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For most anglers, catching a world-record fish is something they can only fantasize about.
"Maybe," the angler thinks, "I'll get lucky." But if the reason you fish is to catch world-record fish,
then luck is only a very small part of it, as Robert Cunningham has learned in the course of a
long quest during which he has caught fifty-seven world-record fish, as certified by the
International Game Fish Association (IGFA). Cunningham's pursuit of record fish began on the
remote and austere Chandeleur Islands off the Louisiana coast, which he reached flying his own
seaplane, and where he chased and landed several world-record redfish. Cunningham then
moved offshore, where he took record cobia and dolphin on both conventional tackle with a fly
rod, and set an astonishing eleven world records in one year. Cunningham has caught record
fish in the sloughs of the Mobile River Delta, the interior lakes of the Bahamas, and along tide
rips more than one hundred miles offshore in the Gulf of Mexico. He has fought potential world-
record fish for eight hours, only to lose them at boatside, and then gone back for more, and
along the way, learned all manner of angling skills as well as the ability to shake off the (literal)
bad breaks. His account of one angler's obsession is full of humor, disappointment, and triumph.

About the AuthorRobert "Bobo" Cunningham is a long-time resident of Alabama who has
spent hundreds of hours on the waters of the upper Gulf Coast in pursuit of world-record fish. He
has held fifty-seven International Game Fish Association world records. He is a former Marine
Corps helicopter pilot and a practicing attorney. He lives in Daphne, Alabama. --This text refers
to an alternate kindle_edition edition.
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OnAppendixPREFACEThis book chronicles my twenty-three-year pursuit of world record fish.
Even to me, this quest sometimes seemed eccentric or obsessive or just plain crazy. Never
enough, though, to give it up. And in almost five dozen cases, I got lucky and my name went into
the the International Game Fish Association World Record book.It was always just my name,
though. No mention of the guide I might have been fishing with. Or my fishing partner. Or the
captain or deckhand who handled the gaff and got the fish aboard to be weighed, measured,
and certified according to the IGFA’s admirably strict rules. The names of those people do not
appear anywhere in the record book.While that is understandable, it is also true—as I point out
several times in this book—that most of my records were the result of a team effort. Simply put, I
could never have done it alone.I mention several people by name in this book and plainly I owe
them my thanks. Capt. Gene Montgomery, Capt. Ben Fairey, Capt. Coon Schouest, and Capt.
Steve Kilpatrick are all world class guides—and personalities—and while I have thanked them
many times before, I feel I ought to do so, again, here.Then, there are guides and anglers who
are not mentioned by name but who are important to my fishing story. There is Ronnie Sawyer of
Green Turtle Cay in the Abacos, a friend and bonefishing guide for fifteen years with whom I
have spent many great days on the flats. The great Homosassa guides who I have watched toil



on the Oklahoma flat for many years: Dan Malzone, Tommy Locke, Jimmy Weber, and Neil
Sigvartsen, among others. And Jamie Harless, a Mobile friend, whose familiarity with the waters
and fish of Costa Rica resulted in many exciting billfishing trips with multiple hookups on fly. Not
his fault the marlin were usually far too big to do business with. Also Clif Jones, my guide when,
after years of trying, I finally took the two-pound fly rod redfish record off Pensacola Beach. Also
Carabelle tarpon experts: Jerry Iverson, Hank Biedenharn, and Mac Hammond.I should also
mention a few of the many great local fishermen not mentioned in the book: My son Jacob and
his crew of offshore small boat billfishing experts, Brooks DeLaney, and Jeremy Loper. They
have taken the Red Regulator into the wild blue yonder. Clarence Burke, the coup de grâce of all-
around fishing experts. David DeLaney, a longstanding fixture and expert in the offshore bill-
fishing world. If you ever sign up to fish offshore with him, you are going … unless and until there
is a hurricane entering the mouth of Mobile Bay. Roy Benton, an expert on catching a speckled
trout one-handed under a dock light while standing on the dock with the other hand full and the
elbow bent.And then there are the people who helped make the experiences into a book.
Geoffrey Norman for invaluable editorial assistance in shaping the manuscript. David Bagwell for
his unique knowledge and insights on Gulf Coast history. Amanda Cotton, my long time
secretary and paralegal, for invaluable assistance with the editing process in her “spare
time.”Finally, there are the people who didn’t share most of the angling experiences … only the
life: Robb, my oldest son, who has the good sense to be hooked on the land-based sport of golf.
Brady, my one and only daughter, who is as comfortable as a big city fashion designer as I am
alone offshore. My herd of fine grandchildren who all, no doubt, will be setting records of their
own one day. My mother, Jimmie, who instilled in me a love of books at an early age. And, of
course, my wife of forty-two years, Joanna, for endless patience with (or, maybe, gratitude for)
endless days “gone fishin.”CHAPTER ONEEIGHT HOURS IN THE RINGTHE FIGHT OF A
LIFETIME WITH A WORLD CHAMPION TARPONHe was killing me. I’d hooked him at around
1:30 in the afternoon, only half a mile offshore, when it had been fairly calm. Now it was after
5:30, we were at least ten miles offshore, and he was taking us steadily due west, away from the
beach. The afternoon sea breeze was full-blown and we were bow into it. Waves were breaking
hard over the bow of the fifteen-foot flats boat that had no business being ten miles offshore. The
gunwales were no more than twelve inches off the water, which made for a great low profile
when you were poling in a breeze but left you dangerously exposed if you were heading offshore
in rough water.But I wasn’t thinking about that. My mind was on the fish.“I can’t believe he ate
that close to the boat,” I said. “I kept waiting for him to see us and spook, but he was homed in on
that fly like a laser beam.“And how about those beautiful jumps! No doubt he’s way big enough
to do the trick. Easy to estimate size when they come out of the water twenty feet from the
boat.”My guide, Steve Kilpatrick, had other things on his mind. “Boss,” he said, “if it gets much
rougher we’re gonna have to break him off. We’re taking on too much water as it is.”“You’ll need
to find a bailing bucket then, because I ain’t breaking this big SOB off.”“Look, I feel the same
way, but I got the bilge pump running full speed and there’s no way to bail, steer and gaff the



