
diversity it’s noted as one of our planet’s 
richest eco-systems. Bounded east and west 
by the Caribbean and Pacific, it is bisected by 
four distinct rugged volcanic ranges topping 
out with Mt. Chirripo at 12,500 feet and 16 
distinct climate zones. The volcanic activity 
has produced rich soils that allow a stagger-

ing array of flora and fauna. At its heart lies 
Crocodile Bay Lodge.

Crocodile Bay Lodge backs up to Corco-
vado National Park—the world’s largest 
remaining lowland rainforest at 200,000 
hectares. The lodge fronts on Golfo Dulce, a 
deep, rich body of water fed by seven rivers 

and offering habitat for a vast array of wildlife, 
from five species of cats, parrots, butterflies, 
raptors, crocodiles, whales, whale sharks, 
and turtles to a mind boggling line-up of 
gamefish from amberjack to wahoo. The 
thirty-odd mile gulf opens to the nutrient rich 
Pacific Ocean at the tip of the Osa Peninsula.

In the 1990s, Crocodile Bay opened its 

doors. At that time I’d been targeting sail-
fish, marlin, roosterfish and snook in Pacific 
Central America. Crocodile Bay proved the 
perfect location to suit my needs. It didn’t 
hurt that it was one also of the world’s finest 
eco-tourism lodges where the non-fishing 
members of my family found almost endless 
opportunities to explore nature’s abundance 

through hiking, rappelling, zip lines, riding, 
kayaking, snorkeling, surfing, or relaxing at 
the swim-up bar, watching parrots or listening 
to howler monkeys. 

There are two distinct fisheries at Croco-
dile Bay Lodge: offshore and inshore. There 
are scores of gamefish available. These are 
some of the more important species.

For a generation I restlessly 
searched the world over for the perfect 
destination offering the hardest fighting, 
most challenging gamefish. In the 1980s I 
found it—Pacific Costa Rica. Costa Rica is 
tiny, only about the size of West Virginia, 
but blessed with such incredible biological 



Offshore 
Sailfish: Monster-size sails are available to the fly fisherman year round, 
peaking in February and March. Crocodile Bay Lodge Fishing Director, Todd 
Staley, reports 2014 as the finest sail fishing in 20 years and expects this trend 
to continue. Strict governmental restrictions on purse seiners several years ago 
are yielding results for this catch-and-release fishery (excepting records). The 
lodge’s location provides access to both migratory and endemic sails. It is my 
opinion that the endemic sails are the largest anywhere. My best catch was 
ninety sails and two blue marlin landed in a 5-day period using IGFA fly 
rod regulations. There were several world-record-size sails in the group that 

averaged 109 lbs. It is common to get 20 to 
25 billfish per day attracted to your teasers. 
Sails are aggressive and not overly bright, 
but fight with great heart. Once, Bob Keller 
(Streamline Products), lost a nice sail on a 
light line-class tippet. I caught the identical 
fish 15 minutes later and retrieved Bob’s fly. 
Having tested many patterns and fly colors, 
hot pink Cam Sigler or Enrico Puglisi billfish 
tubes or popper flies are tops.

Marlin: Black, blue and striped marlin 
are available. Striped marlin are mostly tak-
en further offshore, while blacks and blues 
further in. These waters have produced 
“granders”—marlin over 1,000 lbs.—but 
there are many opportunities for smaller fish 
in the 125- to 400-lb. class. I landed a blue 
here estimated at 340 lbs. on a 20-lb. IGFA 
line-class tippet. Once, I tangled with a true 
monster in the 700-lb. plus class with a light 

rod and tippet before it left for Australia.
Techniques for marlin are similar to those 

for sails, but require heavier gear and larger 
teasers. Interestingly, marlin have even been 
taken at the mouth of Golfo Dulce by sev-
eral people, including my friends, Dr. Jeff 
Simpson and Alan Todd. Marlin are fewer in 
number than sails and harder to fool. Sails are 
aggressive and will often repeatedly attack a 
fly that is yanked away from it. With marlin, 
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you usually only get one shot. As often as 
not, they will reject your offering. Testing 
produced two fly colors that worked—hot 
pink and mahi-mahi colors of green and gold.

Yellowfin Tuna: Vast schools of juve-
nile yellows are often encountered. They feed 
in immense schools of baitfish, but in turn are 
preyed upon by billfish and many other pred-

ators. Crocodile Bay Lodge’s offshore waters 
are also a world-class fishery for large yellows 
(formerly called Allison tuna and thought to 
be a separate species). Yellows are commonly 
encountered while bill fishing, so keep a rod 
handy rigged specifically for them. I like to 
use a 400-grain line to cast among surface 
feeding schoolies. For every yellowfin visible 
on the surface, there are ten more underneath. 
Schools are usually of similar-size fish of the 

same year class, but large predators often lurk 
underneath the melee, and taking large big 
eye, wahoo or other predators is possible. I 
choose bright colored poppers on top, and 
sardine colored (yellow stripe) Lefty’s Big 
Eyed Deceivers down in the water column.

