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Introduction


The main reason I fish is that it gives me the chance to explore, and the main reason I fly fish is that it forces me to closely observe and interact with trout and the natural environment. It helps, too, that trout are found in some of the most wild, romantic and scenically diverse habitats on Earth, and that fly fishers the world over share a unique camaraderie, something universally profound and sincere.


Other people fly fish for reasons different from mine. Many cite the history and romance of the sport. Others enjoy the poetry and physical feel of casting. Some insist that it’s all about tying flies, especially ones that ‘match the hatch’. A few confess to being fascinated with the gear: precision rods, lines and reels – even accessories like waders and boots, tippets and floatants. There are specialists too: people interested only in casting dry flies, or chasing big fish, or fishing streams, or even fishing ‘blind’ (that is, not spotting fish before casting).


Clearly anyone who dares nominate the world’s twenty best fisheries is going to have to define what they mean by ‘best’, and even if this definition is widely accepted it won’t stop passionate disagreement about what waters should have been included or excluded.


Good. Controversy is why we enjoy lists as much as we do.


For me, a truly great trout fishery – a world-class fishery – involves wild fish in wild environments. It also provides an experience that is unique in the world. Ideally it offers consistent opportunities for hunting down the quarry (sight fishing), though I’m prepared to make concessions for some culturally important fisheries, especially those centred on sea-run (anadromous) stocks or those with especially inspiring conservation stories. Finally, the fishing needs to be good enough that typical anglers can reasonably expect success, but complex enough to provide the opportunity for a lifetime of learning and refinement.


Globally, waters that fit these criteria are diminishing at an alarming rate, the principal threats being environmental destruction (deforestation, mining, water extraction, climate change, pollution), the introduction of hatchery-reared fish and the gradual homogenisation of human culture. Many threats can be mitigated, but this is likely only if we do all we can to maintain the advocacy of passionate and informed anglers.


Each chapter of this book deals with a fishery that offers a unique type of trout, a unique fishing style, a unique fishing culture, a unique conservation issue and, crucially, a compelling human narrative. It took many years to fish enough waters to be able to confidently pick what I think are the world’s best, and along the way aspects of my travels were published in magazines and anthologies. But the object of my research was always to collect material for this book, and this is the first time that the body of work has been presented as a whole and in context.


Many of my fellow conservationists lament my preoccupation with ‘anthropocentric’ (human-centred) imperatives. But from a purely pragmatic viewpoint, the protection of our waterways is always going to rely on political processes, so the only way to ensure that advocacy is maintained is to ensure that human interactions with wild places are sustained and encouraged. Anyway, I want our waterways to be preserved because I strongly believe that wild fish and wild places are vital components of our shared humanity.


A note about trout species


Many fly fishers’ aspirations centre on iconic species rather than iconic locations or fishing methods, which is why each chapter in this book is more or less devoted to one species. (Hands up anyone who fantasises about fishing for wild steelhead, Atlantic salmon, taimen or Arctic char?)


The trouble with trying to pick the best species is that nobody can say – or will ever be able to say – how many species there actually are. Think about rainbow trout and cutthroat trout. The main reason taxonomists consider them to be separate species is that in all cases, strong natural selection kept natural populations from spawning successfully. Some interbreeding has always occurred, and the hybrids have always been fully fertile, but no self-sustaining populations of naturally occurring wild ‘cutbows’ have been documented.


The problem is, despite major chromosomal differences and a high degree of evolutionary divergence, the barriers to hybridisation between rainbows and cutthroats are easily broken down when non-native fish are released among native fish, even when hatchery-reared fish are released among wild fish of the same parent stock. There are now numerous wild fisheries where rainbows and cutthroats have morphed into a single hybrid swarm.


Then there’s the predicament of diversity within species. A steelhead (sea-running rainbow trout) is nothing like a river-resident rainbow and even less like a Kern River golden trout. Each of the four major lineages of cutthroat is similarly unique in appearance and behaviour.


In this book, wherever possible, I defer to the late Dr Robert J. Behnke, who in Trout and Salmon of North America (2002) acknowledged numerous ‘judgement calls’ but nonetheless provided a single authoritative list of American salmonid species and subspecies, a list remarkable for its consistency, coherence and durability (see pages 181 and 232). Behnke’s list also has the advantage of being the default position currently adopted by most biologists and fisheries managers – and even people who disagree with it tend to do so respectfully.


Outside of North America, many distinct types of trout and char are yet to be universally or even widely recognised as discrete species, subspecies or races. In these cases I accept that biodiversity exists and maintain that it deserves to be fully recognised and protected regardless of taxonomic arguments.


The trend among my peers is to present the preservation of genetic purity as a moral obligation – an ‘eco-centric’ imperative that need not factor in human desires – but in our hearts we anglers know that something much more important is at stake. In the modern world, the homogenisation of culture and nature is all-pervasive, and this threatens our spiritual heritage. These days, diversity comes at a premium, and the cost is counted in dilemmas of rationality as well as those of morality.


One thing is for sure: if there was only one type of trout, few of the ripping yarns in this book would have come to pass.
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BROWN TROUT


Tasmania (Central Plateau lakes)


My love of the natural world is innate, and I would have been fascinated with wild fish no matter where I was raised in the world. Still, I doubt a man of my temperament could have become so enamoured with fly fishing had he lived anywhere other than Tasmania.


When I was a preschooler, my father would often take me out on the ocean in his wooden cray dinghy to go handline fishing. For several years this was wonderful fun, but as I grew older the predictability wore thin. Pulling up flathead three at a time didn’t offer much scope for improvement. Anyway, I always found seascapes less exhilarating than landscapes. Increasingly, the boat felt like a prison.


