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In my 67 years of life, I have owned a lot of boats.  The number has gotten so high that I can no longer say how 
many, I just know for certain that it is north of 100.  At the time that I owned them, I thought each of them was 
perfect, but it turns out none really were.  A boat can be perfect only for a relatively short and very finite time, 
because as our lives change, so do our needs and wants in a boat.

Back in the 60’s in Arkansas, my first need for a boat was to go lake fishing with my Dad.  The perfect boat was a 
14’ aluminum skiff with a 5 hp motor.  We quickly outgrew the 5 hp and made the quantum leap to a 10 hp.  This 
allowed us to venture farther from the dock and even, believe it or not, teach me to water ski.  I don’t know where 
it got the power, but that little 10 hp Johnson (yes, I had a small Johnson) actually did a fairly respectable job of 
keeping 10-year-old Merle on top of the water.  About the time that I became a teen, the ugly little aluminum 
boats became too uncool for me and I convinced my Dad to buy me a 13’-6’ Boston Whaler.  Not only did this 
little boat have style, but we once again doubled our horsepower.  The 20 hp Johnson really did push that little 
boat fast; it ran so well that I could even drop a ski and slalom.  

My fishing addiction also began to mature during this time so I went to great lengths to customize the little 
whaler for Bass fishing.  I installed swivel pedestal seats, a trolling motor and a most magical device from Lorance 
called a fish finder.  This primitive fish finder included a round transducer that you mounted on the transom and 
the display was round and had a little light in it that went round and round on a circle of numbers at high speed 
while lighting up only to indicate the depth of the bottom.  I think that it cost about half as much as the boat and 
all it really did was tell you the depth, but at the time it was revolutionary.  

By the time I was 14 and had my Learners Permit, my dear Saint of a Mother was even willing to ride with a buddy 
and me to the lake, let me launch the boat and she would leave us there for the day and pick us back up in the 
evening.  I bet there aren’t many moms today who leave teens to their own devices all day in a boat on a lake 30 
miles from home.  I like to think that it was because I was such a virtuous and respectable young man, but in ret-
rospect she may have just been happy to get me out of the house for a whole day.

Eventually college, marriage and a responsible job got in the way and the little Whaler went the way of all things.  
I spent a number of very misguided years without a boat in my life until, eventually, we reached the point where 
we could take a little time off and had a little (very little) to spend on recreation, so we bought a little 16’ Arrow-
glass bow rider.  This boat was a truly ugly banana yellow (we were called the banana boat by our friends at the 
lake) but it provided the means for us to join our friends who spent their weekends camping on a beautiful island 
in the middle of Lake Ouachita.  After the first weekend that I spent carrying everything we needed to survive in 
the wilds of Arkansas (you can’t imagine how much crap we took) and everyone who did not have a boat of their 
own back and forth to said beautiful island.  After that experience we said, “we’re gonna need a bigger boat”.

At this point we made that first fatal step towards what has become a lifetime affliction with a terrible boating 
disease known as 5-foot fever.  The disease in me progressed quickly, with jumps from a 25’ Wellcraft to a 48’ 
Nautaline and it finally cumulated in a 81’ custom livaboard Lakewood Yacht and a 65-foot Cheoy Lee long range 
cruiser.  There were also lots of interesting smaller craft that shared the slip with these larger boats, but I’m be-
ginning to lose track of many of these.  In more recent years I have realized that big boats require more care than 
I have the time and/or ability to provide, so I have downsized to my 27’ World Cat.  

I guess, for now, it’s the perfect boat, but...

Stop in at Belle Harbour Marina, 307 Anclote Rd. in Tarpon Springs if you want to talk with Flip the Bird and I 
about boats, rent one of our new boats, buy one of my old boats or try riding our new Hydro Bikes.

MERLE
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FEATURE STORY

THE PERFECT BOAT

Boat and Motor Superstores 

HOT BOAT OF
THE MONTH!
Blackfin 302CC
Featuring a 10’0” beam, and LOA 
with engines of 32’8”, the 302CC 
has an open, and well-designed 
layout making it the perfect 
choice for offshore fishing, recre-

ational activities or destination boating. With an extensive choice of 
Mercury engines, and featuring a double stepped hull designed by 
Michael Peters Yacht Design, the 302CC offers one of the smooth-
est and most efficient rides in its class. 

