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The Big Girls of Key West 
By Ralph G. Adams, Jr. 

 
A ninety horsepower engine hurtles the fifteen foot skiff on a westerly heading past Man, Women, and Boca Grande keys.  

The main body of the channel comes into view marked by a white tear of sand just above waterline, a passing feature left by 
Hurricane Wilma.  This last run over open water measures a few miles and is to be avoided in bad weather.  But today, the 
weather is fine and the sunlight a celebration over the tropical ridges and coral remnants that form the backbone of the Florida 
Keys. 

 

Our guide, Captain John O'Hearn, navigates a course tight to 
the afternoon swell that's not quite a chop, slicing over wave crest and 
carving down the trough.  When he finally shuts the engine he has us 
twenty-six miles west of Key West at a place called the Marquesas.  
Rather than staking our position, he stands on the platform holding the 
boat more or less in place with the push pole.  Within minutes, a push 
of tarpon appears crossing a broad ribbon of sand that originates in 
the distance at a break in the nearby ring of mangrove islands inside 
of which is a turtle grass flat some ten feet deep. 

 

It's early summer in the Keys.  We launched at Garrison Bight 
to the calls of errant roosters and idled under low bridges past house 
boats and sunken sailing vessels.  We reached the huddled landscapes 
of mangrove islands and of saltwater glades and sunlight pooling in 
the east.  There are few other boats.  In the preceding weeks, the 
hordes of seasonal guides fled the trailer parks to migrate with boats 
in tow back west where they would spend the next several months 
elaborating on trout fishing mythologies. 

 

Holding along the sand gut at an edge of the Marquesas, the tarpon pass like mermaids in lines of lithe, five foot 
creatures.  They appear in shades of gray, blue, and green depending on whether they are resident fish lazing about the keys or 
oceanic swimmers newly arrived from the sea.  They push along at a few knots swimming in strings numbering two to six or even 
ten fish.  John spots them from far off and calls them "animals" and "girls" and sometimes "big girls."  He works to position the 
boat in energetic bouts of poling, all the while imparting directions to his angling clients. 

 

Cruising tarpon are all poise and presence.  
Ahead of the act there's not a hint of the wild horses they 
become once duped by a fly.  The water implodes and a 
fish struck at twelve o'clock is instantly at eye-level with 
the angler.  A second later, it's airborne again but at 
three o'clock and plunging behind the boat in fits of 
somersaults and greyhounding leaps.  Drag from the fly 
line and backing creates a massive belly so that the line 
out of the rod tip points in the opposite direction from the 
fish, which is still jumping further and further behind the 
boat.  The accumulating distance makes the tarpon look 
smaller, yet she feels bigger than ever on the line and 
you have a lot of work ahead of you.  (Cont'd on page 3) 
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President's Corner 

by Jerry "Buggywhip" Loring, President of the Texas Flyfishers   

 
The June meeting of each year is election night for the Texas Flyfishers.  Any 

member in good standing can vote or be nominated for one of four officer positions.  
Winning requires a simple majority. 

 
Congratulations to Clarke Thornton, the new Vice President of Programs for the 

Texas Flyfishers.  Clarke has been active in TFF for several years and everybody knows the 
excellent job he did as the Freshwater Outings Chairman.  We will miss his leadership in that 
regard, but look forward to his efforts as Vice President.   

 
Clarke's primary duty will be to arrange speakers for the monthly meetings.  

However, any member of the club can suggest a speaker or topic for a monthly meeting.  For 
that matter, any member can get permission from Clarke to set up an entire program, including the speaker.  Woody Vogt 
did just that in May with his topic of new fly fishing equipment and gear which was presented by local outfitters and 
vendors.  It was a great meeting. 

 
Professional guides and fishy destinations are always a hit.  If you fished with a guide and really enjoyed the trip, 

why not invite them to be a presenter at one of our club meetings?  Over the years, TFF has been the first audience for 
presentations given by at least four (and probably more) well-known and much-respected guides. 

 
Thank you to everyone who has pitched in to make the Texas Flyfishers successful.  We look forward to another 

year of meetings, instructional classes, and fishing. 
 
