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Early Florida Fly Fishing

L1 was Hidaere Belloe who anee sad,
“the wdeal thing s for the lustorian
lo write has history, and then to have

| a gang of trained slaves who can go

. J'hrm:gh the proofs from varions as-

| prcts.” Consudering the quality and

: | the sheer volume of Tus writing, one

would think Pawl Schullery possessed his own

“trained staves.” Bul no, though ubupalons,

Paul is simply a fine hastorian and, hke any
workmantike scholar, he is primanly a seeker

of truth. Indeed, as his American Fly ]hll-

mg: A History (Nick Lyons Books, Nru

York, 1987, will altest, Hmhufm.rrmnmagu

larly adept at parting those thick concealing

mists of time and setting the vecord streaght.

In “Early Florda Fly Fislung,” Paul offers

us another very m.nmh..mg early account of
fly fishing in North America, in this instance,
as practiced in the Old South during the early

D.S.J.

o mid-yqth century.

Amevican Fly Fisher's former

by Paul Schullery

IN MY BOOK American FIy Fishimg: A His-
tory, | suggest that fly hshing was prob-
ably common i the New World much
carlier than widely supposed. As The
editor,
David Ledhe. recently discovered, it was
pracuced i Canadaas carlyasthe 1760s. 1
see no reason why some adventurous
sportsiman might not have cast a fly m
North American waterseven inthe 1600s:
fly tackle is not that hard 1o make, and
manyv well-to-do colomists could easily
have brought tackle with them from
England or some other country. 1 con-
sider these early vears the most chal-
lenging, and in many ways the most
interesting, subject for the historan ol
American sport,

['here are regions of North America
that we haven't really thought about,
much less sindied, i hshing history.

“The Large Mouthed Black Buasy™
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“Eedible Crab”

Mexico and Spanish California surely
deserve a htle attenton: we know now
that the Spanish Hly hishing tradinon s
more or less as old as the Briush.

Another 1s the Old South. In my re-
cent book The Bear Hunter's Century, |
take considerable pains to pomnt out that
before the Civil War the South was
widely regarded as the leading region
for sportsmen. here, Americans came
close to creating il not a roval at least a
noble class, though we now consider
their way of doing 1t anything but noble.
Rich planters, supported by slave labor,
lived a pace of life that gave ample ume
for sport on a grand scale. Some bought
huge tracts of land just for hunting, and
followed sporting codes and practices as
aristocratic as those ol their Briush fore-
bears.

But we don't have all that many rec-
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ords of Hy hshing in the Old South. It
could be argued that this s because fy
hshing, back then, was perhaps more
closely associated with trout, but that is
a Hawed argument. The southern Ap-
palachians did, in fact, support healthy
trout populatons. And fly hishing lor
other species was not unheard ol even
in the Old Waorld in 1800.

[ suppose there were many reasons
that little record survives of southern fly
hishing belore 1860. For one thing, there
were other sports ol greater interest, m-
cluding horse racing and hunting. For
another, most ol these sportsmen, like
most today, did not write much down

“Argonaut without the shell”

about their sport. We rely on inaidental
records, and the further back we go, the
weaker those records become.

But I hke to imagime that here and
there, Hies were being cast wherever wa-
ter condinons might allow. T even can
imagine an occasional adventurer cast-
g in the salt water along the coast, or
farther south, in the Caribbean. Imagine
the briel thrill provided the fhirst fish-
erman to discover that barracuda would
take a Hy, and his shock when that firse
powerful run and leap shattered his rod
or dismantled his reel.

“Saw-fish”

All of this s a roundabout way of in-
troducing an intmguing prece of histor-
ical evidence, an early account ol Hy
fishing for bass in Flornda.

[tis dithcult to know exactly when this
episode occurred. The account was pub-
lished in The Spinit of the Tomes, May 16,
1857, on page 165, and credited 1o the
London Field, But 1 suspect that it may
have described an event that occurred
at least a lew vears earlier, perhaps
many. ['he hnal sentence in the para-
graph | quote seems to indicate that n
had been a while since the umidentihed
writer visited Florida.

T'he arucle was enttled “Sporting n
America,” and was clearly the work of a
widely-traveled person. He (it seems sale
o assume the writer was male) also
talked about salmon hshing in Canada,
bird-shooting in New England, and har-
pooning giant rays in the Gulf of Mex-
ico. He was quite a traveler, and
apparently saw some remarkable things.

Bur on to his tale of fly hshing, Here
18 the appropriate paragraph:

T'he hshing in Florida is good; but
there is, owing to the absence of
salmon and trout, no great variety.
The inhabitants will insist upon 1t
that the black bass 1s a trout. I was,
erhaps, the first man who saw a
Lass taken in the St. John with a fly,
and a noble hish it was. T hough |
cat a portion ol 1t and |
can testfy to s

oodness, |
did not
see it

welghed; but was informed that,
when ready dressed for cooking, it
was upwards of 13 Ib.—and this, 1
found, was not by any means an un-
usual weight. The gentleman to
whom [ suggested that the bass
would take a fly was Antonio Mu-
rette, Esq.. of St. Augustine; and, if
he be now alive, he has, | doubt not,
taken tons of bass with a fly,

It appears that these gentlemen had
not thought of trying saltwater hsh; in-
deed, the author does not seem to con-
stder them at all, judging from his
remark about the lack of variety of hsh
in a state known for its exceptional di-
versity of fish species.

So, there we have another isolated
carly account that alone proves nothing
much, but that suggests worlds about
what kind of hshing might have been
going on in the region, and about how
much fun it had to be. Some day 1 hope
we learn more, 3

“Hawhshill or Shell Turtle”

Paur SCHULLERY, a Research Techmcal
Writer 1in Yellowstone National Park,
was Director of The American Museum
ol Fly Fishing [rom 1977 to 1983. His six-
teen books include American Fly Fishing:
A History (1g87%), and Freshwater Wilder-
ness: Yellowstone Fishes and Therr World
(1983, co-author John Varley). An active
conservationist and widely published na-
ture writer, Paul s also on the Counal
of Advisors ol the National Parks and
Conservaton Association.

“The Bull or Gar-fish”

Hostranons, “Fly-Fishmg~—Landing the Bass™ and “1The
Large Mouthed Black Bass.” (p. 14) originally appeared m
lames AL Henshall's Book of Black Bass (Robert Clarke & Co..
Cancmnat, IRS1 The remmmg dlustranons on p, 1 g+ 15 are
taken from Charles F. Holder's Along The Flonda Reef (D,
Appleton and Gompany, New York, 18ge).
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