Give us a call at 727.942.7767, stop by our showroom or visit us 
online today at www.BoatandMotorSuperstores.com for more 
information on this beautiful, state-of-the-art boat!
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FISHING

THE RIVERS TO BAY REPORT
by Captain John Rivers

Good things come to those 
who wait and well, the wait-
ing is over, because May is 

here and the Summer fishing season 
has begun! 

First up, the Snook bite will be off 
the chain on the flats and in the 
deep water passes and just off  
the beaches.

Next up, love is in the air or more 
accurately, love bugs! Before you 
groan, remember it’s a good thing, 
because when the love bugs show 
up, the Tarpon show up. May is when 
the Tarpon show usually happens, 
and once it gets going, it usually  
lasts until August. They 
will be all along the 
beaches of Anna Maria 
Island, the Skyway 
Bridge, and inside Tam-
pa Bay just to name a 
few areas. Live Thread-
fin is usually the 
bait of choice 

or if 

you’re chunking, cut Threadfin and 
they’ll show up behind your boat if 
you’re fishing the bridge.

If you’re more comfortable doing 
some light tackle fishing, then I 
recommend targeting the Span-
ish Mackerel, as they’ll be all over 
the beaches and inside the Bay.  I 
use long shank hooks with a short 
wire leader or a 40# monofiliment 
leader with a small Pilchard hooked 
through the nose.

King Mackerel will also be here; 
usually from 1/4 mile off the beach 

to 25+ miles out. I like to use a flat 
lined Cigar Minnow, but you can 
use any bait you like and they will 
more than likely smash it. My rig 
is usually a Gamakatsu #1 or #2 
live bait light wire hook, with a 

#4 treble hook 
on the side.

Last, but certainly not least, let’s 
head into the backcountry for Red-
fish.  They will be where the schools 
of Mullet are and cut Threadfin or 
cut or live Pinfish are my two baits 
of choice when fishing for these 
bronze bruisers. If I’m using live bait 
for reds, I’ll be using a cork to keep it 
out of the grass.

May is a great time for fishing, 
because even though the weather 
is a bit warmer, the winds have laid 
down, and every day is just about 
picture perfect.

So, after you read this, grab your rod 
and reel, load the boat, kayak or hit 
the bridges and go fishing! 

Or, give me a ring and we’ll spend a 
great day on the water. 

Captain John Rivers has a 
lifetime of fishing knowl-
edge and over 20 years of 

experience fishing the gulf 
coast. For more information or 
to book an unforgettable fishing 

trip, please call 727-313-1781.
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is also a good choice for covering 
ground and finding Redfish. 

Trout will be hanging out on the flats 
near the drop-offs where the water 
just starts to get a little deeper like 
4-5 feet or in deeper potholes. They 
will also be on raised grass flats with 
deeper water surrounding them. 
I like a 1/8-1/4oz jighead with a 4” 
fake Shrimp like Saltwater Assassin's 
Shrimp Cocktail or a baitfish imitation 
plastic shadtail in White, Molting, 
Papa Smurph and New Penny.

The fishing is great, so get out 
there and fish! 

Captain George Hastick of “Fish Hunter Fishing Charters” in St. Peters-
burg has been fishing the waters of Tampa Bay for over 35 years & guiding 
over 20 years. From novice to professional; Capt. George will make you 
feel as if you have been fishing buddies for years. Contact 727-525-1005, 
www.FishTampa.com or CaptGeorge@TampaBay.rr.com.

FISHING

MAY I HAVE ANOTHER?
by Captain George Hastick

May is a month of choices 
when it comes to what fish 
you want to target.  

 
Tarpon will invade the Tampa Bay 
area in full force. Look for them 
along the beaches, passes and the 
Skyway Bridge.  One technique that 
is popular around the Skyway Bridge 
is to "spot lock" at the bridge and 
start cutting pieces of Threadfin 
Herring; dropping them overboard 
at a slow but steady pace. The scent 
and flash of the pieces as they sink 
will attract the Tarpon into your 
chum line.  
 