What I really loved was wandering alone up my local creeks. Here, with a fixed line on a bush pole, I could stalk my prey: galaxias and eels, tench and redfin. When I discovered that some of these fish weren’t native, I was unaccountably disappointed. Still, all were wild, and that was what really mattered to me.


By the time I was a teenager, I had progressed to spin fishing for wild trout. As much as anything I loved the romance of it all. Far back in 1864, after several failed attempts, live brown trout ova had finally been transported from the British Isles to Tasmania, all the way across the tropics, and because of the many personal and technical tribulations, the endeavour had become entrenched in Tasmania’s sense of identity. And in my local waters – mainly slow, tepid creeks – trout were rare and hard to catch. I loved them because they weren’t flathead.


My passion didn’t quite become an obsession until the day my father took me more than a hundred kilometres inland to Lake Sorell. Here the size, strength and quantity of the fish left me gobsmacked. The anglers I met in the camping ground were amused by my enthusiasm and said I shouldn’t be so surprised because everyone knew that Tasmania’s Central Plateau provided the best trout fishing in the whole wide world. When I quizzed them further, though, most admitted that they’d never fished outside our state. Dad suspected they didn’t know ‘shit from clay’, and so did I. After all, I’d just read Trout Fishing (1972) by American legend Joe Brooks. He mostly talked about fishing for native trout in North America and non-native trout in South America, but he also mentioned the British Isles and Tasmania’s very own Little Pine Lagoon.


Where does Tasmania really stand on the global stage? I wondered.


Treading unknown paths


As soon as I got my first real job and car, I began exploring as many of Tasmania’s trout waters as possible. Rivers, estuaries and lowland lakes gave me great sport, but I couldn’t stay away from the Central Plateau. At first I went to large hydro impoundments like Arthurs Lake and Great Lake. Then in 1981, aged nineteen, I drove west from Great Lake along a rugged gravel road to the ‘near’ Western Lakes – Augusta, Botsford and Ada. The landscape thoroughly enchanted me: expansive moors punctuated with small rocky outcrops of stunted, windswept eucalypts. I had no inkling a place so stark and exposed could be so inspiring.


Looking on my 1:100,000 map, the most detailed available, I could see that beyond the road’s end there were literally hundreds of lakes and tarns. Did they all contain trout? No guidebooks were in print at the time, and only scant information could be found in the annual Tasmanian Angling Report. But Joe Brooks had mentioned another book, Fly-fisher in Tasmania, written by David Scholes in 1961, so I looked for it in  the library. Here, finally, I discovered beautiful and inspirational prose about places which were immediately relevant and accessible. Undoubtedly, the most captivating paragraph was in the discussion on the Western Lakes:


… no matter how you arrive, these highland moors are a sight to behold, their charm growing steadily upon you the more you wander their remote expanses investigating their many waters. The further you go these lakes are less likely to have seen any angler previously and the trout therein are more ignorant of your cunning devices. But there is something other than the fishing which draws you back; perhaps the remoteness and the feeling of treading unknown paths like that of the explorer, or maybe the weird landscape which, notwithstanding its desolation, seems to whisper a soft message of beauty. Even though the wind be shrieking, tearing the breath from your chilled face, through your screwed-up eyes you can see it, inside you can feel it and would I be wrong if I said that sometimes you can hear it?


I just had to experience it for myself. Scanning my map for a walking path, I found one that led to Lake Nameless at the northern end of the Western Lakes in a subregion known as the Chudleigh Lakes.


But what if Nameless was fishless? The lake certainly wasn’t mentioned in the Tasmanian Angling Report. Or in Fly-fisher in Tasmania. Then again, the fact that there was a public hut on the lakeshore seemed promising.


I managed to talk my younger brother and his girlfriend, and my first wife, Ann, into going with me. The next long weekend, off we went. After four hours of driving in my bomb of a car, the trailhead came as a bit of a surprise. Why was it located deep in the tall forest at the foot of the Great Western Tiers rather than high on the alpine moors? Maybe I should learn how to read contour lines. The steep ascent was unwelcome and exhausting. Ann, I thought, was being particularly melodramatic, but that probably had as much to do with my impatience as her lack of enthusiasm.


I reached the escarpment well ahead of the others, short of breath, emotionally spent. The sight of moors up there, similar to those around Augusta and Ada, provided a moment of joy. But a dense fog began to roll in. And then we discovered the hut in ruins: forlorn rubble in a forlorn landscape blanketed by a forlorn atmosphere. Yet, even amid all that frustration, something exhilarating and sustaining was seeping into my being.


Unfortunately, all Ann could feel was bitter cold and disappointment. I knew that once we were home, she would enjoy the fact of having completed the journey – but my journey was just beginning, fuelled by a new-found thirst for adventure and knowledge. During the next couple of days at Lake Nameless, I spent a lot of time wondering if it was really possible for so many fish to follow my lure right to the bank and then refuse to eat it; I also spent a lot of time wondering what was to become of my too-young marriage.


My next bushwalk in the Western Lakes was to Lake Adelaide, mainly because it was accessible via the only other track marked on any of my maps. This time I went with my sister and brother-in-law, and for a while optimism reigned supreme. Who wouldn’t be enchanted by all the wallabies, possums, platypuses, quolls and devils?


After two fishless days, however, things began to wear thin. When a couple of walkers happened to pass our campsite, they looked at us with wan amusement, noting our cheap second-hand camping gear, the general disarray of our site and our cheap fishing rods. ‘You won’t catch any trout here,’ smirked one. ‘If you want to catch fish, you’ll have to move on down to Lake Meston. There’s rainbows there.’