bastard at the same time.”“I got faith in you Cap’n. You’ll figure something out,” I said, and went
back to fighting the fish.I was in excellent shape for a man in his fifties. A long-time runner; a
former triathlete; a Marine by training and by temperament. And now, a serious angler. And this
fish was killing me. My knees were weak. I was soaking wet and covered with salt. I had been
standing for five hours in the bow of this small flats skiff that didn’t belong out here in the Gulf.
The relentless pounding, the broiling sun, and the merciless power of the tarpon were all
conspiring to break me, to make me quit and find a pursuit that made sense—something other
than haplessly taking a beating like a drunk in a bar brawl. But if I caught this fish, it would be a
new world record, one that I had been after for a long time.“Hang in there boss! Keep the heat on
him.”“I think he’s tiring Steve, but it ain’t by much. Wish I could say the same for myself.”The
setting sun in the west is where he was taking us—directly into the wind and waves. Due west off
the western coast of Florida; due west from Homosassa and the legendary Oklahoma Flat; due
west from where virtually every record tarpon on fly had been taken. And he was one of them.
Not the first one who had kicked my ass, but the first who had tried to do it like this, heading
offshore instead of up into the calm confines of the river and beating me to death—or drowning
me, whichever came first. And all the while staying close enough to the boat that I could look him
in the eye, pretending to weaken from time to time, but knowing he would win and I would lose.
He was fighting for his life and I was fighting to achieve a goal: a world record tarpon on fly, using
tippet (the weakest part of the line and leader) that tested at eight pounds. That was light enough
that if I tried to put serious pressure on him, the fight would be over instantly. To win, I would have
to hang on and pressure him, just enough until he wore himself out. I was a featherweight fighter
trying to bring down a heavyweight, and he knew it. So he bided his time and kept heading
west.We were fourteen miles offshore when the sun dropped below the horizon. I was close to
the end of my rope. There was no moon and we had a long way home. He had now been on the
line almost seven hours and had never changed course. And I had been standing the entire fight.
My knees were buckling and my hands were cramping.“We can’t stay out here in the dark,”
Steve said, sounding serious. “All I got is running lights and we got no moon. You can’t fight him if
you can’t see him.”“I hear you. But, he’s fading. If we had another hour we could take him, I’m
sure.”“But we don’t. The sun is down and it ain’t comin’ back up anytime soon. We’re too damn
far out here as it is.”Steve was right and I knew it. Darkness was on us.“Okay,” I said. “I guess we
need to close the deal one way or the other. I’ll max out the pressure to get him as close as I can.
You move on him when you think you can take a clean shot. If we break him off, so be it. I don’t
know what else to do.”“I agree. Not a good choice but the only one we got.”I didn’t like our
chances for gaffing the fish. Steve knew the drill and he was good. But when the target is moving
and the rifle is moving too, the likely result is a miss, no matter how good you are.The eight-hour
fight was over in a millisecond. The gaff hit the fish, but the point did not penetrate. He went
airborne and the line parted. It was a knockout victory in the fifteenth round.“I felt the gaff hit him,
boss. It just didn’t go in. Bad angle. Bad shot. I’m sorry.”“Forget it, Steve. I’m surprised you could
even get the metal on him. He won, fair and square. Now take my dead ass to the dock.”“I’ll get