Cobia will also be making their ap-
pearance and do not be surprised if 
you catch one while Tarpon fishing. 
If you want to target Cobia look for 
them around bridge pilings, range 
markers, channel markers, rock jet-
ties and reefs. You can also find them 
on the flats, especially under or near 
large stingrays and manatees. On 
the flats they like to stay very close, 
if not next to them, because they 
scare bait like crabs, shrimp and fish 
out of their hiding places as they go 
over them which makes easy pick-

ings for the Cobia. Be ready with a 
live bait or lure if you see this extra 
shadow by the stingray or manatee 
and be sure to make a good cast. 
Many times, the Cobia will not travel 
too far away from its host. A Saltwa-
ter Assassin Artemis Shad on a 5/0-
7/0 jighead or weighted hook would 
be a good lure to have ready in both 
light and dark colors to cover water 
color and daily weather conditions.
 
Snook will be under the mangroves, 
so good casts are a plus if you 
want to catch many of these fast-
ambushing predators. You can also 
live chum to try to get them active 
and out from under the bushes. 
Scaled Sardines, Threadfin Herring 
and Pinfish are a few good baits that 
the Snook like live or as cut bait. If 
your using a Pinfish you might want 
to put it under a cork, so they don't 
swim down into the grass or roots. 
If you like artificial baits, a White or 
Crystal color jerkbait is a good op-
tion on a 1/8oz twist-lock hook.

Redfish will be on the flats roam-
ing but they will also hide from the 
sun under the mangroves, so don’t 

be surprised to catch some Red-
fish while fishing for Snook. They 
also like oyster mounds and if you 
can find an area that has both, you 
might be golden. They will hit the 
same livebaits as the Snook but also 
love cut baits like Pinfish, Threadfin, 
Ladyfish and Mackerel to name a 
few. A shadtail in Gold Pepper on 
a 1/4oz jig head or twistlock hook 
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Conversions for Clearwater Beach Area
High	 Low
-0:02	 -0:10	 Dunedin, St. Joseph Sound
-0:05	 -0:15	 Anclote Key, South End
+0:42	 +0:42	 Tarpon Springs, Anclote River
-0:07	 -0:03	 North Anclote Key
+0:41	 +0:39	 Old Port Tampa
+0:33	 +0:53	 Gulf Harbors
+0:42	 +1:05	 Hwy 19 Bridge, Pithlachascotee River
+0:50	 +1:35	 New Port Richey, Pithlachascotee River
+0:36	 +0:43	 Hudson, Hudson Creek

Conversions for St. Marks River Area
High	 Low
+0:23	 +1:18	 Everglades City
-1:17	 -1:03	 Cape Romano
-1:04	 -1:08	 Marco Island
-1:59	 -2:04	 Naples
-0:46	 -0:09	 Indian Bay
-0:59	 -0:42	 Bayport
-0:25	 +0:23	 Withlacoochee River

