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DOCTORAL DISSERTATIONS

OnTheTrail Of
The Silver Ghost

The Lure Of Bonefishing
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or many minutes we had been

poled soundlessly across the

flat, the Bahama sun slicing
easily through eight inches of crystal
green water. I stood at the bow, a
shrimp dangling a few inches be-
neath the tip of my medium-light
spinning rod, ready to cast. I squinted
through my Polaroid™ sunglasses for
the subtle flash of a tail, a shadow of
movement beneath the surface.

Predictably our guide spoke first:
“Two o'clock ... fifty feet out ...
moving to the right ... a big bone-
fish.” In the next few days I was to be-
come a true believer in the X-ray vi-
sion of these Bahamian guides. For
the moment I took it on faith, and
cast. As soon as the shrimp hit, I got
my first glimpse of the fish, and real-
ized I was on target, but had underes-
timated the distance. The bone had
not seen the bait, but fortunately, nei-
ther had he swum off. I might have
another chance,

I reeled in frantically while our
guide shifted direction and tried to
keep pace with the fish. I got my line
in at the moment when the bone was
almost out of range, flicked a back-
hand sidearm cast out to the right as
hard asI could, and held my breath as
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the shrimp plunked into the water ten
feet in front of his nose. He stopped. I
jigged the bait. He slurped it in and
turned all in one movement, as I set
the hook.

What followed was simultaneously
awesome, humorous, impossible. The
sand flat became a drag strip with
that racer taking off for deep water in
a perfectly straight line at a speed of
at least thirty m.p.h. The rod bent al-
most double. I held it as high as I
could, trying to keep his head up and
away from entanglements, as my Or-
vis reel screamed its way through 200
yards of monofilament. The first run
stopped just short of the backing. I
was able to regain line for about thir-
ty seconds before another similar but
shorter run occurred.

Lure Of The Bonefish

Then, far on the other side of the
flat, the bonefish began to circle. For
several minutes it was a stalemate,
and then I began to bring him in. I
found my hands trembling from exer-
tion and excitement as I carefully
pumped the fish toward the boat. And
then, without any apparent mistake
on my part, he freed himself and it
was over. As I retrieved my slack line,
we watched the big bonefish make his
way out toward deeper water and dis-
appear. Still a bit shell-shocked, 1
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found myself muttering, “It's true,
everything I've ever heard about
these fish is true.”

People really began hearing about
bonefish shortly after World War II,
when the development of light spin-
ning reels and monofilament line
made it possible for flats-fishing to
catch on. Bonefish had undoubtedly
been caughiton fly tackle prior to this,
but it was in the late forties and fifties
that pursuing the "silver ghost” be-
came so popular. A breed of purists
emerged who at a moment’s notice
would fly halfway around the world
to check out a new hot spot. Celebri-
ties such as Ted Williams and Sam
Snead seemed as proud of their prize
bonefish as of their eminence in their
recognized sport. Today bonefishing
clubs meet and debate issues as ar-
cane as the relative merits of pink and
brown for wiggle jig lures; the opti-
mal part of the mouth in which to set
the hook; whether false casting must
be done at right angles to the fish in
order to avoid scaring it; and the lat-
est recipe for turning this fish into
something more than a barely edible
field of spikes.

But beyond the mystique and min-
utiae, there is genuine magic that
touches even the occasional fisher-
man. It happened for my wife Jose-
phine and myself when we left our