you there, but it’s gonna be a long slow ride. Couple of hours at least.”So it was over. Fourteen
miles offshore, as the last rays of light from the sun disappeared in the west, more than eight
hours after the fish first felt the five-ought hook on the inch-long fly that he ate with great relish a
half mile from shore, when the sun was high overhead. Eight hours after his first powerful,
acrobatic jump.I was dead. Whipped. Beaten, both physically and mentally, but strangely
content. Strangely elated. We hadn’t made the summit, but we had come very, very close. And I
knew it could be done. Maybe not next year or the year after, maybe never. But it was possible. It
was just a matter of time. The only question was: How much?CHAPTER TWOGETTING THE
FEVERWHAT IS IT ABOUT RECORDS, ANYWAY? AND WHY DO THEY MEAN SO MUCH TO
SO MANY?What makes someone start obsessively chasing world record fish? Where does it
start? I don’t know about other anglers, but in my case the answer is fairly simple and
straightforward.I’d never entertained for a moment the idea of chasing record fish before taking a
trip in 1989 to Costa Rica to fish for tarpon. I stayed at a typical small Caribbean fishing lodge of
plain construction, with not much in the way of frills, and very little to do when you weren’t fishing
except to eat, drink, and sleep.After a day on the water, I was lying on the bed in my room with
one of those lopsided ceiling fans turning lazily overhead, barely moving the thick air. Short of
things to read, and with a shelfful of books and magazines at the head of the bed, I started going
through them, looking for something interesting. I settled on an old copy of the annual
publication of the International Game Fish Association—known then and now as the IGFA to
anglers everywhere. Its title? World Record Game Fishes.I opened the book and thumbed
through the pages. When I came to the section on world records, I began looking for the kind of
fish I was routinely catching back home on the Alabama Gulf Coast, namely redfish, called red
drum by the IGFA. Redfish were considered a prize—maybe the top prize—by light-tackle
anglers who fished the bays and beaches of the Gulf. And I’d caught my share, among them
some pretty nice fish.So I decided to see how they compared to the records in the IGFA book. At
first I was driven more by idle curiosity than anything else. But when I saw what those records
were, I was surprised at first, and then excited.“Hell,” I thought, “I’ve caught bigger fish than that.
Lots of them.”I had no idea what it took for a catch to qualify as a record so I went to another
section of the book and read the rules carefully. They were lengthy, detailed, strict, and fairly
clear-cut. For instance:Rods must comply with sporting ethics and customs.Power driven reels
of any kind are prohibited.From the time that a fish strikes or takes a bait or lure, the angler must
hook, fight, and land or boat the fish without the aid of any other person. …[A catch will be
disqualified] when a rod breaks (while the fish is being played) in a manner that reduces the tip
below minimum dimensions or severely impairs its angling dimensions.The rules ran to five or
six pages and were followed by a two-page application form for use by anyone who caught what
he thought was a record fish. This was to be filled in, witnessed and notarized, and submitted to
the IGFA along with line samples that would be tested, photographs that would be examined,
witness information, and proof that the scales used to weigh the fish had been tested and
certified.The more I studied those regulations—and the records that I thought I could beat—the



