all seafoods in the United States and are among
the most popular of natural baits which anglers use. Being near the bottom of
the food pyramid, these shrimps are a principal prey for all sorts of carnivorous
sea fishes, including snook, sea trouts, red and black drums, snappers, groupers,
king and Spanish mackerels, tarpon, ladyfish, jacks, dolphins, and even marlins—
in short, everything large enough to eat them, and not only fishes but birds, mam-
mals, reptiles, and large invertebrates.

Three species of shrimps are the most valuable and important in estuaries
of the south Atlantic and Gulf states and their offshore water. These are the
brown, white, and pink shrimps, all of which belong to the same genus, Penaeus.
Although all three species occur along Florida’s coast, pink shrimps are the most
important. The adults spawn offshore, many near the Dry Tortugas in depths of
around 45 to 145 feet. The center of spawning varies seasonally, and it occurs at
one place or another throughout the year. After passing through a series of larval
stages, young pink shrimps enter estuaries, mostly from spring through autumn,
though a few during winter. Moving far into the upper reaches of the estuaries,
the youngest ones concentrate in the shallow protected areas nearshore. They
live among sea grasses, smaller ones in shoal-grass beds and larger ones in some-
what deeper water in turtle-grass beds. Seldom are they found near areas where
sea grasses are absent or rare. Unfavorable changes in the estuary kill the young
shrimp outright or force them offshore where they are more vulnerable to preda-
tion. As they grow, the shrimp move gradually into deeper water, and in about 4
months they reach adulthood; and though a few remain in the estuary, most of
them move offshore into depths which increase as they grow larger. Although in
Florida they tolerate temperatures between 50° and 96°F, they go into a stupor
when the water goes below 60°F. Pink shrimp prefer sand, shelly sand, and coral
mud, such as found in Florida Bay.

An angler in Florida does not need a license to fish in salt or brackish water.
There are, however, some saltwater regulations. There are minimum size limits
for bluefish, pompano, fluke (locally called flounder), Spanish mackerel, spotted
and gray sea trouts, red drum (locally called redfish), and snook. Also, there are
possession limits or catch limits for snook, sailfish, tarpon, and striped bass.
Florida regulates the season, type of gear, method of capture, and catch limits
of shrimps, spiny lobsters (locally called crawfish), stone crabs, oysters, and
clams. Local regulations may exist for spearfishing and for netting mullet. For a
copy of the fishing and shellfishing regulations, write to the Florida Department
of Natural Resources, Division of Marine Resources, Crown Building, Blount
Street, Tallahassee, 32304.



Most Commonly Caught Fish

BARRACUDAS

GREAT BARRACUDA, Sphyraena barracuda. Barracuda, cuda. SIZE:
Largest recorded 106 lbs; tackle record 83 1lbs; avg. 7-13 lbs; over 40 lbs
unusual. HABITS: Pelagic and migratory. Occur both offshore and inshore
over any type of bottom. Barracuda often concentrate around wrecks or
rock and coral bottom with high relief. SEASON: All year; best fishing
> May—September or early October. Most are caught near the surface in
water from near shore to about 100 ft deep and temperatures warmer
than 70°F. FISHING METHODS: Live lining, chumming, and casting
from shore; these methods plus trolling from boats. Usually taken inciden-
tally while fishing for other species. BAITS: Stripbait and cut fish or live
shrimp, pinfish, ballyhoo, mullet and snapper; also spoons, plugs, jigs and
weighted bucktails.

BASSES, SEA AND GROUPERS

GAG GROUPER, Mycteroperca microlepis. Grouper, gray grouper. Small
ones caught in shallow water are called grass grouper. Sometimes miscalled
black grouper. Usually distinguished from other groupers by the more or
less plain coloration and the crescent-shaped edge of the tail. SIZE: To 51
1bs; avg. 2-6 lbs; over 20 lbs unusual. HABITS: Occur to depths of 400
™ ft or more, especially on high relief bottom consisting of rock or coral
%> and around wrecks. During winter and spring occur in shallow water;
during summer and fall in deeper water. Small fish occur both inshore and
offshore. As they grow larger, they tend to remain offshore. SEASON:
All year; best fishing March—April and July—August. FISHING
METHODS: Bottom fishing, live lining, jigging and casting from shore;
these methods plus trolling near bottom from boats. BAITS: Shrimp, squid,
cut fish, and live pinfish or grunts; also weighted bucktails, jigs, spoons and
feathers.

BLACK GROUPER, Mycteroperca bonaci. Blackfin grouper. Sometimes
miscalled gag grouper. Usually distinguished from other groupers by the
large, dark rectangular-shaped blotches arranged in rows on the body. SIZE:
To over 100 lbs; avg. 3-7 lbs; over 30 lbs unusual. HABITS: Occur to
depths of 400 ft or more on high relief bottom of coral and rocks encrusted
with living organisms, or around wrecks. Small fish occur both inshore and
offshore. As they grow larger, they tend to remain offshore. SEASON: All
year; best fishing December—April. FISHING METHODS: Bottom
fishing, live lining, jigging or trolling near bottom from boats. BAITS:
Whole or cut fish, crabs, spiny lobsters, shrimp and live pinfish, grunt or
snapper; also stripbait, feather-stripbait combination, spoons, plugs, jigs and
weighted bucktails.