‘Why hasn’t anyone written about all this?’ I asked my companions when the walkers had headed off. ‘All it would take would be a systematic approach and a willingness to spend a whole lot of time out here.’


‘Sounds like something you should do so that others don’t get dragged into pointless adventures like this one,’ my brother-in-law joked.


And I thought, Why not?


Undocumented wilderness


I kept going back to the Western Lakes and began exploring off-track. At first I played it safe by following watercourses, but I worked hard at learning how to interpret contour lines. And one day the map suddenly went from 2D to 3D, an event more miraculous than the first time I managed to perceive the 3D image hidden in one of those computer-generated Magic Eye pictures. Shortly after that, I realised I could mostly sense my place in space, and I became ever less reliant on my compass, even at night.


The more I explored, the more I stumbled upon unmapped walking tracks, vehicular routes and rugged huts. I discovered that west of the Great Pine Tier there were expansive woodlands and even some pockets of elfin rainforest. I fished lakes with sandy substrates that were wadeable all over, others that boasted extensive weed beds and a few that were so deep as to seem bottomless. I also discovered that some lakes teemed with small fish and some had good numbers of three-pounders, while others held a small head of fish averaging eight pounds or more. There didn’t seem to be any way to predict which lakes might be trophy waters: they were just as likely to be shallow as deep, silty as weedy, forested as open-banked.


I caught a fair number of fish on lures, especially when the weather was rough, but I became increasingly frustrated by the fish I couldn’t catch: the ones tailing quietly on sand flats, or sprinting after frogs in impossibly weedy shallows, or spraying about among schools of small baitfish, or sipping gum beetles from the surface, or leaping high into the air after mayfly spinners.


Fly fishing hadn’t really appealed because I had no mentors and Tasmania had very few professional instructors. Also, the fly fishers I occasionally met usually wanted to talk about things that didn’t interest me at that time: the latest developments in gear, the intricacies of fly tying, the mechanics of casting.


Then in 1983, Rob Sloane published The Truth About Trout. Here was a man who was actually interested in fish. Unlike Joe Brooks, who talked about various flies and how to use them, Rob talked about how to spot trout and how to catch the ones you saw. Instead of chapters on dry flies, nymphs and streamers, Rob had chapters on tailers, chasing and charging, wind lane feeders, daytime risers, and polaroiding. For me it was another Magic Eye moment.


I began searching for wind lanes and other wind-generated currents. I bought polaroids and learned to savour flats-style stalking. I looked ever more closely at what the fish I spotted were actually doing. I even observed trout behaviour that Rob hadn’t mentioned, such as fish moving open-mouthed through clouds of tiny daphnia and copepods, filter feeding like whale sharks.


While collecting experience and knowledge, I also started gravitating towards like-minded fishing companions, people who were to become my closest mates. Over time, we twigged that each of the Western Lakes, even if superficially like many others, was physically and ecologically unique. On any day, the choice of which water to fish could be as important to your success as your ability to spot fish or your ability to cast. On a wet day, you might want to go to a lake with frog-filled marshes where the fish would tail furiously in water centimetres deep. On a blue-sky day, it might be better to find a shallow, sandy-bottomed lake well suited to wade-polaroiding. On a warm, overcast day you might be better off on a mayfly lake, where the fish were bound to be rising regularly and spectacularly.


One of the challenges was to come up with a way of predicting which lakes would be most suited to specific types of fish behaviour. Sometimes the pieces fell into place quite quickly – for instance, it didn’t take long to realise that the best mayfly waters were closely associated with vibrant weed beds, especially beds of Isoetes. No wonder the dun hatches at Lake Nameless were much better and more reliable than those at almost any other lake in the Western Lakes, rivalled only by events at Lake Kay, Lake Halkyard, Silver Lake and Lake Fergus.


I found that dun and beetle feeders liked to concentrate on windward shores, where food accumulated over the course of the day. But by late morning or early afternoon, many of the duns would have hatched into mature spinners, and these sought the sheltered north and north-western shores in which to mate and dap their eggs. How convenient that the lakes were small enough to allow quick walking from one side to the other.


Answers always led to more questions. Why would the trout leap out of the water to take mayfly spinners in midair? Surely they expended more energy in each jump than they could possibly regain from a single insect, so tiny and delicate. Why didn’t they just wait until the spent spinners had collapsed onto the water surface? And why were the trout in the Chudleigh Lakes so distinctively golden brown with heavily spotted tails and heads? Was it something to do with the environment, or water chemistry, or something the fish were eating? Or was it genetic? Maybe our wild brown trout were somehow intrinsically unique. This conundrum led to my academic interest in biological diversity.


I’d learned in high school that animals are said to belong to the same species if they ‘mate and produce fertile offspring of both sexes in the wild’, and that most taxonomists defined species by working out  degrees of ‘biological isolation’. Using this method, fish populations that occurred together could be considered separate species if they didn’t hybridise. So maybe, I thought, the golden brown trout in the Chudleigh Lakes were a different species to the silver sea-run brown trout in the Derwent Estuary.


If only it was that simple. I soon found out that most taxonomists had a strong preference for classifying species according to sequences of evolutionary branching – and most didn’t like to assign ‘species’ status to variants that evolve within, rather than before, an existing species. So maybe all the brown trout in Tasmania belonged to the one species after all.


But even the evolutionary approach to taxonomy has its problems, because the evolutionary branching of salmonids isn’t as neat as the branching of tree limbs; it’s more like the branching of a river delta, with lots of braids and anabranches. And just when you think you can finally navigate the delta safely, a flood of new data necessitates that the map be redrawn.


