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Today, Hillsboro Inlet may be onc of
south Florida's busiest, but in the early
davs, iust a handful of captains worked
out of the area. Although small in
number, these captainemade a lasting
mark on the sport. %’@3

&
b

%= herween Miami's famous Pier 5
___# and Palm Beach's sailfish docks,
Hillshoro Inlet in Pompano Beach,
Florida, produced some of the best-
known crews in the business. Unlike
the spit-and-polish Palm Beach cap-
rains of vesterday in their starched
white shirts and navy pants, or the
Lhaki-clad Miami fishers, Hillshoro
hoys dressed for dirty work. Known for
“filling the boat,” they wore sleeveless
T-shires and navy pants during the years
Pompano was better known for its green
beans than beaches. When sport fishing
hegan to take off, Pompano was more
of a farm rown, and the local high-
school sports team went by the name
Bean Pickers.

Charlie “Split-Tail”

tHavden

resiauran ar

experienced the cli-
mate firsthand, work-
ing for ploneering cap-
rains like Red Stuoart
and Bill Fagen in

Miami and Bill and

(Georege Staros in Fort

Lauderdale in the

1950, "When § went to
work at Hillshoro Indet
in the "60s, | saw the dif-
ference right away,” he
savs. “Any one ot them

would have given any-
thing they had to help the
other if he was in rrouble.
Thar was the difterence.
They acted like famiily.”
And many were fam-
ilv. The Stones, Knights
and Voss tamilies were
related by blood or mar-
riage as were the Grifhins,
Keens, Motrs and Merritts.
As for the rest, if they
weren't related by blood, they became
brothers on the water, according to
Marvin “Sonny” Gritfin jr., whose
father, rthe late Marvin “Grift” Griffin
Sr., served as a founding member of the
Hillsboro fraterniry.

“Oiirce vou got in, it was like going
to a fishing academy.” savs Capt. Peter
B. Wright, who spent his first 10 vears
in the husiness working for Hillsboro
captains like Griffin, John Whitmer
and Freddie Voss.

“Fven if vou weren't working lor
them, they took a fatherly interest n
you if you happened to be somewhere
like the Bahamas and they saw vou
screw up,” says Capt. Bark Garusey,
wha grew up fishing on his father’s
Jdriftboats out of Hillsboro.

“Ar Hillsboro, there were no one-
Jav wonders,” savs Gamnsey. "Anvyone
vou called captain earned it. Whatever
any of us have achieved in this profes-
sion s because of what we learned from
the generation of captains and mates
that came before us”

COURTESY CARCH, MeyrT
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Capt. Benjamin Stone stands with a
hammerbead caaght on a charter circa
1939, Stone, the local light keeper, and
his sons pioneered fshing in the area.

Fred “Punch” Stone

The oldest of his surviving brothers
ii COTRe Ltﬂtj F.{s{'ﬂt“’} FH:J *i}iif‘ -]
Srone was born at Hillsboro Light 33
vears ago. His father, Benjamin Franklin
Stone, served as the last civilian lighe
keeper in the United States ;maﬁ refused
ro retire even after the U5, Coast
Guard took over awds o navigation.

The Stones were related o the pio-
neering Knight family, whose members
intermittently oper ated the lichthouse
and commercial fish docks, smuggled

rum, charter fished and ran the suill-

popular Cap’s Place Restaurant in
Lighrthouse Point, where Winston
Churchill and Franklin D. Roosevelt
planned the D-Day invasion.