And, speaking of instructional classes, Frank Schlicht is going to start the Fishing Academy this summer or fall.  

Tom Lyons was the driving force behind that program, but has been sidelined while undergoing physical therapy.  I offer my 
help to Frank in any way I can and encourage others to do the same. 

 
   

* * * * * 
  

The Waterlogged Chronicles of the Texas Flyfishers 
Circa Second Quarter 2006 

 
Tim Blount, the “Special Presenter” at the 2006 Fly Tying Festival, was shanghaied into a fishing trip the day after 

the festival by Moneyman and Buggywhip.  Rockport Man (who lives in a foam house) hosted the three red rustlers and 
gave them excellent advice.  “YOU THREE ARE CRAZY TO GO FISHING IN 30 MPH WINDS!”  Buggywhip had an ace up his 
water pump, however, when he held a “gone to Jesus” conversation with the “Sage of Sages” regarding fishing Rockport in 
windy conditions.  The Sage of Sage’s advice was don't go fishing in 30 MPH winds, but if they absolutely had to, then try 
Mud Island on the calm side.  Sure enough, that’s where the “Special Presenter” caught three Reds while Moneyman and 
Buggywhip caught zip.  Except for this leeward shoreline of Mud Island, the bay looked like a McDonald’s chocolate shake. 

 
Changing headings, Exalted Frank (Teacher of Fly) orchestrated another successful Fly Tying Festival.  The goal is 

to bring to Houston some of the top fly tiers in the world, the cost of which is to be underwritten by the Texas Flyfishers.  
This is truly a unique event and has been around ever since Dr. Ed Rizzolo came up with the idea to land several dozen top-
drawer fly tiers in the same billet and at the same time.  The talent keeps turning over, but the quality remains very high. 

 
Anyways mate, the new faces and patterns keep your bobbin-a-spinning.  Or is that some jargon picked up from 

our Australian members?  Speaking of which, if you want to be subjected to a gang of seriously talented, die-hard fly 
fishers, invite yourself to tag along on one of their forays.  Just bring your sleeping bag and lots of food and drink.  Maybe 
you had better also update your will.  They just don’t desert the rod, so to speak.  It’s like their goal is to catch every fish in 
Texas waters.  The query is: are the Australians invading Texas because they caught all of the fish in Australia?  

 
The Annual Auction, headed by Money Man, was also a successful sailing voyage.  Mr. Mike Wilson of I Fly, The 

Angler's Edge attended the auction.  TFF thanks Mike for his donations and for his bidding during the live auction.  His 
support and advice are much appreciated.   

 
Speaking of support for the auction and Fly Tying Restival, the subject of advertising should be mentioned.  A 

$350.00 advertisement in the Houston Chronicle was purchased to promote the auction.  The three-line ad ran for three 
weeks, either in the want adds or the Thursday list of special outdoor sporting events.  The results from this ad were 
negligible, like water in and out the scuppers, which demonstrates that club members support TFF events by their own 
attendance and in spreading notice by word of mouth. 

 
Credits to Woody Vogt for setting up the May meeting.  Woody arranged for representatives from I Fly, The Anglers 

Edge, Orvis, and Fishing Tackle Unlimited to present the latest and greatest in equipment and gear hitting the fly fishing 
market.  Well done, mate. 
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Regarding the 2006 elections, a new face appears in the list of officers.  Video Man has been elected Vice President 
of Programs, which is an upgrade, of course, from his chairmanship of the Freshwater Outings Committee.  His daughter, 
Miss Texas Flyfishers, will hopefully assist Video Man as VP because she did a magnificent job advising him in the Outings 
Department.   

 
Twice-Retired Tom continues on his recovery from a reaction to a Tetanus shot.  Tom is now on long-term physical 

therapy and is working on braces for both legs.  TFF remembers his many contributions as we give Tom our thanks, offer 
our support, and wish him the best.  Log-on to the TFF website, go to the Forum (a new page created by Webmaster & ex-
Lord of San Luis Pass), and give Twice Retired Tom your best.   