For a while, new gene-mapping techniques seemed to hold the key, but even this method proved inadequate. Major genetic differences between rainbow trout (usually with fifty-eight to sixty chromosomes) and coastal cutthroat trout (sixty-eight chromosomes) don’t stop them from interbreeding or prevent their offspring from being fully fertile. At the other extreme, I read that some populations of chromosomally ‘identical’ fish are strongly resistant to interbreeding – sea-run sockeye salmon and kokanee (lake-resident sockeye salmon) retain their separate identities in each catchment and breed true to type. And to make it even more complicated, sockeye and kokanee from the same catchment are always more closely related to each other than to sockeye and kokanee from neighbouring catchments. I wondered, were they one species or dozens of species? No one could say for sure.


Everything was a judgement call. So I judged all the variety I saw in Tasmania’s distinctive brown trout populations to be real and important regardless of taxonomic pedantry, and I resolved to do all I could to help protect it.


My fishing mates and I eventually worked out that in each of the Western Lakes there’s a unique association between the quality of the spawning grounds, the availability of food, and the number and average size of the trout. It isn’t necessarily a static thing, either: it changes according to rainfall, temperature and lots of other factors. The effects  of one good or bad year can take two, three or more years to become evident. Plus, not all waters conform to the same part of the cycle in the same year.


Over time, we became so attuned to the environment that we could predict events that others thought to be random, such as the years when most fish in any particular lake would be thin and ‘slabby’, the years when most would be pretty small but in their prime, and the years when most would be at their heaviest. I wonder how long it would take for a casual visitor, or even a non-fishing researcher, to come up with the sort of accurately predictive reasoning developed by the most observant fly fishers in the Western Lakes?


One thing that I appreciated more and more was the importance of being able to visit the Western Lakes on a whim according to the vagaries of weather. Well aware of how wilderness areas were being managed overseas, I fretted that government agencies might one day mandate severe restrictions on access, neutering the imperatives of fly fishing.


Historic sites and World Heritage areas


My passion for wild places became so great that I ended up throwing in my job as a self-employed builder in order to become a park ranger in the Wild Rivers National Park at Strahan. Then I managed to get a position at the Salmon Ponds, one of the oldest trout hatcheries in the world and the site of the first successful introduction of salmonids to the southern hemisphere.


What I loved about this job wasn’t so much the fish husbandry but the history of the place: its weatherboard buildings, old Huon pine hatching troughs, tranquil lawns dotted with exotic northern hemisphere trees, thriving waterweeds in earthen rearing ponds. It seemed surreal that, more than a century after its conception, the Salmon Ponds had somehow retained all the serenity of an English country estate – that the bond between the trout and their ancestral homeland, between me and my ancestral homeland, remained so tangible.


In the early 1990s, I agreed without reservation when Rob Sloane, by then the head of the Inland Fisheries Commission, asked me to help him draw up the Trout Fishery Management Plan, Western Lakes–Central Plateau, Tasmanian World Heritage Area. During our year of research, we filled in the last gaps in our knowledge about trout distribution. We also documented the history of the Western Lakes and tracked down the stories behind all of the nomenclature. In the end, we revived the long-forgotten term ‘Nineteen Lagoons’ for the ‘near’ Western Lakes, and we had the Nomenclature Board accept placenames for many unnamed lakes. Some of these were taken off old maps sketched by lovelorn hydro surveyors – Kaljee, Catherine, Beatrice – while others were just descriptive, such as Horseshoe, Burrow, Middle, Dead End. Many were unofficial names long used by local anglers, like Slab, Nips and Grassy. One was a bit cheeky: Chigah.


By the end of that year, there was pretty much no Tasmanian lake or tarn I hadn’t fished, and that left me feeling empty. After all, places you haven’t visited are the best for dreaming: unrestrained by the boundaries of experience, they allow for outrageous hope and wonder.


I spent ever more time in New Zealand and quickly learned just how good and diverse stream fishing could be. But I could never say that the river fishing in New Zealand was better than the lake fishing on Tasmania’s Central Plateau. In fact, my adventures across the Tasman Sea made me appreciate Tasmanian fishing all the more. No longer did I take the ‘little’ things – the thump-thump of wallabies, the absurdity of platypuses, the cheekiness of devils, the call of currawongs, the smell of eucalypts, the texture of dolerite – for granted.


This was when I began to suspect that the Central Plateau fishery was truly world class. But could our brown trout really match it with Brooks’s American trouts? Could our highland moors be more exhilarating than Patagonia’s grasslands? Could sight fishing with dry flies really be so much better than blind searching with big streamers?


The Americas, it turned out, are easily loved, especially for their dramatic landscapes, wild animals, big rivers, alpine lakes and friendly people. However, none of the numerous and diverse American trouts trumped Tasmanian browns for sight fishing and challenge. I then went to Asia and came to adore taimen and lenok, not to mention the steppes and nomadic culture, but my respect for the Central Plateau remained undiminished.


Tasmania, I came to appreciate, offers more diverse opportunities for ‘trout hunting’ than most fly fishers outside of the Antipodes can ever imagine. Part of this has to do with the stunning array of habitats, but that would count for little if it wasn’t for the fact that our fishery is centred around wild brown trout, a fish much more wily than any of the American and Asian trouts, and much more behaviourally diverse.


Brown trout, in their native habitats throughout Europe, are comprised of innumerable and very distinct subspecies and races (see pages 49 and 96). Or, at least, they were until the hatchery era, beginning in the 1860s, set off an extended period of hybridisation and mass extinction. But strangely enough, research undertaken on the Kerguélen Islands – a place with no native freshwater fish – demonstrated that translocated brown trout released into virgin habitats could go through a period of rapid evolutionary diversification. In 1979, brown trout of sea-run parentage were stocked into just one of the islands’ rivers. Soon, some of these trout and their progeny migrated around the coastline, colonising other river systems. Just twenty years later, the first DNA analysis of Kerguélen trout found that the fish in each of a dozen river systems had evolved into genetically distinct populations.