Conversions for Tampa Bay Area 
High	 Low
+0:49	 +0:58	 Gandy Bridge
+1:38	 +1:55	 Courtney Campbell Cswy.
+1:38	 +1:55	 Safety Harbor	
+0:20	 +0:22	 Ballast Point
+0:07	 +0:26	 Hillsborough Bay
+0:21	 +0:29	 McKay Bay Entrance
+0:41	 +0:39	 Old Port Tampa
-2:27	 -2:24	 Egmont Key
-2:53	 -2:46	 Anna Maria, Bradenton Bch
-2:10	 -2:19	 Anna Maria, City Pier
-1:24	 -0:55	 Bradenton, Manatee River
-0:30	 +0:14	 Redfish Pt., Manatee River
-2:22	 -1:58	 Mullet Key Channel, Skyway
+0:08	 +0:17	 Shell Point
-0:22	 -0:29	 Point Pinellas
-1:34	 -1:30	 Pass-a-Grille Beach
-1:32	 -1:05	 Gulfport
-1:18	 -0:44	 St. Pete Beach Causeway
-2:14	 -2:04	 John’s Pass
-1:40	 -1:18	 Madeira Beach Causeway
-2:00	 -1:25	 Cortez, Sarasota Bay
-1:38	 -0:58	 Sarasota Bay
-2:02	 -1:38	 Venice Inlet
-0:57	 -0:40	 Englewood, Lemon Bay
-1:27	 -0:59	 Placida, Gasparilla Sound
+1:38	 +1:56	 El Jobean, Myakka River
+1:52	 +2:30	 Shell Point, Peace River
+1:06	 +1:27	 Punta Gorda, Charlotte Hbr.
-1:12	 -1:56	 Boca Grande, Charlotte Hbr.
-0:19	 +0:26	 Pineland, Pine Island
+0:43	 +1:28	 Matlacha Pass
-0:55	 -1:14	 Redfish Pass, Captiva Is.
-0:46	 -0:20	 Captiva, Pine Island Sound
-2:20	 -2:28	 Captiva, Gulf Side
-0:25	 +0:16	 Galt Isle, Pine Island Sound
-0:30	 -0:44	 St. James City, Pine Island
+2:08	 +2:44	 Fort Myers
+1:15	 +2:02	 Cape Coral Bridge
+1:08	 +1:40	 Iona Shores
+0:51	 +0:42	 Indian Rocks Beach, ICW
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TIDE CHECK

Conversions are based off of the St. Petersburg Pier. They are published strictly for reference and 
are not designed for navigational aid. Onshore-Offshore assumes no responsibility for their accuracy.
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DESTINATIONS

CONSERVATION EFFORTS IN THE 
MANATEE CAPITAL OF THE WORLD
Discover How Conservation Efforts in the Crystal River Area Impact Fish, Wildlife and More!

As the Manatee Capital of the World, Crystal 
River takes great pride in being at the forefront 
of manatee and local ecosystem conservation. 

These continued efforts help ensure these gentle giants 
have adequate food sources and a safe refuge yearly 
from November to early April.

Healthy ecosystems 
in the Crystal River 
area greatly benefit 
us all. Here are two 
ways you can help 
take part.

Practice Responsible Boating
A recent study by the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conserva-
tion Commission shows that only 4% of observed adult 
manatees show no sign of watercraft-related scars. As 

you can tell by this 
staggering statistic, 
boats pose one of 
the single largest 
dangers to manatees' 
health and safety.

When posted regula-
tions and signage 
are not followed, 
this can physically 
harm both manatees 
and their feeding 

grounds. For these reasons, it’s essential to follow all 
posted signs and listed regulations and ensure respon-
sible boating is practiced at all times.

Other responsible boating practices include wearing 
polarized sunglasses during boat operations and observ-
ing all manatee speed zones and caution areas.

So whether you’re enjoying a sunny day on the water or 
hunting for your next catch before the sun rises, please 
remember to practice your manatee manners!

Catch and Release
Unsustainable fishing practices threaten local ecosys-
tems and their resiliency in a few ways. Primarily this 
happens through overfishing and, in turn, habitat de-

struction. Habitat 
destruction not 
only impacts the 
quality of fishing 
but also directly 
impacts manatees 
and their ability to 
thrive here.

Groups in the 
Crystal River area, 
like Save Crystal 
River, have spent 
time and resources 
breathing new life 
into the local eco-
system by planting 
fresh eelgrass and 
combating harmful invasive species. And because of 
this, habitats in the area continue to grow and thrive! 
Now it’s up to all of us to keep them that way.

Besides curbing potential habitat destruction, catch-
and-release fishing also improves native fish popula-
tions. How? Because it ensures that more fish remain 
and reproduce in the ecosystem. This practice allows 
anglers to enjoy the bounty of fish in the Crystal River 
area while increasing their chances of successfully 
catching fish.

Practicing catch and release of native fish also ensures 
that the opportunity to enjoy this national pastime and 
recreational opportunity will be around for many years!