Mahi-mahi: Some of the largest 
mahi-mahi I’ve ever encountered were in 
these waters. Dolphin fish are attracted to 
anything that floats in the water. I’ve seen 

them under coconuts, a dead donkey, trees, 
buoys, sargasso weeds and flotsam at a tide 
line. It’s hard to find a fly they won’t take. 
As mahi-mahi mature, they become more 
solitary, with large bulls having several cows 
in their harem. It’s important once a school 
is encountered and a fish caught, to keep it 
on the line in the water as the remaining 
members of the harem will linger with their 
hooked school mate. Mahi-mahi are possibly 
the most prodigious gamefish spawners. 
Cows can reproduce at four months and are 

serial spawners, averaging 3 or 4 spawns per 
year of up to a million eggs. Lefty’s Big Eye 
Deceivers work well.

General: The offshore captains at 
Crocodile Bay are all very experienced, many 
having spent their lives on the water. Should 
you desire to target a specific species, talk to 
Todd Staley before departure from the dock. 
There are prime times for all of the many 
offshore species available here, but the day-
to-day opportunities can vary dramatically. 
At the height of the yellowfin season, you 

might see everything except yellowfin, but 
encounter a huge school off season.

Always have a game plan before heading 
offshore. Make sure your gear is up to snuff. 
Determine who is to fish and when, and 
whether you’re fishing by IGFA regulations. 

Inshore
Roosterfish: I’ve been researching how to 
catch large roosters on a fly for over thirty 
years. I finally succeeded in 1998 with a spec-
imen over 50 lb. on a 10 lb. tippet (it’s the 12 
lb. IGFA World Record). Unfortunately the 
great fish was mistakenly filleted, but even so 
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it was still the largest rooster taken on a fly at 
that time. Lefty Kreh commented it was the 
fly rod catch of that decade. This catch led to 
my coming to Crocodile Bay Lodge to work 
with Todd’s captains to develop techniques to 
catch this common predator, which is almost 
impossible to entice to a fly. 

Catching a big Pacific roosterfish is one 
of fly fishing’s greatest challenges. I call it 
the fish of 10,000 casts. Once roosters get 
close to your fly, their visual acuity kicks in 
and often they reject even the most carefully 
tied imitation. Reasonable success finally 
came by picking flies that imitated “sardinas 
de gallo.” This baitfish (a threadfin herring), 
when harassed by predators, flees to the sur-
face. I duplicated the size, shape and color of 
the sardine and added floatation to produce 
the Boyd’s Wounded Baitfish. This pattern 
is designed for rough water: inshore wave 
aftermath, boat wakes, and to replace slowly 
trolled live teaser baitfish. My top day with 
this fly resulted in landing six big roosters 
in 2001, including several world-record-size 
specimens. The fly design doesn’t cast worth 
crap and still needs improvement in that area. 
When cast with a 400 to 500 grain line from 
offshore to the beach wave aftermath, it works 
well. The key is using a 10- to 12-foot fluo-
rocarbon leader and casting to a sand beach 
while letting the fly float and undulate in the 
foam. The rooster’s keen vision is partially ob-
scured by the water’s froth. John Ryzanych, of 
Icon Products, developed flies that also caught 
roosters at Crocodile Bay. I lost two giant 

roosters, estimated at 65 and 75 lbs. respec-
tively, to a big white tip shark. Roosters over 
100 lbs. have been taken here on conventional 
tackle, and the odds are good that new world 
records will be established here in the future. 
Roosters are available year round as they are 
largely endemic, but the largest specimens are 
often taken from June through September.

Tarpon: Since at least the late 1990s, 
tarpon have migrated through Gatun Lake 
and the Panama Canal to inhabit the Pacific. 
They are now permanent residents available 
at Crocodile Bay Lodge. I filmed about 125 
tarpon swimming with several very large 
roosterfish and jack crevalle while fishing with 
Dr. Jeff Simpson in 2002. I caught one of the 
first tarpon taken here at the confluence of 
the El Tigre River and Golfo Dulce. Director 
Todd Staley reports the lodge catching its first 
tarpon double header this year while trolling 
Rapala lures. Todd believes the tarpon were 
spawning in the deeper water near the large 
lagoons just south of the Corcovado Nation-
al Park and the eggs were washing into the 
lagoons where they grow to a few pounds. 
Juveniles of 3 to 5 lbs. are being caught near 
the outflows of the lagoons. The lodge is now 
averaging 9 to 11 tarpon per season with the 
largest fish over 100 lbs. All the tarpon are 
caught incidentally, but as their hookup num-
bers grow, they will become a targeted species. 
Typical tarpon flies will work here and Stu 
Apte I and II and cockroach patterns work well 
in daylight with darker patterns toward dark.