The evolution of trout is like the evolution of language. When a dialect is already dominant within a population, new accents arise slowly. When small numbers of speakers from different regions are thrown together in new colonies – especially in schoolyards – new accents and dialects evolve almost overnight and soon become entrenched.


The extent of brown trout evolution in Tasmania during the past century and a half has never been examined, but I know this: our trout were sourced from a variety of genetic lineages and now come in many beautiful guises, providing a diversity of fishing opportunities unlike that found anywhere else on Earth.


You can’t experience Tasmania’s Central Plateau without becoming something of a philosopher. What constitutes ‘wild’? What is wilderness? Is there such a thing as species? Do any places remain uninfluenced by human agency? Does any of this matter?


Of course it matters. Unanswerable questions, especially ones about things we deem vital, not only underpin our spirituality but also lie at the very heart of what it means to be human.


So, as much as I love the exhilaration of exploring the globe, Tasmania’s Central Plateau continues to remind me that places you have visited time and time again can be a perennial comfort. Providing, of course, they remain wild and complex enough that they never become humdrum. My relationship with the Western Lakes wilderness, then, is more of a marriage than a fling or one-night stand. My bond to the land and water is built upon the progression of days, seasons and years. Nothing less could foster the sort of intimacy that makes me so protective of it.


Conservation notes


Historically, Tasmania’s economy has relied heavily on extractive industries, including mining and, most controversially, forestry. Great advances have been made in recent years, with industry and conservation groups finally agreeing on what should be reserved and what can be harvested. Still, politicians always see mileage in pitting communities against one another, and recently the state and federal governments have actively sought to excise land from World Heritage areas, national parks and other reserves. There’s no overwhelming community support for this, and there are major legal hurdles too, but it emphasises the ongoing importance of fostering participation in outdoor pursuits so that advocacy is never diminished.


Agriculture has become more intensive in recent decades, and because Tasmania has a history of unpredictable El Niño droughts, there has been a huge increase in state-sanctioned irrigation schemes. Design features are improving, and nowadays there’s a preference for off-stream storage whereby water is extracted from the main stem of the river only during floods. Nonetheless, massive amounts of water are being taken from highland lakes to irrigate marginal lowlands – and while this is sustainable during ‘normal’ years, it remains to be seen what will happen during prolonged droughts.


From the 1950s through to the 1990s, Tasmania was at the forefront of global fisheries management, and this story forms an essential part of the narrative in my book The Imperiled Cutthroat (Patagonia Books, 2016). During this golden era, Tasmania pioneered research and management styles that acknowledged the fact that putting hatchery-reared fish in robust wild fisheries did much more harm than good. In recent years, ignorance and political expediency have seen a return to the ad hoc stocking of hatchery-reared fish into many impoundments and some streams, which all too predictably has had negative impacts on catch rates, participation rates and angler satisfaction. Luckily there has been no stocking in wilderness areas, the two major hydro-lake fisheries (Arthurs Lake and Little Pine Lagoon), and most rivers and estuaries.













BROWN TROUT


South Island New Zealand (lakes, rivers)


It was natural that the first place I fly fished outside of Tasmania was the South Island of New Zealand. For a start, there was the historical connection. The first brown trout introduced to New Zealand were sourced from my home state by the Canterbury and Otago Acclimatisation Societies in 1867. There were subsequent introductions, of course – from the late 1860s until the mid-1880s, more batches of live ova arrived from Tasmania, England, Scotland, Germany and Italy – but the first introduction was the most important one.


I was also intoxicated by Kiwi angling literature: surely, I thought, no place on Earth had wild fish of such size or wild places of such dramatic beauty. The outdoors were perfectly safe too, with no dangerous animals, not even snakes. Many populations of delightful native birds – wekas, tuis, keas, kakas and wood pigeons – were said to remain largely intact. And even the introduced mammals – hedgehogs, possums, stoats, deer, chamois, Himalayan tahr and pigs, to name but some – seemed more charming than obnoxious.


The biggest problem was deciding where to go. I started off by reading Trout Fishing in Southland New Zealand by Fish & Game New Zealand (1981, last updated in 2008), The Guide to Trout Fishing in Otago by Brian Turner (1983, last updated in 1994), and the South Island Trout Fishing Guide by John Kent (1990, last updated in 2009). And when the internet was up and running, I came to rely heavily on the Fish & Game NZ website, where I could download free pamphlets on dozens of individual lakes and rivers, all loaded with reliable and relevant information.


I learned that in addition to lake fishing to rival that in Tasmania, there were braided rivers, classic freestone streams, spring-fed streams and a wide variety of estuarine habitats. Wild brown trout were by far the biggest attraction, though in many inland waters they coexisted with noteworthy populations of wild rainbow trout. There were even some robust populations of wild quinnat (chinook) salmon, both landlocked and sea run. In fact, there was so much good water everywhere that I kept going back, year after year, rarely fishing the same places more than two or three times apiece.


The South Island soon began to feel like a second home.


Early days


Ann didn’t much like doing it rough, preferring coach tours to backcountry camping, so when I was in my twenties I tended to go to the South Island by myself. Here, as much as anywhere, I came to realise that mutual respect isn’t enough to hold a marriage together. Our split was amicable, but no less traumatic for that.


Naturally I was cautious about getting involved in another serious relationship. I was in my late twenties when I met Frances, and I figured that time spent camping in the South Island’s backcountry was as good a way as any of testing the durability of our blooming friendship. Miraculously, it seemed to me, all the hitchhiking, tramping and fly fishing strengthened rather than strained our rapport.