The Srones moved from lehthouse
o lighthouse, but in 1936, they came
home to Hillshoro from Cape Canaver-
al, Florida, and replaced the retiring
Tom Knight. By this time Cap's Place
was one of the liveliest nightciubs
around --- a popular speak-easy, restau-
rant and sambling hatl, Locazed on an
isiand near the inlet, the highthouse
held the oaly telephone, so the Stones
toak ‘L}t T reservalions i{.rx 11’1&:‘ Fesidil-
rant, which Fred would deliver in his
15-foot rowboear for 25 cents. The
Stone brothers became the first of many
Hillshoro captains to ferry zuesis to the
restanrant for tips. In those days people
were told to pull oo on the beach and
flash their lichts asasignal, "Then we'd
row over and pick them up,” says Stone.
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he started
saving customers oot {ishing
irom the Hilishoro Club, a private
enclave operating under the light-
house. “My teachers then were puides

Brv rhe rime he was 17,
takine

Becton Isler and my uncie Burmmham
Knight, who were the first 1o charrer

1 3
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When Worle lf; r F broke Out,
Stone., iﬁLn 2 5y mh_z" af the Sea

S Wils, ﬂilliﬁlftﬁf‘ﬁ E}JE‘ l\:{'ﬁ Y- Af [ht‘ asC

of 13, he shipped out for active duty in
E% i 1 :.:iLIﬂ'L Four YEAIs LHFI’ fe F:_‘Efiﬁ‘tt-.}
home from Guadalcanal intenr on ger-
ring his captain’s license and ruaning
his own charter boat — a dream that
took 10 vears to become reality.
Hillshoro changed during the war
Instead of three charter boats, there were
now half a dozen operating. Johnny
Whirmer, Marvin Grittin Sr., Burnham
and Billy Kaight, Buddy and Allen
Merrirt, and a3 handinl of Ocean iy
captains were now charter fishing out
af Hillshore inlet. Fearing there
be enough husiness for him,

ﬁth, fIr
Stone went fo work for cap rains Harold
and Ken Lyvman in Bovnton, Florida,
who also gave Ron Hamlin bis start
Ten vears later. Stone bought Toss Up
anid came home. “It felt so sood o be
fishing under the light agam,” he says.
Stone remembers the hevday of nuna
fishing in {hz.—: Bahoimss as "the i:uﬂi"%{ ot
his career,” taking the helm o compete
against tuna maestros like caprains Buddy
arad Allen Merrin, Tommy (Giftord, the
Siaros brothers, and Walter and Fred
Yoss ﬁI. Ajthough Stone did well fishing
Tass Up, he's hest known for running
Arthur Appleton’s 37-4vot Merrin Tuna
Teaser i toumaments at Car Cay and

COURTESY CHARLIE HAYDEN

imich Stone never ot the glory
he deserved even though he caught as
many giant tana as any of the hot shots,”
savs fongtine mate Charlie Havden.

Bimint. "F

The Voss Brothers

Althoueh not as 1%-‘{333 known as his
uncle Walter, Fred Voss HH excelled ai
runa fishing, “Walter had a good repu-

rarion back rhen becaose he had a ot
of high-profile clients like E.K. Harry

Capt. Fred “Punch” 8

tone {far letej had
strong roots in Hillsboroe, and excelled at

chasing tuna in the Bahamas, Charlie
“Split-Tail” Havden {(kneeling) worked
as a mate for Stone.
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Walter Voss {far left} often fished
suna tournaments with former IHGFA

president E.K., Harrv (far right]h.

and Ed Gould, whom be hished with a
lof i tournaments. But Freddie was just
as wood a tuna fisherman. He taught me

)
i Y, B

SLOTIC Savs.

i:‘i those davs Walter §
I oveam Givl, which he
Fore Laonderdale. He also would run
E"m-i . Gould’s Sea Quest in the sum-
mers, the Andy Mortensen boat that he
rook to Bermuda in the '60s.

The vouneest in a well-known fish-
ine family, Fred Voss HI no doubs tehs
he had something to prove. Many con-
sidered Fred Sr. mﬂre of a marlin fish-
erman than a tuna fisherman, while
maost of rhe local a.::_-';pmiﬂﬂ reearded
Walrer as a bit of a techie back then.