more excited I got. I was suddenly eager to get home and take a shot at breaking a world record,
a feat I had never dreamed possible for someone then forty-two years old, and something I had
always considered reserved for young athletes.So that’s what got me started—picking up that
IGFA book by chance one day when I was on a fishing trip and had some time on my hands.
Chasing records had never been on my radar screen before that.The “why” is a little more
complicated, but not much. That listing of world records intrigued me, because it represented an
exciting challenge—and I like a challenge. I can’t say why, and I’m not introspective enough to
care. Maybe it’s about the adrenaline rush you feel when the challenge is met.Some say
adrenaline is an addictive drug, and I suppose it’s true. It explains a lot for me, because I was a
heavy user at a young age. Parris Island at eighteen. Carrier landings in a T-28 at twenty. My first
chopper flight into a hot landing zone days before celebrating my twenty-first birthday. The Siege
of Khe Sanh. The Tet Offensive. An AK 47 armor-piercing round. A hospital in Japan. Then, back
to Quang Tri for more.Addictions are not easy to shake. My life in the courtroom and the never-
ending battles with the finest defense lawyers the corporate world can muster gave and continue
to give some relief. Battles decided by twelve strangers.Open cockpit aerobatics fed the
addiction for a while. Then along came the quest for world records, and I knew I had found my
never-ending adrenaline supply. I was on it, and I could stay on it and have fun in the
process.That’s the way I felt after coming across that old IGFA book in the Costa Rican fishing
lodge. Here was a new challenge; a new way to feed the addiction. And it helped that there was
a set of hard and fast standards that applied to everyone. We all played by the same rules, and
at the end of the day there was no question about who had won the game.That’s the beauty of
the IGFA. It makes the rules and everybody who wants to be in the game has to play by
them.Like most pilots who have survived to my age, I’m a great believer in prior planning,
preparation, and careful attention to detail. So I went home and started learning and preparing
for this new game. That meant studying the rule book to make sure I understood exactly what the
requirements were for a world record fish, and then inventorying my equipment to make sure I
had the right gear—the best gear for the job.I had plenty of tackle, but since I would be fishing
very light line—my first target was the record for redfish on two-pound test line—I wasn’t sure I
had the right rods and reels. So I studied what little literature I could find and decided I needed to
buy “ultra-light” gear, both rod and reel. I’ve since concluded that’s not the way to go, but at the
time that was the advice of the “experts” I was reading, so I took it.I didn’t need to learn how to
catch big reds. I’d been catching them consistently for a while. And there was no need for me to
research a location for my first attempt at a record fish. I would be going where I did most of my
fishing, a place that anglers from my part of the Gulf Coast considered a kind of paradise, a
place that was hard to get to, and with fishing so fine that it was hard to believe unless you made
the trip and saw it for yourself.The Chandeleur Islands run forty miles north and south, just east
of the marshes of the Mississippi Delta. When the French came to the Gulf of Mexico in the early
1700s, they didn’t have much use for the Chandeleur Islands, which they mostly avoided as a
shoal, much preferring the deepwater channel among the islands, which the U.S. Supreme



Court said in 1906 was the Louisiana -Mississippi state line at the Gulf.Supposedly the French
named the islands for their shape, which resembled a chandelier. Jesuit father du Rhu, who
accompanied d’Iberville’s discovery voyage, wrote in his journal on February 2, 1700, that the
Chandeleurs were overrun with raccoons. The French called them chats, their word for cats.
They named a couple of islands after one or the other. The French sailors clubbed a bunch of
the raccoons and ate them, but found them to be tasteless, even though the worldly wisdom of
my own rural Alabama claims that “once you eat ‘coon, you won’t eat airy a ‘possum again!”That
legend of long ago has survived better than the islands themselves. After the battering they took
from several hurricanes, especially Katrina, there isn’t much left of the Chandeleurs. What
remains is mostly sandbars and shoals, and these have been fouled recently by oil from the
2010 BP spill.This is a sad end for those of us who remember this chain of barrier islands as it
once was. There were sandy beaches on the seaward side and vast, shallow flats to the west of
the main island. Acres and acres of this shallow water were covered in grass, and this was the
nursery for all manner of marine life—crabs, shrimp, and many species of fish. Curlew Island,
Grand Gossier, and Little Gossier continued the chain south to Breton. There were large
populations of birds on the islands, which were uninhabited and had been since the early
twentieth century. The chain was also a National Wildlife Refuge. A single lighthouse at the north
end was just about the only sign of civilization anywhere around.When I was growing up in
Mobile, I would hear stories about the fishing out there. Groups of anglers would run out to the
Chandeleurs in some kind of big boat with a galley and bunks, and they would tow skiffs for
fishing. They would anchor in a protected lee and fish from the skiffs for redfish and speckled
trout. And the fishing was spectacular—they got big numbers and big fish. They would stay three
or four days, and when they came back they’d say they “got tired of catching fish. I mean, we just
wore ‘em out.” You heard this so much, you almost believed it. And when you saw the photos,
you did believe it.So the Chandeleurs were where I went to fish and where I planned to go after
records. But I didn’t do it quite the way I’d heard about when I was a kid. I’d found a better way.
And I found it the hard way.It started in the late seventies with an invitation from my old friend
Buddy Russell, whose plan had several of us trailering boats from Mobile to Venice, Louisiana—
about a four hour drive, much of it through marshland—then launching and heading over to the
south end of the Chandeleurs where we would set up camp, then fish all day and build fires on
the beach at night and sit around telling stories under the stars. I’d sworn off camping trips after
my discharge from the Marine Corps in 1970, but I weakened over the course of a week of
phone calls from office to office and finally gave in to the image of easy camaraderie and
wonderful fishing.We didn’t travel in a convoy, and of course my party followed the common
practice at our age of never checking or maintaining a boat trailer. At least not until something
breaks.We lost a wheel on Highway 90 and spent the better part of the day in a dingy garage in
Biloxi, watching an inept “mechanic” trying to patch the trailer up so we could complete the trip.
Fortunately, in old Biloxi it was the rare block that did not house a neon-lit bar, dark as a cave
inside. In this case, there happened to be such a bar attached to the fine garage, and its