We continued our tramping expeditions after the arrival of our first baby, Tom, and by the time he was three and Frances pregnant with our daughter, Jane, we planned to move to New Zealand for a year or two. But Jane contracted whooping cough at two weeks of age, resulting in a temporary tracheostomy and ongoing medical interventions. With no reciprocal medical benefits scheme between Australia and New Zealand, we settled for staying in Tasmania.


More than three years later, after the final bout of Jane’s reconstructive surgery, Frances and I allowed ourselves to relax by taking a week-long holiday to the South Island without our children. They didn’t mind: they were going to be spoiled rotten by uncles and aunts.


Frances and I don’t like driving, so we chose to spend the whole week in Lake Sumner Forest Park, where we could camp freely and tramp between many little lakes and streams. Our plane landed in Christchurch at 11pm; we bought supplies from a PAK’nSAVE at midnight and were on the shore of Lake Taylor before 3am. It was perfectly calm and starry. We unpacked a brand-new four-person tramping tent, which replaced the one that on a previous trip had been blown into a North Island river, and set up our rods in anticipation of a midge hatch at sun-up.


An hour later the rain was torrential and the wind was gusting at over a hundred kilometres per hour. A water spout smashed into our tent, breaking one of the poles. We left before dawn and counted ourselves lucky to make it out across the flooded fords. By the time we got to Waikari, everything was chaos: downed powerlines, upturned trucks, missing roofs. The wind didn’t abate any time during the week, forcing a change of pace. Our holiday went from being a tramping and fishing trip to something more classically romantic.


Fifteen years later, in 2012, my mate Lester shouted me a trip to the South Island for my fiftieth birthday, conceding that it was as much for his own benefit as mine. The year before, he had arrived in Christchurch moments after the devastating earthquake that destroyed much of the city. ‘My holiday went from being a tramping and fishing trip to something more akin to hell on Earth,’ Lester told me.


This trip would be cathartic for other reasons too. He’d recently split from his wife of many, many years and had been doing it tough. ‘I’ve been going far too hard on the ciggies and grog,’ he admitted. ‘As soon as we get home from NZ, I’m going cold turkey.’


After NZ, not before.


I first met Lester when I was a park ranger working at Strahan on Tasmania’s wild, rainforested West Coast. At the time, Lester was a boilermaker welder; later he became a nurse, his preferred specialties being geriatrics and palliative care. He is the most outrageous, funny, clever, compassionate and wonderfully flawed man I have ever met. No matter whether you’re going to a party, venturing into the backcountry, spending a week in a big city, engaging in an adventure sport, recently bereaved or on your deathbed, Lester is the man you’d most want by your side. He’s not bad company even when he’s just fluffing about in your lounge room, refining travel plans and sorting out whose gear to take. Especially not when a competitor like our mate Andrew rocks up unannounced, as he did right before our South Island trip.


‘You’re going to Lake Sumner Forest Park, then,’ Andrew began.


‘Sounds like a good enough place to start off,’ Lester said.


‘Whose tent are you going to take?’ Andrew asked. ‘Not Greg’s, I hope.’


‘May as well give it one last hoorah,’ I said defensively. ‘Sure, after a thousand nights in all sorts of wild places around the globe, it’s approaching the end of its serviceable life. But it would be nice to finish it off exactly where Frances and I christened it: Lake Taylor.’


‘You know,’ said Andrew, ‘when you blokes arrive in Christchurch you should catch up with my mate Anton. He and Lester will travel exhilaratingly well together, like a jet boat down a rapid. I mean, they’re both supremely talented fishermen with a dangerous whiff of the obsessive addict about them.’


Lester raised an eyebrow.


I raised one too. ‘We’ll be busy enough as it is.’


‘Seriously, you’ll both like Anton. He’s as good a fly fisher as has ever walked the face of the Earth…’


‘Everyone says that about their mates.’


‘… and he’s as mad as you, Greg – thinks nothing about walking thirty kilometres in a day in search of cruel and unusual fishing.’


Anton’s place


Our plane arrived early in Christchurch, and rather than go to a PAK’nSAVE we decided to speed around to Anton’s place. But speed around to Anton’s place was rather ambitious. Rebuilding after the earthquake had been torturously slow. A new fault line had been identified directly beneath the city centre, and no one was quite sure how to proceed. Many streets remained crumpled and cracked, and evidence of liquefaction was rife. ‘A lot more judder bars than there used to be,’ Lester noted.


Vehicular access through the city centre was being discouraged too – not that there was much of the city centre left. Its historic buildings, including the definitive churches and cathedrals, lay in ruins. Most surreal was a huge stone spire, perfectly intact, lying prostrate in an overgrown churchyard. The chaos was so profound that not even the GPS in the hire car knew where to go: detour signs were all over the place.


How could it have come to this? Christchurch used to be my favourite town in the world. I adored its architecture, history, cafe culture and expansive parks. And it was so clean that the shallow, spring-fed Avon River, running through the heart of the city, was full of huge wild brown trout and eels, all easily polaroided from the bridges and lawn-like esplanades.


Anton and his wife, Kate, were out in their front garden when we finally arrived at their place. ‘Your street looks more intact than many,’ Lester noted, being upbeat for their sake.


‘It is,’ Kate agreed, as if she’d known him for years, ‘but it’s not exactly unscathed. Come over here and have a look at the cracks in the foundation walls.’


‘At least the inside is fine,’ Anton said philosophically. ‘A few sticking doors, some cracks in the wall tiles, but that’s about it.’


