Offshore Fishing With Big Bend Charters

Never in a thousand years would I have guessed that I would be fishing in the middle of November but I’ll be danged if it didn’t happen. I have always been a diehard deer hunter and you just didn’t take time off for anything else in Middle Georgia in November because we all know that is slap in the middle of the rut. However after getting a call from Gina at Big Bend Charters telling me to come on down that the fish were biting.  I just couldn’t say no.


Big Bend Charters are located in Steinhatchee, Florida which is only about a three hour ride from most parts of Middle Georgia. Take I -75 south to exit 451 and take Highway 51 on into Steinhatchee. When you get there look up Gulfstream Marina where you can rent a room, eat at the Crabhouse Café, and if you wish enjoy a cold beverage at The Tiki Bar which overlooks the Steinhatchee River.

We met Captain Brian Smith and his first mate Little B Wednesday at 7A.M. at the dock. After introducing ourselves to the other fishermen in the group we loaded up our coolers and I put on my coveralls for the chilly ride out to the targeted areas. This was not my first trip with Big Bend as I had fished with in June as part of a group of members of the Ted Nugent United Sportsmen of America. We searched long and hard for a charter service that would provide us with more than a long boat ride. First let me explain that this is not a grunt trip. Captain Brian will not have his first mate cutting up squid on the ride out. Big Bend Charters target grouper, amberjack, cobia, and king fish. The average size for grouper will be in the ten to fifteen pound range while the amberjack run on average twenty to thirty pounds. Also it is not uncommon to hook into goliath grouper (jewfish) which can attain weights of one thousand pounds. Although it is illegal to harvest these giants of the sea they do on occasions take your grouper bait and sometimes your grouper itself.

By 7:15 we quietly motor down the river to the Gulf of Mexico in a Comfortable 32 foot twin-vee hull powered by two powerful gasoline outboard engines. After about a ten minute ride we arrive at the mouth of the river and the bay where Captain Brian kicks those two massive Honda motors and we’re off on our adventure. About twenty minutes out we stop and load up on live bait from the traps he had set and baited from the previous day. After dumping the bait fish into the live well and resetting his traps we are off in search of grouper.


Our first stop is at about 8:45 A.M. We stop at a fresh water spring which has been giving up some nice grouper and some huge amberjack. After baiting up and dropping our rigs straight down to the bottom all we could do then was wait. After a few minutes I had something hit and the fight was on. I guessed amberjack, as I have hooked into these beasts before and brother I tell you they are nothing but brute strength and determination. Tucking the rod up under my arm and cranking two turns and loosing four, the fight lasted a good seven minutes. When I first saw color it confirmed it was an amberjack. It was a nice one that tipped the scales at twenty pounds plus. We caught three more of these fantastic fish before we pulled anchor and started searching for more traditional grouper grounds.

Grouper like a rocky surface. They hang out around cracks in the rock and holes found on these rock bottoms. They bite fast and hard as they try to snatch the bait and get back into their holes as quick as possible after they have taken the bait. You have to be careful with your rod, as you never know when one is going to bite. Twice while I left my pole unattended to get a drink, I had bites that doubled my pole over yet I was unable to land these fish because I wasn’t there to set the hook. Lesson learned here is that when you are in 50 to 60 feet of water you need to stay right by your pole as long as you can, if not get the Captain or mate to watch your rig when you have to be away from it.

On the day that we fished it seemed that the grouper had a preference for live bait over the frozen. We tried using frozen Spanish Sardines which is normally an excellent grouper bait but they hit them slow compared to the live bait we had caught that morning. To make up for the lack of movement from the frozen bait we were able to drift fish to give the sardines an appearance of being alive. This worked a few times but it was obvious that the live bait was the kicker.


We ended up catching four nice amberjack and a dozen of keeper grouper. The grouper were both gag and red grouper. The gag grouper seems to get bigger than the red but they pull pound for pound as hard as any fish I have ever fished for. On some days Captain Brian will troll for grouper. Yes I said troll. He will run these huge plugs down deep and cruise about 4 knots and he has assured me he has loaded the boat with this technique before. One thing that did surprise the captain that day was when we caught a grouper on a free line. Normally this is how you catch amberjack but this freak fish came up and hit this fish swimming way off the bottom. In saltwater you never know.


Last summer a friend of mine booked a trip with Big Bend Charters specifically to catch him a big shark. After having a few break 200 pound tackle they managed to boat a nice seven foot bay shark that weighed in at 200 plus pounds. There is also excellent trout and redfish fishing along the coast and river mouth. In the summer months there is also a short scalloping season which is one of my favorite saltwater foods.


To reserve a room at Gulfstream Marina you can call 352-498-8088 or email them at info@gulfstreammotelmarina.com and to contact the folks at Big Bend Charters call 352-498-3703 or email them at fishing@bigbendcharters.com . I’ll be going back in April and am really looking forward to the trip. Just knowing that Captain Brian and mate Little B will do all they can to make your trip rewarding and productive lets you relax and just concentrate on catching fish.. As I said earlier this ain’t just another boat ride or grunt trip, Big Bend Charters goes after big fish. Until next time, blue skies and tight lines.
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