proximity made it certain that the mechanic would benefit from some supervision and guidance
from the boys from Alabama as he patched the trailer. Alabamians, after all, are clearly more
knowledgeable and, indeed, generally superior to the kind of rednecks you find only in
Mississippi. Thank God, we say, for Mississippi. Gives us some folks to look down on.Under our
expert supervision, the job got done, and we made it to the boat launch in Venice just before
dark. But as anyone who has made the trip knows, when you have gotten this far, you still ain’t
there yet, not by a long shot. There are many miles still to travel through marshlands, creeks, and
sloughs before you reach the open water of Breton Sound, and before you can even hope to find
Breton Island, our destination.The original plan had been for all of us to launch together in
daylight, and for the more experienced among us to lead the way. But the boats that we
expected to follow had long since departed the landing after we didn’t show at a reasonable
time. This was before the days of cell phones, so there was no way for them to call and find out
what had happened to us, and they weren’t going to wait all day and miss out on the fishing. So
we were on our own.This was also long before the days of GPS, so navigating this maze even in
broad daylight was a challenge. At night, after a day of drinking beer, it was a guaranteed
fiasco.And that is what it turned out to be. Negotiating the maze of cuts, channels, creeks, and
backwaters, even with a map, was like finding your way around New York City blindfolded.
Fortunately, shrimp boats of various shapes and sizes transit these waters in the dark and they
are all well lit at night. We hailed several of them and gave more than one crew a six pack and a
good laugh in exchange for pointing us in the right direction and wishing us good luck. Finally,
low on gas but on the right track, we exited the pass into open water and headed for
Breton.When we finally arrived at the anchorage our fishing buddies were at their peak point of
intoxication, and had just enough energy left to watch us unload, while heaping ridicule and
abuse on the fools and imbeciles who managed to break down and get lost, both on the same
day.There was nothing to do but smile and take it. I’d signed on for this and it was all perfectly
predictable.Exhausted, I looked forward to sleeping under the stars on this beautiful night. I laid
out a ground tarp and spread a sleeping bag over it, far enough away from the others that I
would be able to enjoy the quiet, clear night in peace.But the sand crabs and no-see-ums had a
different plan.No-see-ums bite, and whatever insect repellant I was packing and that I applied
over and over until it ran out did not faze them.Sand crabs don’t bite, but they do scurry, using six
pointed feet to get over, around, and under whatever is in their path, which happened to be me. I
was apparently camped on the sand crab interstate, with the centerline across the middle of my
back. Half asleep, with insanity rapidly approaching, I moved. The centerline moved with me.
The no-see-ums followed.Like they say, “Nowhere to run and nowhere to hide.”The sleeping bag
I had dug out of the attic was, of course, designed for camping in Glacier National Park in the
winter or Greenland during ice fishing season, not Breton Island in July. But it was my only
refuge from the six-legged, lunacy-inducing sand crabs rolling over my body like World War I
infantry over the trenches. It was my only haven from the tiny, invisible insects with a bite that
stung like the needle wielded by the pediatrician who handed you a sucker and smiled as he told