Bluefin Trevally: One of the 
most beautiful of all gamefish, BFT 
are as tough as they come. Large 
specimens have definite territories 
that they patrol and protect, but leave 
every day near dawn and dusk to hunt the 
shallows. Of all the trevallies, they’re the least 
tolerant of fresh water and will not ascend the 
Golfo Dulce rivers. In fact, they don’t enter 
the gulf much and inhabit shallow volcanic 
reefs outside the gulf proper. You’ll find them 
near the mouth on the flood tide. Generally, 
they come near shore on the incoming tide 
and leave on the outgoing. They’re a social fish 
and known to interact with other trevally in 
spawning aggregations. They will also interact 
with other species like roosterfish and jack 
crevalle to herd and attack baitfish. Bluefin 
are temperature sensitive and prefer zones 
around 80° F. BFT can be taken at depths by 
Deceiver-type flies, or with poppers on the sur-
face near breaking water at volcanic structure. 

Jack Crevalle: Pacific crevalle in record 
sizes are available at Crocodile Bay. Once, 
fishing at 50 to 70 feet with a 30-foot, 1,000 
grain line extension, I landed five record-sized 
jacks on five successive casts. Jack crevalle are 
so aggressive they will eat about anything in 
your tackle box . . . then eat the tackle box. 
This is a wonderful fighting fish that thrives 
in almost all conditions. They will attack a 
fly anywhere in the water column. Deceiver 
patterns matching the sardines work well, but 
surface poppers are the most fun.

Black Snook: The Crocodile
Bay Lodge eco-system offers perfect habitat 
for this largest of the twelve snook species. 
Unfortunately, locals have targeted this 
delicious-tasting fish at spawning time at the 
mouths of the major spawning rivers with gill 
nets. Consequently, the snook catch suffered, 
but those caught were big. Todd Staley has 
seen 50 pounders at the lodge’s dock. I saw 
an astonishingly large specimen which I first 
mistook for a shark. It was nearly six feet long 
and every bit of 100 lbs.

Fortunately, the Costa Rican government 
banned all netting in the gulf in 2012. The 
black snook and snapper populations are 
rebounding impressively and soon this fishery 
will reemerge as a world-class snook fishery.

Black snook and its close cousin, white 
snook, are ambush predators. They are 
consistently found in current as it flows by 
structure. All snook love fresh water and will 
ascend rivers and stay for prolonged periods 
of time. They are most vulnerable during 
summer months when they enter the gulf 
en masse to spawn. Snook are attracted to 
shallow water and are often found in structure 
like mangroves, marshes, lagoons and the like. 

You have to fish them in
moving water—forget slack tides. Once they 
find a suitable spot offering protection and 
current, they’re incredibly stationary. They 
love torrid water and will gather at rivers 
mouths. Snook are incredibly sensitive to 
temperature changes and a winter cold front 
or water temperature inversion will push them 
into deeper water. Temperatures below 60° F 
can kill snook. Black snook are drawn to lights 
at night. They wait at the edge of the light and 
can occasionally be caught at Crocodile Bay 
Lodge’s dock at night. Deceivers, poppers, 
and sliders work well. Use a 40 or 50 lb. 
fluorocarbon shock tippet to avoid break-offs.

There are too many gamefish species 
available in these waters to review them all, 
but long drifts near the confluence of the 
Gulf and Pacific can produce various species 
of snappers, grouper, jacks, trevally, rainbow 
and blue runners, amberjack, wahoo, sharks, 
and more. In nearby deeper water, tuna, 
mackerel, tripletail, barracuda, bonito, etc., 
are also taken, often in numbers.

For over 50 years,
I have traveled the planet far and wide pur-
suing the perfect home base to work out of. I 
found it in Crocodile Bay Lodge. The lodge is 
arguably the world’s finest eco/fishing lodge 
and the favorite Pacific destination for all of 
my family. With the introduction of tarpon 
to the mix, and the netting restrictions in the 
gulf and offshore, it’s about to get even better.

Contact the friendly staff at Crocodile Bay 
Lodge for more information on rates, dates 
and fishing conditions through their website
(www.crocodilebay.com), where you can also 
order complimentary DVDs and brochures. 

Tom Boyd is FFA’s Editor at Large. For more 
details on behavior and techniques on the 
named gamefish and more, watch for Tom’s 
book, Saltwater’s Greatest Gamefish, to be 
published by Stackpole Books in July, 2015, 
and available at the July 2015 ICAST show 
in Orlando, Florida. 