Anton, it turned out, was a self-employed painter and renovator, Kate a nurse. ‘Our businesses are among the few growth industries,’ he noted wryly.


Anton, like a great many Kiwi outdoorsmen, wasn’t only a backcountry fly fisherman but also a backcountry hunter, experienced in stalking all manner of introduced game species, primarily red deer, Himalayan tahr and chamois. He knew the hills and valleys of the South Island as well as anyone I’d ever met.


‘So, you’re going to fish the lakes at Sumner?’ he said. ‘Don’t hold back on the rivers.’


I mentioned that I’d already fished the full length of the Boyle adjacent to the St James Walkway and the upper Waiau above Stony Stream. ‘They were fantastic, but I’m always up for somewhere new. Where would you recommend?’


‘The Hope,’ he answered definitively. ‘It’s a beautiful freestone water with plenty of grassy esplanades. You’ll see lots of fish, most over four pounds, plenty around six or seven, especially at the top end of the valley. Keep your packs light so you can fish your way upstream. You won’t need a tent because you can stay in the huts.’


‘We’re going to start off fishing Lake Taylor and the nearby tarns,’ Lester said, ‘and we’ve only earmarked three days after that to do a river trip.’


‘Well, on day one I’d fish up to the Hope Halfway Hut, about nine kilometres from the Windy Point carpark. On the second day, fish for another nine kilometres to the St Jacobs Hut, drop off your packs, and then fish another seven kilometres to just above the Top Hope Hut. You’ll be pretty tired by the time you get back to St Jacobs, but it’ll be worth it. Then on day three you can fish your way downstream, back to the car.’


Taylor’s Tailers


It was evening when we arrived on the southern shore of Lake Taylor, and we immediately unpacked our tent in the designated, albeit empty, camping paddock. Lester ripped the tent fly while threading the poles. ‘The integrity of the material is completely shot,’ he said accusingly.


A bitter wind was blowing from the east, so we huddled behind a clump of flax and tussocks to prepare dinner. I was dispirited, certain that the weather was going to crack up like it did for Frances and me fifteen years ago. Lester and I drank way too much Scotch, and eventually crawled into the faithful tent without wetting a line. The wind buffeted the tent’s fly. ‘It’ll be nothing but rags in the morning,’ Lester predicted happily.


At first light I realised that the wind had died right away. I stuck my head outside and saw that the tent was in remarkably good shape, with only a couple of minor rips. Then I glanced west along the gravelly foreshore. I could hardly believe it: dozens upon dozens of tails were protruding from the extreme shallows, some only inches from the bank. Hastily I put my rod together and left Lester snoring.


In Tasmania, tailers can be notoriously difficult. The lush weed at Little Pine Lagoon gives the fish a sense of security but often makes it difficult for them to notice the fly. The silt flats in the Western Lakes leave the fish feeling vulnerable, and they tend to notice too much. What would happen here?


I sent out a Parachute Adams, and amid the commotion of converging bow waves I lifted the rod. The size of my fish took me by surprise: three pounds of solid muscle. I kept fishing my way along the shore and caught fish after fish after fish, all on the dry fly, all much heavier than one pound and many around three pounds.


At about 9am, on my approach back to camp, it became clear that Lester was having trouble cooking breakfast. He’d go to turn the sausages and eggs, and be distracted by yet another fish rising a modest cast from where he was squatting. He too had been having a great time.


Burnt breakfast never tasted so good.


The good Sheppard


After we’d eaten, the weather grew darker and cloudier, and Lester suggested that a lake with higher banks might make polaroiding easier. Sheppard was only a stone’s throw from Taylor, but on private property. We drove to the station house. Permission to fish was cheerfully granted, but would we mind walking the last kilometre? Not at all.


Approaching the southern shore, I noticed the merest tip of a tail. ‘Forget that,’ said Lester. ‘Look what’s happening off shore.’ My fish didn’t move again, and eventually I put out an exploratory cast. The trout raced over from several metres away and snatched the Parachute Adams. I called to Lester, but he was already waist-deep fifty metres off shore making super-long casts to fish that were rising furiously all over the deep water.


I started to wade through the leaden shallows towards the lip, but immediately spooked another fish. Then another. I studied the shallows. Was that yet another tail behind me, close to shore? Sure was: it too raced over and grabbed the dry.


Lester seemed to be having no luck with the mayfly feeders – I assume that’s what they were, the way they were clopping in the waves – so I opted to stay close to shore. Problem was, wading while scanning resulted in too many spooked fish, but standing still while scanning was too boring. I decided I could probably prospect with some success. By now I was on the steeper north-eastern shore, where the shelf was only five to ten metres wide and the drop-off more distinct.


Five fish later, I called out for Lester to leave the risers alone. ‘Go ahead of me,’ I insisted. ‘The fish are a metre or three on the shore side of the lip. Wade smoothly and cast no more than twelve metres ahead. Dead drift.’


Like me, Lester began hooking fish every ten or fifteen casts. Staying close behind while he worked his magic, I busied myself casting to the erratic offshore risers. None seemed to notice my fly. I also put in a lot of exploratory casts on the deep side of the drop-off, again to no avail. But whenever Lester was playing and releasing a fish, I’d sneak back into the zone and often hook up before he had time to leapfrog me.


I have photos of Lester fighting a dozen different leaping fish, most weighing three or four pounds, and I certainly didn’t photograph everything he caught. I probably landed almost as many as he did. Add that to the fish we caught at Taylor in the morning, and this was easily the most good-sized, lake-dwelling brown trout that either of us had ever taken in a day.


I couldn’t stop imagining what things would be like during good polaroiding conditions.