“Ir must have been arx ﬁm} 1961 tha
Walrer made up these hish-speed lures.
He was using them to carch blue mar-
iin i}ﬁa_rrﬁ anvone on the kast Coast
ever tried them,” says Stone. Lure mak-
ing aside, perhaps his most Iaﬂiﬂ”cvn:
crihution was the hoar Voss desiones
and builr for himselt. And f_}rcam, { v
was iust that: a boat that fishermen like
E K. Harryand Ldp{ {George Bransiord
admired so much, they used his plans to
butld their own boars. jj%ﬂd wh n Mike
i J{L;m started [‘i;ihj :’"iif_, amefisher-
men hoars in the 905, he o wirned o
YVoss' plans. Bransford, who made a
name for himself in 1966 as the firs
captain to catch a §,000-pound black
mariin off Caims, Australia, used the
;\ia'ﬂ*-; from Dream Uirl when he went to
work building Sea Baby 1. This vessel

Deciume one i."“f ﬁu:é!r:tﬁa’:& oSt famous

P
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chartered our of

eame boats under Bransford and is suc-
cessive capiains.

Dr. Gilbert Voss, a lesser-known
Voss brother in big-game circles,
hecame a prominent marine scientist
and expert on billfish and sgeid. Sadly,
Fred and Walter died young Fred Vass
H apparently died of a heart attack in
his 40s while fishing oft Walkers Cay.
As for Walter, he was in his 58 when
he drowned in Bermuda. Freddie
i1l lived hard and died accordingly. He
was in his 40< when his body was found
dumped along 495 — a murder that’s
never been solved.

By all accounts, Freddie Voss was

YV oss

crude, rude and rough, but for many of

those who knew the Voss family, they
consider Freddie the best natural fish-
erman in the family. "He was crazv.”
savs Charlie Havden. "One day he'd bhe
fine; the next dav he'd be a madman.
He'd plain scare vou to death.”

While tishine with Voss at Ocean
City, Marvland, one summer, the crew
encounterad a slizht run-in with the
locals. "They didn’t believe anvone
who had not white marlin fished there
could carch 15 ina dag. The next day
Freddie comes til_gﬂfd Fhumps 13 white
markin on T%'c:r"tf* and fust watks oft
and feaves thel there: That's one of
the mik fLr stories vou' il hear about
him,” H;ﬁ-:i:—:ﬂ SV

“Fl Lija%h B g 1ht; SIFyasesd iman
I ever L:Ef;:?h says Wright. “He raught
nre o rwist wire. Freddie could tuke =35
planc wire and break it. He would put
a hook on one end and with a single
};im e take a Jouble w rap and vank on
the wire to try o get my twist to ship.
When [ g0t to where | could make o
coud wrap, he'd break the wire.”

According to Wright, Freddie exhib-
itedd the hest instincts of any of the Voss
bovs. “No one at Pompano ever noticed
the cobia following migrating ravs unnil
Freddie started running the beach in his
rower and saw them,” savs Wright

The discovery of this lucrative tish-
ery set off a round of competition
amang Hillshoro captains, especially
between Johnny Whitmer and a tal-
ented newcomer named Joe Mot who
wonkd kead the boatr with cobia, Part of
the reason Mottt excelled ar sight-fish-
ing cobia was because his tather-in-law
was a pilor and he'd fly the beach spot-
ting rays for him. Ever the competitor,
Whirmer decided he needed an eve in
the sky as well and walked his davghrer
Lynine “Sarge” Whitmer into raking ty-
ine lessons. "He wanrted me o spot rays

COLRTESY HOBBIE THORNE

and radio their location so he could
heat loe Motr. | did fine with the
fessons, but | couldn™t pass the vision
rest,” she savs. “That was a huge disap-
pointment for Daddy.”
Mo started running his own boat
[ ucky Fady at 19 and became one of the
hest all-around captains ever to hail out
of Hillsboro. On Backlash in the 196Us,
Mot followed pioneering captain Tiny
Brown of Islamorada, Florida, 1o
Cozumel. Mexico, and also made o
name for himself at Car Cay on a vari-
ety of boats, including Xiphias, whose
mates included up-and-coming cap-
tamns Danny Beare and Garnsey.