you it wouldn’t hurt.“Hot” would not be a fair description of what it feels like to be encased in a
down-filled sleeping bag in midsummer in south Louisiana. If you have ever seen a deluded,
overweight, New Year’s resolution signee to the local health club, wearing a plastic suit from the
neck down to the ankles, designed to “melt the fat off in minutes” as he proudly huffs and puffs
on the exercise bike, pouring sweat (and God knows what else) inside the plastic suit . . . well,
then you can imagine what I felt like that night.Except add sand to the inside of the suit and
biting insects to the exposed head.Would dawn ever come?It did, of course, and an hour later I
heard the sound of an approaching aircraft. I watched through bleary eyes peeking out of the
sleeping bag as a Cessna 185 floatplane made a few lazy turns over Breton Island, then set up
its landing approach and gently touched down on the slick, calm water, sending out a
symmetrical spray around each float in a perfect landing.Still itching, wet, and raw from my
ordeal with the sleeping bag, the no-see-ums, and the sand crabs, I watched as the plane taxied
toward the shore. When it reached shallow water, the engine and the propeller stopped and the
pilot got out, stood on the float, and walked forward, anchor and line in hand. He tossed the
anchor into the water, cleated the line off, and began gathering up his fishing gear from inside
the plane.I might have thought I was hallucinating except that I recognized the man. It was Buzz
Heggeman, known around Mobile as a passionate duck hunter, a great golfer, and an avid
angler. It was also obvious that he was a man who knew the right way to fish the Chandeleurs.He
waved in our direction as he stepped off the float of his seaplane. He was tanned, well-groomed,
and smiling. He had slept in his own bed the previous night, after cocktails and a good dinner.
Up early this morning, he’d had coffee and breakfast, and then made a short flight across the
Gulf to this spot for a fine day of fishing.I vowed then and there, as I peeked out from my
sleeping bag and watched Buzz head down the beach to fish, that if I ever fished Breton again—
or, for that matter, if I ever went to the Chandeleur Islands again, I would arrive and depart in
daylight, by seaplane.It took a while—over ten years—but I made good on that vow in 1988 and
began flying regularly to the fishing paradise of the Chandeleurs, sometimes alone and
sometimes with friends or family. We would leave early, but after daylight, and ascend to a nice,
cool altitude for the flight out. Then, around thirty minutes after takeoff, we would be over the
islands, and I would descend to about six hundred feet or so and start looking for schools of
redfish. You could make them out clearly against the sand, especially in the clear water on the
points and on the inside. Later I learned to spot bull reds in the troughs on the shallow side,
where they appeared during the winter months. We didn’t see them often in schools, though,
mainly as singles or doubles. If they weren’t there, I would look for schooled-up reds, hanging off
one of the points, then land.The best time was in winter, three days after a cold front had passed
through. The water would be calm and clear and there would be very little wind, or no wind at all.
After anchoring, I would stand on the float and pull on a pair of chest waders, assemble my rod,
put on a wading belt with all the tackle I needed, then slip into the water and wade to the fish. On
a bluebird day, sight-fishing to twenty-five-pound reds in three feet of clear water was hard to
beat.I’d caught plenty of big redfish this way. The people I took out to the Chandeleurs with me



had too, so I was confident that first winter after I came back from Costa Rica, and determined to
get my name in the record book.CHAPTER THREEWIN SOME, LOSE SOMEMY EDUCATION
IN ALL THE THINGS THAT CAN GO WRONG . . . AND THE THRILL THAT COMES WHEN IT
ALL GOES RIGHTMy first world record, for redfish on two-pound line, came easy. Too easy.I
caught the fish in the Chandeleurs in January of 1990. It weighed thirteen pounds and beat the
existing record by four ounces. Everything worked right. The fish behaved right. The line held
and tested within limits. And the application passed muster. I had my first world record in hand
five months later, a typical amount of time it takes for a record claim to be processed and
approved.But it was just a teaser, like many first fishing trips I’ve taken to new destinations where
the fish come at the boat like British troops of old, marching into musket fire and certain death,
so many you have to beat the fish off with a stick to protect yourself. And then, when you make
the long awaited return trip, the battleground is empty. The sea is a desert. You watch the water
until your eyeballs are popping out, but no fish appear. And you go home with empty hands and
an empty wallet, punished for your arrogance and your unjustifiable confidence—as you should
be.But such humiliations would come later. For the time being, I could enjoy the satisfaction and
sense of accomplishment that came with that first record. I’d set a goal; I’d done the things I
needed to do to accomplish that goal; I’d gone out and done it.That record was certainly a
payoff, but there was more to it than just catching the fish. I was also having a wonderful time.
The whole experience was adventure of the purest kind.Just flying out to the Chandeleurs in a
seaplane was itself an adventure. I was a pilot long before I ever bought a seaplane and started
flying myself to the Chandeleurs to fish. I’d flown fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters in the Marine
Corps, and I owned a restored Stearman, an open-cockpit biplane. It was a beautiful thing, and
perfect for aerobatics, which became my hobby. Not much got the adrenaline flowing like going
up in the Stearman, pulling the power back and the nose up, stalling, and then spinning toward
the ground. Snap rolls, loops, slow rolls, Immelmans, and Cuban eights were a great way to
enjoy a beautiful, calm morning.I had to learn a new set of skills when I began flying the Cessna
185 Amphibian. Getting the rating took just a three-day course of instruction in a Cub on floats at
a school down in Florida. In addition to the rating, I needed to fly the 185 for twenty-five hours
with an instructor before anyone would insure it. The only way for me to get that done near my
home was to do some flying with Southern Seaplane out of Belle Chasse, Louisiana. This outfit
had been around since the early fifties. It worked the oil fields and ferried sportsmen out to the
Chandeleurs and other remote spots, and did just about anything that took a seaplane to get it
done. A Louisiana family, the Panepintos, owned the business, and when I bought my seaplane
from them, part of the deal was that I would get the twenty-five hours I needed in the air by flying
with them.So I got to know Lyle Panepinto very well during my training. He was probably the
most experienced seaplane pilot on the Gulf Coast, and Cajun to the core. He trained me like he
did the other experienced pilots who transitioned to seaplanes and came to work for his
company. We covered the Mississippi River Delta, landing and taking off in every nook and
cranny—canals, oil fields, tug boat docks—you name it. We flew to the Chandeleurs multiple