Conservation in the Crystal River Area
As you can see, there are many ways for you to engage 
in conservation efforts. If you’reinterested in discover-
ing more about the continued progress being made by 
conservationists and eco-tourists alike, we have created 
a Conservation Hub filled with more information. Topics 
include how to be involved, from the comfort of your 
home to a deep dive into the invasive aquatic species 
that threaten the local ecosystem. There’s a wealth of 
knowledge ready for you! 

Learn more at DiscoverCrystalRiverFL.com/ 
Manatee-Conservation.

by Josh Johnson
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Captain Sergio Atanes
Warm waters and calmer winds 
should help anglers, both offshore 
and inside the bay while they look 
for big Snook making their way 
into the passes for their yearly 

spawning until late August. 

The Mackerel bite will also be hot around the 
bridges and artificial reefs with Mangrove 
Snapper a good, solid second choice. Lastly, 
Redfish action improves with live bait moving 
into the flats and around oyster bars.

Captain George Hastick
May is an exciting month in 
Tampa Bay! Tarpon will show up 
in numbers along the beaches, 
passes, bridges and move up
into the bay.  

Along with tarpon, cobia will make their
 appearance on the range markers, channel 
markers and the flats up inside Tampa Bay. 
Mackerel will make their big push up into the 
bay over the many artificial reefs, range 
markers and the skyway bridge.

"TACKLE TALK" 
SPONSORED BY FLORIDA FISHING OUTFITTERS
Make it easy on the fish and 
yourself with these new 
products from Lee Fisher 
International that includes 
several new landing nets 
with soft rubber netting and 
a folding handle thats 
perfect for smaller boats 
or kayak fishing. 
 
Also available is an extendable handle model thats 
great for landing fish on boats with higher gunnels.

Another new item is the ZIPPY Fish Bag made with 
high buoyancy foam tubing, vinyl coated nylon netting, a nylon heavy duty zipper and nylon 
handles for easy transport. Great for kayakers, wade fisherman and shore anglers. Learn more 
about these and other fine products from Lee Fisher International at www.leefisherfishing.com.

ABOUT THE CAPTAINS
Captain Sergio and Captain George Hastick fish the Florida waters, specializing in and around the West 
Coast of Florida and Tampa Bay. Their show, Fishing Adventures Florida, is about two captains sharing 
their knowledge and experience of the local waters. Encouraging others to share in their love of what 
the outdoors has to offer. Their goal is to educate, entertain and share the experience of fishing  
opportunities the state has to offer.

o
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Mutton Snapper are one of 
the most prized fish in Flor-
ida’s offshore fishery. They 

are targeted all over the state and 
are known to be one of the smartest 
Snapper species. Since these fish are 
so smart, it often takes a lot of time 
and effort to dial in and get some 
of these big Mutton Snapper to the 
boat. Many different factors play a 
role in being able to effectively tar-
get and catch these intelligent fish.

Location is the first key to getting 
hooked up on a big mutton. They 
are fish that like to patrol around 
structure and stay on sandy bottoms. 
They like to roam the outside edges 
of wrecks and reeflines to hunt 
baitfish on the bottom. These fish 
rarely venture on top of any struc-
ture to ensure less competition 
for food and to avoid any 
predators like sharks 
and Goliath Groupers. 
It’s great because 
most other fish don’t 
venture on the perim-
eter of these structures. 
Sometimes you run into a 
different fish on the sandy bottom, 
but the majority of your bites will 
come from Mutton 
Snapper.

The next important factor 
in catching a big mutton 
is the bait. Depending on 
the area where you target 
Mutton Snapper, the best 
bait of choice can vary 
across the entire state. In 
our area, live baits such 
as Sardines, Threadfin 
Herring, and Pilchards 
seem to be the best op-
tions. These baits are very 
prevalent in our area from 
Spring through Fall and 
tend to attract the bigger 
fish. When fished on the 
bottom, they put out tons 
of vibrations and attract 
those hungry muttons. To 
catch them, we hit some shallow 
structures with small Sabiki Rigs to 
load the livewell with these  
beautiful live baits. 
Having live bait 
for big Mut-
ton Snapper is 
important but 
not a neces-
sity. When it’s 
tough to get 
those Sardines 
and Pilchards, 
we use dead 
baits such 
as big 

