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of the National Sciences and 
Engineering Research Council of 
Canada. There’s no other inshore 
species that comes close.

There are eight to 10 specific, 
genetically differentiated bonefish 
species, depending on whose sci-
ence you prefer to believe. But all 
scientists (and anglers) agree that 
the world’s largest (and some say 
smartest) bonefish live between 
Biscayne Bay and Marathon in the 
Middle Keys.

Islamorada is “bonefish central.” 
It’s not unusual to hear of 13- or 
14-pound bonefish being caught in 
the area, though the average bone is 
in the 9- to 10-pound range.

But bonefishing is not about biol-
ogy. It’s about success and failure, 

exhilaration and despair, pride and 
frustration. And about satisfaction 
after successfully landing a fish and 
then releasing it to live and pro-
vide another angler enjoyment and 
memories that will last a lifetime.

It’s also about humor. Writer and 
professional fly fisherman Lefty Kreh 
once said that bonefish “can sure 
make a good angler look dumb.”

In the Keys, a basic knowledge 
bank has evolved that can help the 
fledgling bonefisher. 

Rule number one: hire a guide. You 
can’t cast to a bonefish unless you 
can find one, and they’re not easy to 
find. Especially for the first-timer.

Rule number two: memorize 
a clock face. Your guide is sud-
denly going to lean over and point, 

whispering something like, “Eleven 
o’clock, 40 feet.” You have to know 
where eleven o’clock is located 
because you probably won’t see the 
fish.

Rule number three: make your cast 
within three seconds. Don’t think. 
Just cast.

Then accept success or failure 
with a happy heart. As country music 
legend Dolly Parton said, “The way I 
see it, if you want the rainbow, you 
gotta put up with the rain.”

Islamorada journalist and angler Bob Serata 
contributed to this story.

At left, a bonefish is shown for a 
photograph just before it is dehooked and 
released. Top, the sun sets off Islamorada 
as a guide points to a tailing bonefish.
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W
hether temporarily injured 
or permanently disabled, 
wild birds are helped 
and healed at the Florida 

Keys Wild Bird Center at mile marker 
93.6 in Tavernier, on the island of 
Key Largo.

Located in a natural setting ad-
jacent to Florida’s Everglades, the 
center is dedicated to rescuing, 
rehabilitating and releasing ill, injured 
and orphaned wild birds. Some 
birds, unable to survive in the wild, 
become lifelong inhabitants.

The center’s founder, Laura Quinn, 
was once a statistician and math-
ematics teacher. After relocating to 
the Upper Keys, she began crafting 
woodcarvings of Keys native birds  
and then collaborated with a veteri-
narian to provide modest avian reha-
bilitation facilities behind her home.

In 1991, she opened the center on 
5.5 acres of lush native vegetation, 

For the Birds on Key Largo
ANDY NEWMAN

mangroves, hammocks and wet-
lands. She even learned how to oper-
ate on her feathered 
patients, repairing 
broken wings and re-
moving fishhooks and 
monofilament line. 

The center’s staff 
feeds a variety of 
egrets, owls, herons 
and cormorants that 
are either transient or 
injured, and bird-
watchers and eco-
tourists are afforded 
an up-close and per-
sonal interaction. In 
addition, visitors can watch dozens 
of pelicans that search inquisitively 
for fish buckets.

A self-guided tour along board-
walks and nature trails provides a 
good look at resident hawks, os-
preys, spoonbills, egrets and more. 

The scenic route also features min-
nows and crabs along with colorful 
bromeliads enhancing the landscape 
and water’s edge. Catching a late 
afternoon bird feeding is another 
highlight at this natural habitat.

– Julie Botteri

A flock of flamingos takes flight in the 
Everglades near Key Largo.

Laura Quinn began the Florida Keys Wild Bird Center in 1991.
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I
n typical Keys fashion, some of 
the best restaurants along the 
island chain look quite unassuming 
or are tucked away in hard-to-find 

locations. Yet each one is a unique, 
unexpected treasure whose offerings 
reflect the personalities of its owners, 
managers and chefs.

Key Largo is home to a pair of res-
taurants called the Fish House Restau-
rant & Fish Market and the Fish House 
Encore, situated on the Overseas 
Highway at mile marker (MM) 102.4 
oceanside. The menu epitomizes fresh 
Keys fish and seafood at their best. 

Farther down the highway in Isla-
morada stands the Island Grill, offering 
seafood and other enticing fare. The 
restaurant is perched at the water’s 
edge at the foot of Snake Creek Bridge 
at MM 85 oceanside.

Marathon is home to a little gem of 
an eatery: Leigh Ann’s Coffee House 
at MM 50 oceanside, marked by a bill-
board featuring a giant coffee cup (or 
teacup). Hungry visitors will find down-
home cooking with an Italian twist and 
carrot cake to die for. 

The quirky No Name Pub lies off the 
Overseas Highway in the Lower Florida 
Keys, down a winding road and over a 
humpbacked bridge. The out-of-the-way 
location doesn’t keep people from dis-
covering the local landmark, or falling 
in love with its world-class pizza.

The Lower Keys also features a hide-
away just outside Key West — Hog-
fish Bar & Grill on Stock Island. This 
proudly ramshackle watering hole is a 
true locals’ spot alongside a working 
marina. Its signature dish is hogfish, a 
diver–caught fish with a light but unpar-
alleled flavor.

	 – Kate Burgess-Craddy
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A hogfish snapper is headed to the 
grill at the Hogfish Bar & Grill.
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