A river like flowing hair


I’ve always enjoyed fishing the lower Hurunui River between State Highway 1 and State Highway 7, where you polaroid lots of two- to four-pound browns in clear water adjacent to the huge main current, and wild sea-run quinnats (chinook salmon) too. I’d hoped that the upper reaches – the ten-kilometre stretch at The Sisters between the swing bridge at Cherry Tree Hill and Lake Sumner – would hold fish of at least this size. Mind you, I’d been warned that even this far upstream the river was so big that normally it was all but impossible to cross.


We’d also been warned that there was a didymo bloom, one that had persisted for years and looked unlikely to go away anytime soon. Didymo also exists at lakes Taylor and Sheppard, though you’d probably not notice unless you were looking. Apparently rivers fare worse than lakes because didymo flourishes in strong currents, though my experience is that the first bloom in any river is the worst. I’ve seen it growing to the surface and trailing in the current, with millions of fragments drifting downstream, fouling flies, making fishing all but impossible.


It’s also my experience that big blooms last for a year or two and then almost disappear. Sure, you can still see patches of the stuff on the rocks, but often it’s too sparse and short to cause any real problems. Sometimes it re-blooms and, although it’s still horrible, the problem is usually less dramatic than first-time around, and less enduring. One possible reason for the unusual persistence of didymo at The Sisters is that the water, while fast, is remarkably stable, scouring floods being mitigated by the buffering nature of Lake Sumner.


Whether didymo affects the number and quality of fish is unclear. Some overseas studies showed that following the first bloom the fish got bigger or smaller, but the researchers cautioned that this may have been due to other environmental factors, like variations in rainfall or food availability. My general experience in New Zealand is that things haven’t changed all that much; I lament the ‘good old days’ prior to 2004, when the first outbreak was recorded, because the rivers looked more pristine then – more beautiful – but the fishing itself remains truly magnificent.


We saw the didymo at The Sisters long before we entered the water: it was blanketed along the rocks like long strips of wet cottonwool. (Hurunui, by some macabre coincidence, is Maori for ‘currents like flowing hair’.) But we found that it was largely confined to the banks, with the substrate mid-river looking remarkably clear. So we decided to prospect upstream with dry flies – cicadas and ‘blue-arsed blowies’ – and it didn’t take long before we’d hooked a few small browns. Suspecting that the bigger fish must be lurking deeper down, we tried suspending weighted nymphs from the dry fly, but whenever we got down far enough to make a difference, we were snagged on didymo.


Then we began noticing the odd riser, and although they were showy oncers and hardly numerous, we resumed dry-fly fishing. Every trout took the fly. Typically they weighed one to two pounds, and again we ended up landing many more than we could keep count of. I wonder if these small trout are typical of what the river produces nowadays, or just typical of what will rise to a dry fly in cold, overcast conditions when there are no cicadas or significant hatches. Who cares? We had a ball.


Hope and glory


The guidebooks warned us that the Hope would be hard work – there would be a lot of walking between fish, and increasing angler pressure meant that by February the fish would probably be too spooky to catch. Plus, as several local anglers reminded us, today was the day after the Waitangi Day long weekend. ‘The Hope will have been flogged to death,’ one fellow said, ‘not worth a pinch of shit until after the next flood.’


Even as we got out of the car at the trailhead, a dejected Kiwi returning from the river warned, ‘Don’t even think about it, bros – there’s at least one angler ahead of you, maybe two. I’m going somewhere else. You should too.’


Thank the gods we ignored him and kept our faith in Anton’s advice. Every pool or glide had at least one or two trout, and some had as many as ten. The fish in shallow, calm sections were easy to spot and almost impossible to catch, while in the riffles they were much harder to spot but a wee bit easier to catch. The fishing was so captivating that we barely made it to the Hope Halfway Hut before nightfall.


The next morning we were on the water at about 9am, and over the course of the day at least a dozen fish ate our small blue-arsed blowies and parachute flies, and we landed half of them. It was damned good fishing: hard but fair.


St Jacobs Hut proved to be an archetypal backcountry shelter: a rectangular single-gable structure, roofed with grey corrugated iron, clad in beige flat-iron. Inside were two rooms, roughly lined with cream-painted masonite. It was set back a hundred metres from the river, but we could get drinking water from a nearby spring by punching a hole through a dense mat of watercress. Looking fifteen kilometres north, across the valley and the steep, rainforested foothills, we could see the alpine open-tops in the vicinity of Lake Man, one of Anton’s favourite hunting haunts. Carrying a full camping kit up there, along with heavy rifles and ammunition, would be a very serious undertaking, yet Anton frequently covered the whole fifty-kilometre return trip from the trailhead in a single weekend, often bringing back who knows how many kilos of meat. They’re keen and fit, these Kiwi outdoorsmen, no doubt about it.


The final day’s fishing was just as good as the first two. The last trout we spotted was in a difficult current on the far side of the stream. I kept my eye on it while Lester went downstream and waded across. From his new vantage point, the glare made spotting impossible, so I had to talk him onto the quarry. ‘Do a test cast, about fifteen metres long… Three metres longer… Perfect. You’ve got one chance now. Two metres out from the bank. Go for it.’ I watched the fly drift onto the fish’s nose, watched the nose protrude from the wavelets, watched the fly disappear. I waited for the strike… and waited… before realising that, because of the glare, Lester hadn’t seen the take.


‘Strike! Strike!’


Lester jolted into action, and the rod snapped.


There was a moment of bewilderment, then a yell of sheer delight when he realised the fish was still hooked. One and a half conjoined sections of the rod had slid right down to the fish’s nose, where they threatened to dislodge the fly. The other two and a half conjoined sections remained in Lester’s hands but were barely flexible enough to withstand the force of so much fishy muscle.
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