Bonita strips, cut Grunt, and even 
whole Squid to entice these fish. If 
you can’t find the live bait, neither 
can the muttons. They feed on a 
variety of baits depending on what 
forage is in the area. That is why we 
always have multiple types of bait 
when targeting this species. I have 
opened the stomachs of many Mut-
ton Snapper and have seen every-
thing from juvenile Blue Runner to 
tiny Blue Crab. With an appetite for 
many baits, it can sometimes be dif-
ficult to find out what those fish are 
feeding on that day. 

	
Since Mutton Snapper are 

so smart, you must have 
the proper rig to get 
them to bite. We use 

a bottom rig that 
contains a 

leader at 
least 30 

feet in 

FISHING

MUTTON SNAPPER MADNESS
by Anthony Gomez

length. This is essential in keep-
ing your bait as far away from your 
weight as possible. Mutton Snapper 
can spook and become lock jawed 
if they hear your weight bouncing 
along the bottom. Some guys will 
use leaders up to 100 feet long, 
which in my opinion, is just over-
kill. Around 30-50 feet is the ideal 
leader length. The leader line is 
often 40-50 pound fluorocarbon 
for invisibility and abrasion resis-
tance. Sometimes we bump it down 
to 30-pound leader if the bite is 
tough, but it increases the risk of 
losing fish to structure or a preda-
tor like Goliath Grouper or sharks. 

There are many variations to this 
rig. The most popular ways to con-
nect your lead weight and leader is 
with two barrel swivels, a three way 
swivel, or rubber bands and balloon 
clips. These rigging styles allow for 
your bait to stay on the bottom 
while still being far away from your 
lead. Bank sinkers ranging from 
5-12 oz are ideal depending on the 
depth and current strength. When 
reeling in a mutton, you must be ready to handline your leader when us-
ing a rig with swivels. Using a balloon clip or rubber band on your rig, you 
can remove your weight and reel your leader completely in. This creates a 
slight advantage to your rig, but both rigs are equally effective. Conven-
tional reels are better to use on these big muttons compared to spinning 
gear. You have more power with a conventional rod to get that fish off the 
bottom and land it quicker.

Bottom fishing for a big mutton is the most efficient way to get hooked 
up, but these fish can be caught using other techniques. We have been 
chumming along sandy bottom and gotten those fish to come up in the 
chum slick. We feed back pieces of cut bait on small jigheads and lighter 
gear with great success. Other times when there are lots of Kingfish 
around, live chumming and feeding baits back on triple hook rigs can get 
you tight on some nice muttons. These fish will come off the bottom and 
feed on the scraps that the Kingfish leave behind. If you are trying to get 
on a steady mutton bite, bottom rigs on sandy bottom with very long lead-
ers is a proven and reliable tactic. It can produce tons of quality size fish 
and get the cooler loaded up. You must always be ready because at any 
moment, the Mutton Snapper of a lifetime could strike your bait and you 
may only get one shot at that "slob". Also, it is likely to hook an unexpected 
fish like a Cobia, Amberjack, or another big snapper like a Mangrove or 
Red Snapper. That is why you should always have all your tackle in great 
conditions to ensure you catch that fish! 
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FISHING

QUEEN OF THE TAMPA BAY FLATS
by Captain Sergio Atanes

hook, or they will head for the nearest structure which is 
your boat. I have several broken rods at home to remind 
me of this costly mistake.

BEACH BUOYS
The first thing that 
comes to mind 
when someone 
says Cobia fishing 
in Tampa Bay is 
buoy tending; the 
ritual of running 
from one buoy (or 

channel markers & range markers) to another looking for 
fish hanging around them during the slack tide periods.  
As mentioned, Cobia are structure-oriented fish that like 
wrecks, buoys and anything that creates a shadow line.

Buoy tending is a method that works but is expensive on 
the pocketbook with gas prices so high. The term, "early 
bird gets the worm" applies in this case, as the first an-
glers to the buoys have the best shot at catching them.  