RED GROUPER, Epinephelus morio. Grouper. Distinguished from most
other groupers by the edges of the membranes between the dorsal spines
being slightly curved or nearly straight. In most other groupers they are
deeply notched. SIZE: To 50 lbs; avg. 4-6 lbs; over 25 lbs unusual.
 HABITS: Occur from shore to depths of at least 900 ft, sometimes on
72> smooth sand or mud, but most frequently around wrecks or on high relief
bottom of coral and rocks encrusted with living organisms. SEASON:
All year. Fishing is fairly uniform throughout the year. FISHING
METHODS: Bottom fishing from anchored or drifting boats. Some caught
by jigging or trolling near bottom. BAITS: Squid, shrimp, cut fish and
live fish; also stripbait, weighted bucktails, jigs and feathers.

WARSAW GROUPER, Epinephelus nigritus. Grouper, warsaw, black jew-
fish, giant sea bass. Miscalled jewfish and black grouper. Distinguished
from most other groupers by having 10 dorsal spines, and the edge of the
tail being nearly straight. SIZE: To 500 lbs; avg. 15-25 Ibs; over 150 Ibs
unusual. HABITS: Occur from shore to depths of 600 ft or more, especially
around wrecks or on high relief bottom consisting of coral and rocks.
Although usually near bottom, they may swim into mid water in pursuit
of prey. SEASON: All year; best fishing November—April. FISHING
METHODS: Bottom fishing, jigging or deep trolling from boats. BAITS:
Squid, shrimp, crabs, spiny lobster, cut fish, whole ballyhoo, mullet or
little tuna, and live pinfish or grunt; also stripbait, feather-stripbait com-
bination, spoons, jigs and plugs.

NASSAU GROUPER, Epinephelus striatus. Grouper. Distinguished from
other groupers by the dark blotch on the narrow part of the tail, and the
dark bars on the head and body. SIZE: To 55 lbs; avg. 2-4 lbs; over 20
Ibs unusual. HABITS: Occur from the shore to depths of at least 200
by ft on high relief bottom of coral and rocks or around wrecks, Small fish
5" occur from shallow to deep water. As they grow larger, they tend to remain
in deep water. SEASON: All year. FISHING METHODS: Bottom fishing
from shore or boats. Small fish are caught by casting, jigging or trolling
near bottom. BAITS: Cut fish, squid, shrimp, spiny lobster and live fish;
also weighted bucktails and feathers.

JEWFISH, Epinephelus itajara. Spotted jewfish, spotted grouper. Dis-
tinguished from other groupers by the short dorsal spines, dark spots, and
rounded tail. The young have 5 dark bars on each side which disappear
_ with age. SIZE: To over 800 lbs; tackle record 680 lbs; avg. 30-60 Ibs;
-1 ' over 250 lbs unusual. HABITS: Although some occur in depths of 100

ft or more, most are inshore of the 70 ft bottom contour. Favor wrecks,
ledges, caves, jetties, and deep holes near bridge abutments. Small ones more
active than large ones. SEASON: All year. FISHING METHODS: Bottom
fishing from shore or boats. Small ones take artificial lures. BAITS: Crabs,
spiny lobster, live or dead fish, and clams; also jigs, plugs and feathers.

BLACK SEA BASS, Centropristis striata. Sea bass, black bass, rock bass.
See rock sea bass. SIZE: Largest recorded 8 lbs; tackle record 8 lbs; avg.
15-24 1b; over 2% lbs unusual. HABITS: Gregarious, year-round residents
occurring on rock, coral or shell bottom and around wrecks, pilings,
wharfs, rock jetties or breakwaters. They are common from a few feet
below the tide-line to about 180 ft, some to 300 ft or more. They attain
their largest size and greatest abundance on offshore grounds. SEASON:
All year; best fishing May—June and November—December. Few are
caught south of Palm Beach. FISHING METHODS: Most are caught in
depths of 45-120 ft by bottom fishing from drifting or anchored boats.
Small ones are taken from shore by bottom fishing. BAITS: Squid, clams,
crabs, worms, shrimp and cut fish.

ROCK SEA BASS, Centropristis philadelphica. Sea bass, rock bass. Dis-
tinguished from back sea bass by having 6 or 7 broad vertical bars or
stripes on back and sides, and a distinct black spot at base of last three
dorsal spines. Black sea bass have no vertical bars or stripes and no large
distinct spot. SIZE: To 1 1b; avg. Y4-153 Ib; over % 1b unusual. Most
anglers make no distinction between rock sea bass and black sea bass.
HABITS, SEASON, FISHING METHODS and BAITS are the same as
for black sea bass.