 
The last entry from the ship’s log is to say what a great time was had by all at the thirty-year anniversary of the 

Texas Flyfishers on July 25th at the Four Points Sheraton.  The Former Famous Fearless Leader was master of ceremonies 
and had the house well entertained.  See you on the water.     

 
Pescado Pete, Alias the Grand Scammer  
 
Post Script:  If you have any good scuttlebutt (that’s Navy lingo for shop talk) sent it to Pescado Pete, Alias the 

Grand Scammer, P. O. Box 571134, Houston, TX  77257-1134.  Your confidence will never be betrayed. 
 
 

* * * * * 
 

(The Big Girls… cont'd from page 1)   
 

Our guide is thirty-two years old.  He has the lanky build of a downhill 
skier and greets us each morning wearing a T-shirt, khaki pants, Adidas indoor 
soccer shoes, and a type of neck gaiter worn by every other flats guide we see.  
The son of a school teacher, John hails from Maryland.  After graduating from 
college, he moved west to guide in Colorado.  He spent a single summer in Alaska, 
which he says was plenty because "the fish are either in the rivers and the fishing 
is ridiculously easy, or they're not and it's abject boredom."  A growing 
disenchantment with Colorado river access and dreams of bonefish finally lured him 
to the Keys.  He convinced a group of college friends to join him, he being the only 
one interested in fishing.  The others were focused on Key West's abundant 
opportunities at "debauching." 

 
Perhaps it was the luck of an Irish angler that resulted in a chance job 

opening at the venerable Saltwater Angler fly shop, which was owned at the time 
by Jeffrey Cardenas.  Working at the shop gave John access to information on 
fishing and a stable of guides for whom the shop coordinated bookings and 
customer referrals.  It was also where he met the woman he later married.  His 
developing skill as a saltwater angler and desire to have his own boat made guiding 
the natural career path. 

 
On the first morning of our trip, John staked the skiff at a drop off and re-

rigged our terminal connections.  Simple three-part leaders consisting of a sixty 
pound butt tied to a twenty pound class tippet followed by a sixty pound 
fluorocarbon bite section, all 
connected with blood knots.  To 
attach leader to fly line, he forsakes 

the Albright because of "the hinging effect" and replaces it with a tiny loop in the fly 
line made with two nail knots.  In the midst of rigging he keeps an eye out for 
rolling fish while delivering a brief primer on the situations we'll be fishing and the 
techniques to catch tarpon on a fly. 

 
His fly selections are workaday patterns born of a guide's insight and 

practical application.  Although proven, none of them would garner much attention 
at a fly tying event.  They measure three or four inches and assemble in as many 
steps.  Bunny strip or craft fur tails with palmered bunny collars in various colors, 
his first choice for cruising fish being a combination of cream and chartreuse since 
these are easiest to see in the water.  John's baby tarpon flies tend to be black or 
dark purple.  Some of them have plastic shrimp eyes and beaks tied in glittery 
chenille and stout weed guards for work up-close at the mangrove edge. 

 
The method he explains for cruising fish is to play the odds with one of two 

presentations.  The first is a cast landing perpendicular to the path of a cruising 
tarpon.  The other is the closing shot with the fish swimming directly towards the 
angler and the cast putting the fly in the fish's path and swimming it directly away 
and at the same, smooth pace.  John suggests the possibility that a single clever 
cast can be made to show the fly to several fish passing in a string.  He prefers 
foregoing casts at the lead fish in a string, since the followers will almost certainly 



-4- 

stay close to their leader.  Scaring the leader or making him veer out of casting range risks compromising shots at all of the other 
fish in the string. 

 
Once the fly is in the water, the stripping action should be long and smooth.  It takes a touch to do this in flat water let 

alone while false casting a plank and standing in a skiff jouncing with the remnants of an open ocean swell that threatens to toss 
you overboard.  The captain sets up in front of a fresh set of tarpon expecting that you will pull it together and steady your knees 
and stay the heart attack long enough to lay the fly down cleanly at sixty feet.  There's no sense in complaining about the 
headwinds blowing in from off the Hawk Channel.  It's bad form to ask the captain for an easier angle to the tropical breeze, 
particularly since he is grunting on the platform poling the boat into the same to intercept a fish. 