The Verritl Boys
When it comes to hot shots, few
could march the now 86-vear-old Allen
Merritt at Car Cav or Bimint, where he
ruted the tuna erounds fishing with
anglers such as Bill Carpenter,
Dorothea Dean and Jo Jo Del Guercio.
Charter 1"%.1 -.f"i‘i‘li.ﬂ firsr and buoat-
huilders second, the Merrites alwavs

undﬁ:r&stmm v:haz it fook To make a Hyve-

ing by chartering, and they treated their

teliow Hillshoro capiains accordingly,
often extending credit to them or stay-
e overtime 1o make rerairs so their
bretheren could fish the next day.
Aloneg with his older hrother,

- %

Ir -

Aates Robbie Thorne f{dr ledt) and
Peter Wricht (far richt} with a blue
marlin taken on johnny Whitmer's
Miss Jeane circa 1963,
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Marvin Gritfin iumps up to change the
“caught on Miss Jeane™ sign as jobony
Whitmer has 2 langh with 2 voung
Sonny Gritfin.

Buddy, Allen spent his first vears char-
tering in Florida in Fort Lauderdale
Jdocked aloneside his father, Frank.
Afrer their parents opened Merrin
Boat and Engine Works on the west
side of the Intracosstal in Pompano in
1948, the brothers relocared o the
north dock at Hillsboro Inde, }‘r:fthﬂ'i*'
next o fohnny Whitmer’s Miss Jeane
and Marvin Uniffin Sr.'s Jovce f_ arwd
Tovee H. which lohn Marshall ran.
Alse docked on the north dock were
Serge Keen's Keen Time and Burnbham
and Biﬁ\f }\ﬂi;th }114:' Moy, whose
father, Crawford, served as the dock-
mnster, showed up in the "60s, and
that’s when the competition really
heated up, recalls Merritt, “The only
one not into producing meat back then
was John Marshall,™ Merrite says, “in
those éu}':: ¥ i ECERE 131 that inler and
carn nerth fo no man's iand [Delravl,
and the fishing would be so good vou
had to 11 the boat”

By this time the Memitts were weli-
established hie-game fishing innovators,
Allen had won more tuna rournamenis

at Car Cay than anvone — including
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Buddy, whao h-s""s:é«;%ﬁin with changing
the fshery. Buo v took a saitboar mast
and added a seat and rope controls,
which allowed him to spot and bai
e on The shatlows and numenver the
bovar on those fish at Car Cay. "He was
<3 successtul that it changed the way we

Al fished for them.” Allen sayvs. The
Merritts also invented the center out-
riceer used today by fishermen the
worhd over.,

“Bandlv and | esually dida’t share
mbormation, bur e one atternoon |
went over fo ask how he was carching
all these wahoo, We hardly ever caugha
wahoo in those days, and he was get-
ring rhem regularly.” says Allen.
“Buddy fHrst looks aroond and says, ‘T'm
tishing a line from the fiving bridge
way, wav hack. In facr, if vou can see
the bain, i’ roc close” Well, T eried 1t
out and thought, man that woris. The
only problem was, with a sharp wam,
the line would rangie in the rigger
haits. So the next day | clamped at Cal-
cutta bamboo rod ro the tower, and the
center riguer was born”

The Mavors of Hilisboro
Becton Isler and Burham Knight may
have been the first captains at Hillshoro,
but the most memorable were John
}. Whitmer and Marvin Griffin 5t

o2 GE AN =
JOHNNY WHITMER &

£

Whirmer resembled g heaveweistu
tichter uzzh thre hetcht of a han-
vamweicht, while Grittin rowered above
like n haskethall plaver. Whitmer had o
paste for booze, .‘Jmi Hing and the adies,
wherens Oritfin was a conservative bam-
Hv man. Docked {ﬁnnﬂﬂfé* one another
for the better part of 40 vears, they were
Herce competitors and best friends.