times for rough water training and he drilled into my head all of the emergency procedures one
needs to survive as a pilot in the wilderness. It was the most fun I’d had in a long
time.Unfortunately, I soon gave him reason to wonder whether his efforts had been in vain. On
one of my first flights to the Chandeleurs, shortly after I finished the training, I spotted Lyle and
some of his customers fishing Little Gossier. They looked like they were on fish so I decided to
land nearby and join them. I lined the plane up but misjudged the landing and came in too high
and too fast. To make a long story short, I ran out of water and put the plane up on the beach,
high and dry. Fortunately, I didn’t have enough speed to do a nose-over crash when we hit the
beach.I got out, feeling like a fool, and here comes Lyle, my recent instructor, walking down the
beach toward me. He’s shaking his head, talking real loud. And I’ll never forget what he said with
his heavy south-Louisiana accent:“I hope that ain’t your usual f***ing technique!”What could I
say?“My clients all want to know why they had to get out of the plane in the water,” he went on.
“Why couldn’t I just put it up on the beach, the way you done it, so they could get out on dry
land? They actually thought you did it on purpose.”Let’s say it was a learning experience and an
embarrassing one. Not to mention an expensive one. Lyle had to fly a crew out the next day to
jack up the plane, lower the gear, and get it back in the water. This was the Southern, saltwater
version of Alaska bush flying, and I had to learn some lessons the hard way. This would be one
of many.Another came a couple of years later when I was out in the Chandeleurs with my friend,
Dan Blackburn, on one of those perfect, bluebird days near Christmas. I looked down to the
south and saw something strange on the horizon. I couldn’t tell exactly what it was and I
remember saying to myself, “Now what in the hell is that?”There was something on the water.
Smoke. Clouds. Something I’d never seen out there before. So I kept watching, trying to figure
out what it was, at the same time moving back to the airplane that was about three hundred
yards away.By the time I got there, a wall of thick fog had covered us. It was sea fog, so thick that
the sun disappeared and the visibility dropped to zero. I had never seen anything like it before,
nor, in fact, have I seen or experienced it since.And I don’t want to, either.The fog surrounded us
and covered us and didn’t thin out or move on. We were stuck out there until it cleared. There
was no way to take off safely with zero visibility and zero ceiling.We hadn’t flown out there
planning to stay the night. I had sworn off overnights years before, after that night in the sauna
disguised as a sleeping bag. We had water and food for the day, but that was all, unless we
wanted to eat some of the fish we’d caught or catch crabs and cook them on a fire like the kind
my buddies and I built back when I made the Chandeleur trip that convinced me seaplanes are
the only way to go. As for fresh water, I suppose we could have found some in puddles on the
island.Fortunately, we happened to be fishing the main island. It got a fair amount of boat traffic
in the summer, so there was a small houseboat out there to service a resident guide and clients.
It stayed anchored up during the winter but was usually unoccupied. I was able to water taxi to
the area where I thought the boat was anchored and find it. Surprisingly, there was a human
aboard.He turned out to be the grandson of Walter Anderson, an artist who was famous for his
paintings of the Mississippi barrier islands, especially Horn Island. The young man was shocked