)

BILLFISHES
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ATLANTIC SAILFISH, Istiophorus platypterus. Sailfish. SIZE: Maximum
size unrecorded; Atlantic tackle record 128 lbs (Pacific tackle record
221 Ibs); avg. 30-40 lbs; over 70 lbs unusual. HABITS: Pelagic and migra-
tory. Occur in continental-shelf water usually in depths over 40 ft, but
they occasionally venture close enough to shore to be caught from ocean
piers. Travel in small groups or singly. Sailfish usually feed more in mid-
water and near bottom than at the surface. SEASON: All year; best fishing
mid-October or November—April. FISHING METHODS: Trolling, live
lining and kite fishing from boats, A few are caught from shore. Check
state regulation on daily catch limit. BAITS: Stripbait, feather-stripbait or
skirt-stripbait combination, whole rigged ballyhoo or mullet, and live blue
runner, mullet, goggle-eyed scad, false pilchard, pinfish or bonefish. Some
are caught on feathers, spoons, skirts and plugs.

WHITE MARLIN, Tetrapturus albidus. See blue marlin, SIZE: Maximum
size unrecorded; tackle record 161 Ibs; avg. 50-60 lbs; over 90 lbs unusual.
HABITS: Pelagic and migratory, Occur in oceanic and continental-shelf
water but some come close to shore in depths as shallow as 60 ft. Travel
in small groups or singly. SEASON: All year; best fishing late February
or March—May or June. Most are caught near the surface in water
warmer than 70°F between the 100-600 ft bottom contours. FISHING
METHODS: Trolling and live lining from boats. BAITS: Stripbait, feather-
stripbait or skirt-stripbait combination, and whole rigged squid, ballyhoo,
mullet, Spanish mackerel or bonefish; also live bait. Some are caught on
feathers, skirts, rubber squid and plugs.

BLUE MARLIN, Makaira nigricans. Distinguished from white marlin by
having the tips of the dorsal and anal fins pointed, and, except for very
small fish, the lateral line is inconspicuous. White marlin have rounded
dorsal and anal fin tips and the lateral line is conspicuous. SIZE: To over
1,700 lbs in the Atlantic Ocean;Atlantic tackle record 1,142 lbs(Pacific
tackle record 1,153 lbs but fish over 2,000 lbs are reported); avg. 200-
300 lbs; over 400 lbs unusual. HABITS: Pelagic and migratory. Occur in
oceanic and continental-shelf water from the surface to depths of at least
300 ft. Travel in small groups or singly. SEASON: All year; best fishing
January—May or June. Most are taken near the surface between the 300
and 600 ft bottom contours. FISHING METHODS: Trolling, live lining
and kite fishing from boats, BAITS: Whole rigged squid, Spanish mackerel,
mullet, ballyhoo, bonefish, ladyfish and little tuna; also live fish, stripbait
and feather-stripbait combination.

BLUEFISH

BLUEFISH, Pomatomus saltatrix. Blues, rock salmon. Small ones called
snapper blues. SIZE: Largest recorded 35 lbs; tackle record 31 Ibs 12 oz;
avg. 1-2 lbs; over 7 lbs unusual. HABITS: Pelagic, schooling and migra-
tory. Bluefish occur throughout the water column in temperatures warmer
than 55°F, They often concentrate around inlets, shoals, wrecks and inshore
reefs. Abundance fluctuates from year to year. SEASON: All year; best
fishing October or November—April. FISHING METHODS: Casting,
bottom fishing, live lining and jigging from shore; these methods plus
trolling from boats, Most bluefish are caught within 2 miles of the beach,
in estuaries and the intracoastal waterway. Check state regulation on size
limit. BAITS: Shrimp, mullet, cut fish and live fish; also spoons, feathers,
stripbait, weighted bucktails, jigs, mops and plugs.

BONEFISH

BONEFISH, Albula vulpes. Silver ghost, phantom. SIZE: To over 20 lbs;
tackle record 19 lbs; avg. 4-6 lbs; over 12 lbs unusual. HABITS: These
inshore fish occur singly, in groups or in schools from the tide-line to
depths of 40 ft. They often feed by rooting in the bottom of sand and
grass flats; this feeding action is called “tailing” or “mudding.” SEASON:
All year; best fishing is during June. FISHING METHODS: Chumming,
live lining and casting from boats or while wading in shallow water. Most
bonefish are caught in depths of 12-10 feet. BAITS: Shrimp, crabs, clams,
conch, sand bugs and squid; also weighted bucktails, feathers, plugs and
streamer flies.

CATFISHES, SEA

SEA CATFISH, Galeichthys felis. Sea cat, catfish. SIZE: To 3 lbs; avg., ¥5—
25 Ib; over 1% lbs unusual. HABITS: These shallow water shore fish
aggregate on any type of bottom. Although small ones occur in both salt
and brackish water, large ones are almost always in salt water. More active
during night than day. SEASON: All year; best fishing April—November.
FISHING METHODS: Bottom fishing from shore or boats. Most are
caught incidentally while fishing for other species. BAITS: Shrimp, crabs,
cut fish and squid.

GAFFTOPSAIL CATFISH, Bagre marinus. Sail cat, top cat, catfish. SIZE:
To 6 lbs; avg. % —1% lbs; over 3 lbs unusual, HABITS: These inshore
fish occur on any type of bottom in salt and brackish water, some in
nearly fresh water. Although primarily bottom feeders, they sometimes
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