A notorivusty shallow infer, Hills-
bore used to sand over after four or five
Jdavs of heavy incoming swells, pre-
venting anvone trom gerting oul, says
i ri“}‘*{, who bewan workine on Whit-
mer s adiss | fedne at 1i%‘=='f il VAT *'iéd
“Betore the full-time die:d;,:‘ At hetore
the hoats sot big, they would ger our of
the boar and push it over the har to get
out.” he savs, Over time Whitmer and
Urittin developed better strategies.

- ?ﬁ}- Jad and Juhlh‘tfy used o ek the
sheriff to bring jail trustees down w
help them dis out the inlet.” suvs Grit-
fin's son Sonny. “By the 19505, they'd
resorted to using dynamite to break up
the sandbar so the tide would scour the
ditch clean. ?1{:‘3-‘ WETe aiwa?s WOrKin £
together like that.”

Unlike Gritfin, whe was born and
aised in nearby Oakland Park, Whit-
mer came o Pompano from the Kansas
wheat Helds, By 1930, he starred wak-
ing paving customers out from the

COVRTESY SONNY BRIFFN
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Joe Mot {ieft}, pictured here with
Havden, began running his own boat o
of Hillshoro at just 19 and became one of
the best afb-around captains in the area.

Hillsboro Clab 1o supplement what he
earned jieging up king mackerel. Grit-
HnY's journey was more happensiance.
In the 1920s and "30s, live-in bridge
render Fred Alexander manually oper-
ated the swing bridge over the Inta-
caastal, and he just happened to be the
tather of Grittin's girliriend, Kathieen.
When her father died in an accident in
the Florida Keys, Kathleen's muother,

Ruby, was left to manage the hl‘ii_'li'*r:_
rwor daugchrers and a fishing boat. She

could handle the bridge, but the boart
ST § e chnd

was another story asked my dad
to take it over,” Sonny says. Eventual-
by, Kathleen and Gritfin married and
had children. including Sonny and his
sister Jovee, tor whom all fnnure Griflin
boats were named.

Uintil the 40 Whinnmer and Grifhin
tied up at the old charter docks by the
lichthouse. Since it was located on ted-
eral land, they paua_l no dockage, which

raised the ire of the Stetanis family
3 secause they planned o build a restau-

rant and marina complex on 16 acres
across the inlet. Before long the char-
fer ltLE was ordered out. "Neither
iohony nor my dad would tie up at the
Stefanis’ docks, so Johnny contacted
a successiul focal businessman, Bill
Beatey, and told him it he purchased the
property on the inland side of the

ulr""‘l

GUUATESY GHARLE HAYDHEN

bridge, they would build the docks and

get Crawford Mott to manage them.
-

1at’s how what we call the north and

5 7 - ¥ = -1 u .
south docks on either side of the bridee

eof buile,” Sonny sayvs.

One of the most dedicated ever w
come our of Hillshoro, lehnny Whit-
mer Onc 'Hiﬂhl 36,000 ;wmda af
iu‘*gﬁ ish in 30 duys. During the 40-pls
vears ht ran the Miss Jeane boats, he
rook prerry much every up-and-coming
mare under his wing. “I'm best known
for fizhting fish with the boat. That's
something | learned from Johnny, un-
ning his slow, single-engine boat.”
1'—’-:1"::: 3 says.

Makineg vour wayv through Hiils
hora's wild opening with a single
engine boat was the best training a
caprain coukl experience. "There was
po margin for errer ne matter what side
of the inler vou tied up on,” says Gar-
nsey, whose father, Dan, owned the
Helen S fleer of drifthoats. "The mere
thought of losing an engine in that inlet
would make me physically ], hecause
no matter what vour experience, Hills-
horo was daunting in a [0-knot boat.
As so0n as you got i:‘t-a_tida.; vou had a
dogleg and then a5 turn to make
the dock. 1 stillgeg hills thinkine abow
those days | n,f;d Avith a southeast wind
and an incoming tide pushing the boas
roward the bridge.”