to see an airplane taxi up out of the fog, but he was hospitable and agreed to let us stay on the
boat until the fog lifted. The furnishings were not what you would call luxurious, and the food was
worse. Our host was eating out of cans and was generous enough to share some beans and
other delicacies. But the worst part was … there was not a drop of whiskey on that boat. Nary a
beer nor spirits of any kind could be found, and to make matters worse, it was the Christmas
holidays.
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lady di, “Great Read. Never thought I would find myself so engrossed in such a book. Being
from this area I thought I'd give it a try....and I couldn't put it down. It brought back many
memories of my Dad and how we'd fly over the Gulf of Mexico spotting fish and of all the things
that could go wrong on a fishing trip. I don't fly fish, but this sure makes me want to try this
sport! The adventures of a dedicated, and driven man! A real WOW book that was written
beautifully.”

Rough Alto, “An awesome read!. I only wish the book was twice as long. I sure hope the author
will write again. Maybe we could convince him to write about his 500 hours of combat flying in
Nam. I just could not put this book down. I have no interest in chasing records or tournament
fishing, but the people, places and stories he writes about are the genuine article. It all adds up
to a life well lived.”

Christoph E., “Excellent account of his accomplishments.. The book provides a good account of
the authors adventures. I would have liked to read more about the tackle and set up he used as
reference for my own light tackle exploits. Nonetheless there are some real gems of information
in the book and I enjoyed it thoroughly.”

SQUID, “Not Just For Fishermen. The prior "5 Star" reviewers are all on the money. This isn't just
a book about fishing. It is a story well told about life. The quest, preparation, dedication, attention
to detail, playing by the rules, acceptance of failure, dogged but reasoned determination,
friendship, respect, teamwork, success and humor---all neatly wrapped in a wonderfully
entertaining series of stories. But even if you don't appreciate the Zen of this book, I guarantee
you will just flat enjoy the excellent story telling. I hope Mr. Cunningham is busy writing another.”

M. A. Martin Jr., “Five Stars. Great book. If you have spent time working for a world record
fish....you will appreciate this book.”

William Bryson, “Make you want to grab your rod and fish. Picked this book up to read over the
holidays and finished it in two days. I have fished a lot of the places Mr. Cunningham caught his
records. This book is a quick fun read that you will enjoy. I recommend it to any person that
enjoys fishing.”

Permit, “Chasing Records. Excellent book. It has inspired me to seek my own records in the
state of Georgia regarding fly fishing.  Highly recommended for the avid fisherman!”

Duckskiff, “Great Reading!. These are modern but classic Southern saltwater angling stories told
in the best tradition of Zane Grey and A.W.Dimock and the other oldtimers. Some of the fishing



from a canoe or leaking johnboat in hidden backwaters harks back a century, despite the
gleaming saltwater flyreels. Even Zane Grey would have been impressed by the tale of
inaccessible landlocked Cubera snapper in the middle desert of Andros Island, or the lowly
bowfin in the Mobile River Delta, where moccassins abound. You'll hardly be able to go to bed
on time, wanting to read "just one more chapter!"The author approaches his marathon feat with
becoming modesty; the best tales which he tells have himself as the butt.Generous to his guides
and friends who taught him and helped him and paddled him and poled him over the years,he
deserves more credit for his feat than he claims.Thank heavens I'm not a world record fisherman
or even much of a fly fisherman; it must be a great burden. But this book is great reading even for
a simple old Saturday morning baitcast fisherman like me who just wants some good stories.
These stories could EACH be told to an attentive audience at any lowly or fancy fishing camp
anywhere in the world.Lay aside, if you can, that the guy is also a world-class courtroom lawyer;
he's a hell of a fisherman and writer!”

Elinvar, “Excellent, but..... This is a book about sport fishing in the Gulf of Mexico, plus a bit
about freshwater fishing. The author sets out to break as many IGFA line class records as
possible, and in many cases, succeeds. The author is an attorney, and so is an educated man.
This shows in the quality of the writing. It contains none of the irritating slang and colloquialisms
of most American books; it could have been written by an English author. As well as being well
written, the book is interesting, and in places, exciting. There are, however, a couple of aspects
that make me uneasy. The first is the length of time some fish are played; over 7 hours in some
cases. This arises from the IGFA creating ludicrous categories such as a 2lb breaking strain
class for Red Drum, which grow to 50lbs+. The second aspect is that, when the author realises
he has hooked a fish that will not exceed a record, he breaks off, thus leaving a hook in the fish.
Not very sporting.”

The book by Raymond S. Bradley has a rating of 5 out of 4.6. 21 people have provided
feedback.
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