Approach upcurrent from the marker with a live bait 
ready to go. When a fish is sighted toss up current allow-
ing the bait to drift naturally towards the fish rather than 
throwing the bait on top and spooking it. Cobia can be 
picky eaters and may refuse your offer. Don’t waste your 
time; run to the next buoy or range marker and start all 
over again.

SUGGESTED TACKLE
On the flats I prefer a medium-action spinning outfit 
with 20-pound test braided line, 40-pound fluorocarbon 
leader and 3/0 circle hook. For buoys, a heavier outfit 
is needed with a large spinning reel with 40 pound test 
braided line and 50 pound test fluorocarbon leader 
paired with a 3/0 or 4/0 circle hook under a large float. 

Captain Sergio Atanes is host of Florida West Coast 
Fishing Report on Facebook and YouTube every Mon-
day night 7-8 p.m. live. He is also host to Aventuras De 
Pesca USA on national TV and Radio Show. Email the 
captain at: atanes@msn.com, call 813-973-7132 or visit: 
reelfishing.com.

Ling, the Rachycentron Cana-
dum or just Cobia, is a familiar 
sight in Tampa Bay all Summer 

into late or mid-October according 
to water temperature.  In Tampa Bay 
they range in size from 30 inches 
on the flats to 48 inches around the 
flats, structure, and wrecks. Cobia 
must be at least 36 inches long, from 
the fork of the tail, to be legal.  Daily 
bag limit is 1 per day or 2 per ves-
sel, whichever is less. They are also 
known as "Crab Eaters" and "Lemon-
fish". Common from 10 to 50 pounds 
in the Gulf and 10 to 25 pounds 
inside of Tampa Bay.

"GO-TO" BAITS
Greenback Sardines, Threadfin 
Sardines, Blue Crab, Grunts and 
Pinfish are the baits of choice. I find 
an area of grass flats close to a chan-
nel or drop-off. I prefer the water 
depth around 2 to 4 feet.  I then start 
by chumming for the bait with a 
mixture of tropical fish food, Anise 
Oil and some saltwater mixed to a 
"cream of wheat" texture.  The secret 
to chumming is not to feed the bait 

but attracting them to the boat.  I 
prefer to use a Humpback Flats 
castnet weighing 1-pound per foot. 
This makes life a lot easier when you 
have those days where it takes 20 or 
30 throws to get enough bait for a 
days fishing. I start the season with a 
10-foot, 1/4-inch mesh net and when 
the bait gets bigger or when throw-
ing under a bridge or range marker, 
I switch to a 3/8-inch mesh. It sinks 
quicker and increases your chance 
of catching bigger baits.

A livewell is a 'must have' on any 
boat, and if you don’t have one, 
portable units can be purchased at 
most retail tackle outlet stores. A 
good livewell needs to be at least 26 
gallons or bigger with a 700 gallon 
an hour pump; the larger the better.  
Most boats come equipped with a 
livewell system from the factory or 
are ready for one. Unless you are 
skilled and confident, I suggest you 
find a local shop to install it, as most 
applications require making a hole 
through your boat hull to install a 
pickup tube.

THE FLATS
Ok, now we've caught our baits, 
but what next?  That’s simple: start 
cutting some Greenback Sardines 
in half and make a large pile on the 
cutting board. Start by tossing piec-
es into the water around the boat , 
but remember you are anchored in 3 
to 4-foot of water. Now just wait for 
rays to start showing up.  Southern 
Rays or Brown Rays are attracted to 
chum and along with them, come 
the Cobia. 

Remember, Cobia like structure and 
are lazy to feed, but as the rays move 
in on the scent of the chum, they stir 
up the bottom with their wings and 
this brings up all the small Shrimp 
and Crab and pieces of your chum 
to the surface of the flats. The Cobia 
will be just under the rays or next to 
them picking off the pieces of bait 
the rays leave behind. Toss a live 
Pinfish, Greenback, Shrimp, or Crab 
at them and hold on.  A word of cau-
tion: leave the bail open on the reel 
until the Cobia gets at least 20 feet 
from the boat before you set the 
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