When Dan Garnsey came to the
south docks with the Helen S boats, he
made a deal to fease the maring from
the Stefanis brothers, who developed
the property ia}r rheir Yardarm restau-
rant. “Dad thought captains and mates
shrould be prrﬁfeq»:éu:m%:a and dress and
act the part, which rubbed off oo me
and (LB, O'Brvan, whose farher, Ver
DR, Was OUF Operations

senior captain for 33 vears.

The Winter Boys

For decades, Uregon Inlet fishing
lecend Bill Baum aned Ocean City cap-
tains John and Billy Mumitord spent
their winters fishing Hillsboro, Capr.
Marty Snowe, who started out working
for Mumford, as did Allen Fields,
Believes they chose Pompano instead of
Paim Beach or Miami because they
wanted to fish alongside captains like
Alien and Buddy Merrizr and Whitmer.
Many considered Mumford. who ran
the Whiticar Bolo, the dean of the win-
ter =fm‘-:, Ar one tme Mumibond owned
hoth the Bolo and Balo Ir. which Fields
ran until he went i"r.'i‘!r:ir_{ for Buster
Dav on Seven Days. Bur it was thar old

Whiricar wirh Mumtord ar the helm
that evervone kKept on their radar

screen, according to (P Brvan, who

spent five vears mating for Mumiord.

“Working for John was a little like
working tor Lhtp Shater, who most
think of as one of the greats ocome out
of Crezon Inlet,” O'Brvan savs. “He had
this subtle w ay ol Lathfﬂn” information
from evervone on the ra wdio abour what
they were seeing, and that helped him
nut it all tosether.”

One of the few outsiders to cume out
ot Hillshoro, Robin “Raobbie” Thome
refocated to Pompano in [958, Dressed
in his New York finery, he met with
Jockmaster Dhwieht Miller, who inro-
Jduced him to Capt. At “Cappy” Robin-
son. “Cappy took one ook arme in those
clothes and said, “You're just whar I'm
iooking for.” An old Pompane caprain,
he wanted a mate he could maold,” savs
Thome, who for the better part of 40
vears worked as 2 professional mate for
rhe best who came out of Hillshore,

Thorne wt,ﬂ{h} several vears with
Robinson on Vera I until Rohinson suf-
fered a heart amrack. His next assign-
ment was with Palm Beach caprain Fred
Hastines and ancler Janes French Bald-
win. *l spent two supvmers with them in
1961 and 1962 and was lucky enough to
he there when Mr. French won the
International Swordlish Tournament g
Cuttvhunk Gi‘f%‘r‘i;—l&ﬁ;—iﬂ%‘iii‘-i"-t':ﬁ‘i fazr:i‘zin;_;:
EE’EEK}ﬁ:ﬁh ﬁi; 5 }H ;'EHL;' _L,.L, LB H]i‘tdh

The rest of the year Thorne worked
tor Meoetr, whe introduced him o gians
runa h-1111=1j= in the Bahamas, which
changed his life. "The reason | stayed
mating most of my career wasso | Luuh%
o runa fishine,” he savs. "l oot 1o ¢
pound fish with Buddy Merritt on Tﬁnéa‘f
Tuna the vear he caught 16 giantz in
one day in Newfoundland, and 1 fished
with Allen Merritt in 1964, the first
vear they fished there. iri

b

Fishing with the
Merritrs and larer with caprains Bill and
Jeorze Stares, he spent a lot of time in
the pit with anglers such as Jo Jo Del
iuercio, one of the best big-game
anzlers who ever Hyved. “Fishing with}u
jo was like having a third mate on the
hoat. ﬁr: could rig baits, wire fish, vou
name 187
Mating on boais our of Hillsboro
Infer put vou in a prime spot 1o leam
from the best, and that is exactly whai
shaped these men inte the best cap-
rains and crews of the day. "Being 4
Hillsbhor mate was the greatest %‘i“aii‘l“'
ﬂmt CVCE L0 i!id }‘iip";‘tit Lk ad ﬁ""i"iLi i”ildﬁ

savs 1 horne. e
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