 
Even seemingly perfect shots are subject to frequent refusal.  John tells us that each tarpon has its own perfect shot and 

fly placement.  Tarpon wizards like Andy Mill have a sixth sense about where to present to a given fish.  The fly divisions of tarpon 
tournaments are never won by any but elite tarpon hunters.  This group, as John puts it, either pushes a boat three hundred days 
per year or pays to be pushed in a boat three hundred days per year. 

 
When the strike comes, we are told to refrain from jerking the rod or frantically setting the hook.  "Keep stripping the 

line, even after you see them take it, and keep stripping until it feels like you've hooked bottom and you can't strip anymore."  At 
that point, if the fish hasn't already exploded, give a hook set by smoothly sweeping the rod low and shallow coincident with 
opposing pulls of the stripping hand. 

 
Even in this hallowed corner of tarpon paradise that lies twenty-six miles west of Key West, relics of human strife squat in 

relief against the landscape.  The Marquesas are a regular way-station for Cuban refugee boats and the smugglers hired to bring 
them across the straits.  Caved-in hulks of boats lay derelict and half-exposed.  The craft are cobbled from odd pieces of wood and 
sheet metal caulked together and powered by car engines. 

 
Unlike the refugees, the tarpon move easily where they will.  They conduct the rites of their lives and seek out the edges 

following creek mouths and invisible pathways generally in thrall to the tide.  Their numbers build each year with the accumulating 
Spring and they crowd the passes up and down the Florida coast inspiring anglers along the way.  They swim among cinnamon-
colored nurse sharks and the bull sharks that are wont to attack when a tarpon struggles at the end of a line.  They flow beneath 
thick circulations of frigate birds. 

 
At night, John O'Hearn tells us that the big girls sometimes become reckless.  They feed noisily.  And by early morning, 

they luxuriate in the basins rolling after the odd baitfish in a calm water that throws back a picture of the sky complete.  When 
they roll, you sometimes glimpse an eye doing the same for an instant before she disappears and there the water closes flat. 

 
To fish Key West and the Marquesas with Captain John O'Hearn, call him at 305-304-1730. 

 
* * * * * 

 
WIND KNOTS CLASSIFIEDS 

 
 Space permitting, we'll run "Wanted" and "For Sale" ads for members of Texas Flyfishers.  On a case-by-case basis, we may also run ads 
from non-members if the goods or services sought or offered would be of interest to our members.  Send your ad by e-mail to 
adamsfamilytx@sbcglobal.net or regular mail to Ralph Adams, 4019 Levonshire, Houston, TX 77025.  If you like, please include a photograph of 
items to be sold. 

* * * * * 
2006 OUTINGS SCHEDULE 

 
Our outings schedule is a work-in-progress.  Here are the trips we have currently scheduled for 2006.  Sometimes 

dates and places change, so check here regularly.  Blue font indicates a change has been made since the last issue of 
Wind Knots. 

 
To volunteer as a trip leader, contact fresh water outings chairman Clarke Thornton or salt water outings chairman 

Scott Fossum.  Their telephone numbers and email addresses are on the Executive Committee listing later in this issue.  
Fresh water trips are designated [F], salt water [S] in the listings below. 
 
 
[S]  August – Redfish Rodeo – Rockport, TX.  Call Jerry Loring or see the Web site for details. 
 
[F]  August 12 – San Marcos, TX – bass and panfish, led by Clarke Thornton. 
 
[F]  September 16-17 – Frio River – bass and panfish, led by Clarke Thornton. 
 
[S]  September 23-24 – "Padre Island Surf Fest."  Fish Padre Island National Seashore guided by Capt. Billy Sandifer for speckled 
trout, ladyfish, tarpon, and jack crevalle.  Optional camping on beach.  Estimated cost of $125 for one day of guided fishing, the 
second day is on your own.  $50 non-refundable deposit required to reserve space, led by Ralph Adams. 
 
[S]  October – South Padre Island, leader needed. 
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[F]  October 28 – Damon, TX, the Seven Lakes at Damon – bass and panfish, led by Clarke Thornton. 
 
[S]  November – Location TBD – led by Aaron Hammer. 
 
[F]  November 18 – Guadalupe River, Sattler, TX – rainbow trout, led by Clarke Thornton. 
 
December – No outings. 

 
* * * * * 

 

TEXAS FLYFISHERS EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE 
 

 
Jerry Loring 
President 
Home:  713-464-8687 
Cell:  713-875-4289 
jerrytms@flash.net 
 
Clarke Thornton 
VP Programs 
Work:  713-512-3657 
Home:  713-641-0022 
cthornton@ehshouston.org 
 
Mark Jones 
Secretary / Membership 
Home:  713-466-1539 
mdjones54@hotmail.com 
 
Rick Rawls 
Treasurer / Auction 
Work:  713-666-7100 
Home:  713-830-5446 
rick@parkatbellaire.com 
 

Corey Rich 
Legal 
Work:  713-861-1928 
Home:  713-621-6071 
corey.rich@aya.yale.edu 
 
[Position Open] 
Freshwater Outings 
 
Scott Fossum 
Saltwater Outings 
Work: 281-604-4949 
Home: 281-480-6053 
scott.fossum@akzonobel-pc.com 
 
Ralph G. Adams, Jr. 
Wind Knots 
Work:  713-767-5134 
Home:  713-664-0491 
adamsfamilytx@sbcglobal.net 
 
 
 

Frank Schlicht 
Education / Fly Tying Festival 
Home:  281-392-5296 
aged_sage@hotmail.com 

 
Dave Kelly 
Webmaster 
Home:  936-894-1710 
daveekelly@earthlink.net 

 
Mike Willis 
Special Events 
Work:  713-223-7041 
Home:  713-721-4755 
mwillis@us.ca-indosuez.com 

 
Troy Miller 
Fly Casting 
Work:  713-466-2322 
Home:  979-865-5117 
Troy.Miller@bakeroiltools.com 

 
* * * * * 

 
 

About Wind Knots 
 

 Wind Knots is your monthly newsletter, and it needs your help – otherwise we'll run out of things to print.  E-
mail your articles, photos, artwork, graphics, fishing news, tall tales, lies, and letters to the editor to 
adamsfamilytx@sbcglobal.net not later than the 10th of the month for that month's issue.  Be sure to put the 
words Wind Knots in the subject line of your e-mail.  If you don't, I might think it's spam or worse and delete it 
before opening. 
 
 If you have digital photos, please send them via e-mail in .JPG format.  If you have paper photos, mail them 
to Corey Rich, 2900 Weslayan, Suite 545, Houston, TX  77027.  Please include a stamped, self-addressed envelope 
for their return. 
 
 The preferred form for text – stories, letters, and so forth – is in Microsoft Word.  Please try to keep your 
offerings in the 800 to 1,000 word range, or less.  If you send photos along with an article, proposed captions are 
appreciated. 
 
 Wind Knots is posted on the club's Web site as soon as it becomes available.  Check 
www.texasflyfishers.org regularly for the latest newsletter and other news of interest. 

 
 

* * * * * 
 
 



-6- 

Texas Flyfishers 
P.O. Box 571134 
Houston, TX 77257-1134 
 
 
 

 Texas Flyfishers Membership Application 
 
Please check one:      ‘  New Application          ‘  Renewal 
 
 To join Texas Flyfishers or renew your membership, please complete this form and mail it with your check 
to the address below, or bring it with you to one of our monthly meetings.  All memberships expire June 30th of 
each year, and renewals are due July 1st.  New members, please pro-rate your payment for the number of months 
between now and the end of June, inclusive.  Our monthly meetings are held on the last Tuesday of every month 
(except December), beginning at 7:00 p.m. 
 
Dues are for (check one):   ‘ Individual at $24 a year        ‘ Family at $32 a year      ‘ Student at $16 a year 
 
Name:_____________________________________________________________ 
 
Address: ___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Home phone: _________________________  Work phone: ___________________________ 
 
Email: ___________________________________ 
 

TEXAS FLYFISHERS 
P.O. BOX 571134 

HOUSTON, TX  77257-1134 


