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Preface


“Anyone writing about this extraordinary fish enters a literary minefield – each considered sentence threatening to blow up in his face.”


Hugh Falkus – Salmon Fishing. A Practical Guide


When I was asked to write a Little Book on salmon fishing I very quickly realised that I was setting myself up for a fall, and a potentially heavy one at that. Too many people have seen me fish. Too many people have seen some of the fish I’ve caught, some of them as black as your hat, others with kypes so big their mouths hadn’t shut in months. Some of my salmon were so stale they were smoked before they ever left the river; others were more like small crocodiles. Most were returned, not for any ethical reason, but because I simply couldn’t face eating them.
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The author


When I first started salmon fishing, through my work, I was fortunate to meet some of the great fly fishers of the day, many of whom became longstanding friends. Arthur Oglesby was particularly kind to me and through him many doors were opened, but it still took a while to get to the good fishing, and it was a long time before I caught my first salmon. In fact it was years before I caught my first salmon. I began to think that salmon fishing was something of a black art and that I was not, and never would be, privy to its secrets. I may not have been admired for my angling skills but my tenacity was unquestionable.
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May on the River Spey


There are so many wonderful books on salmon fishing and I devoured them all, reading everything I could lay my hands on, and I kept at it until on a blazing hot sunny afternoon early in May on the River Spey, when the rest had stopped fishing and given in to the drink, I felt that magical, gentle tug on the line and found I had a fish on. The excitement for me was unbearable. Despite a barrage of heckling from friends on the bank, the fish was eventually brought into the net. It was no thing of beauty, but in truth I could not have cared less. It was a fish, and I’d broken my duck.
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Arthur Oglesby


I learned a few hard-earned truths about this wonderful sport over those early years, the most significant being that it’s not easy to gain access to the fishing you really want, and that sometimes all that is on offer is a bitter day in Scotland, wading out into a blizzard at the beginning of the season to cast a sunk line into a pool as empty as a Big Issue seller’s tin. Ever optimistic, I fished on some great beats on some poor weeks, either very early in the season, or in August when the rivers were on their bare bones and black, sorry-looking crocks rolled over and splashed around, each one more tired and sad than the last, none of them much in the mood to be caught. However I did fish some legendary beats on many of the most famous salmon rivers including the Spey, the Dee, and the Tweed, beats I’d read about in the books, and rather like a golfer who walks over the Swilkan Bridge at St Andrews to evoke the gods of golf, I fished some hallowed waters.
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Many believe one for the pot is a fair prize for our efforts


But this was not the stuff of the books I’d read, all those stories of the great spring runs of salmon, sadly gone now but perhaps not forever, and the great catches of bright, fresh-run fish; the endless “I-remember-when” tales of the good old days when famous names winkled out salmon from the most unlikely situations. This was not my early experience of salmon fishing.


But then one year it all changed. Arthur Oglesby offered me some fishing on a late May week and I too began to catch a few ‘bars of silver’ in ‘gin clear waters’, and I too had a few tall stories to tell of big fish caught and lost. I travelled further afield for my fishing, to Alaska, Canada and Norway. Over the years I have been lucky enough to fish with anglers whose undeniable skills separate them from the norm, and whose natural hunting instincts ensure they catch fish when all others fail. They have led me to appreciate what a truly great art fly fishing can be.


I’ve fished with some great anglers and some not so good. I have watched a friend who had never fished before thrash out a line after a whiskey too many and within three casts, suddenly feel the pull of a salmon, and with a little help land it. I’ve seen a young girl stand on the end of a croy, throw out a few yards of line no further than the end of her rod, and watch it uncoil downstream, the line tighten and get into a fish. She had the cheek to do it again a while later from the same spot.


These days most of us will have to work harder for our fish. There are no quick fixes and no certainties for catching a salmon on the fly, but there are some undeniable truths, one of which is that there must be salmon in our rivers. According to the Atlantic Salmon Trust, numbers of wild salmon and sea trout returning from the sea have fallen by more than 50% in the last 30 years, so it is absolutely incumbent upon us all to do what we can to protect this invaluable and precious resource. It doesn’t mean that we must stop angling for salmon, just that we must fish for them in a more responsible way.


Salmon fishing is not a sport that should be bound by rules – rules diminish the very spirit of fly fishing – but a voluntary code of practice that includes giving up bait fishing and spinning would be a very good start. Equally we should all adopt a policy of catch and release, and whilst I believe that an angler should be allowed to take home one fish as an integral part of the great joy of fishing, I also believe that any more should be returned to the river. Finally, it is now time for us all to give greater consideration to fishing with barbless hooks, something which would be easier if all popular fly patterns were more readily available in tackle shops.
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Salmon are robust creatures and returned fish will usually survive


Much has been written about fly fishing for salmon, but none of it will guarantee that you will catch one of these beautiful fish on the fly. It’s a wonder that they take anything at all, but there are a few thoughts worth keeping in mind as you go about this great sport and these are just some of them.


Tight lines


Richard Duplock




The Atlantic Salmon


The Atlantic salmon (Salmo salar) begins life in the spawning redds of the fast-flowing, highly-oxygenated pure waters of rivers and streams which run into the eastern and western coasts of the North Atlantic. Salmon are an anadromous species, meaning they live in fresh water as juveniles, migrate to the sea as adults and return to their native rivers to spawn. During the later part of the year, the female salmon search out the rivers of their birth and make their way upstream where conditions suit the preparation of a nest in which to lay their eggs. Known as redds, these shallow troughs cut amongst the gravel and small stones will provide sanctuary and protection for the fertilised eggs. Female salmon will often prepare a number of these redds and spawn in each of them. The male fish, maintaining close contact with the hen, shakes and shivers to encourage her to lay her eggs, and as she releases them into the gravel, the male sheds his milt and fertilisation takes place immediately. The hen then fans her tail over the stones until the eggs are covered and can develop safely.
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The salmon hatches as an alevin
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The young parr will stay in the river for two or more years


There they rest undisturbed while the young embryos develop into alevins, tiny young salmon living off the yoke sac attached to their bodies. When finally this food supply is exhausted the young fry must fend for themselves, foraging for food amongst the aquatic life of the river. The dangers are enormous as they come under attack from ospreys, kingfishers and herons, feral mink and predatory fish, the most rapacious of all being the salmon’s relative the brown trout. Slowly the fry develop a camouflage of dark ‘fingerprints’ down their sides. Now known as parr, they spend some two years or more in the river, growing in stature until their scales turn silver and they become smolts, and in the spring and early summer they make their way downstream to the salt waters of the sea. From here their journey takes them to the rich sub-arctic feeding grounds of the Norwegian Sea, the Faroe Islands and the coastal waters of Greenland.
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Known as a smolt, the young salmon migrates to the sea


Most of the young salmon will remain at sea for two to three years, and this too is a time of great predation, not only by marine life such as seals, sharks, cod and halibut, but also by commercial fishing which decimates the population. Some fish return to fresh water after just one year, running the rivers in the early summer. These fish, known as grilse, generally weigh between 4 and 5lbs. The fish that spend a number of winters out at sea, feasting on the ocean’s harvest and growing in weight, are the salmon that are so revered by the angler. These multi-sea-winter fish return after two or three years, a few for four or more, but there comes a time when the instinct to spawn is irresistible and they begin the long journey back to the rivers of their birth. We do not fully understand how they do this. What is known is that salmon have an acute sense of smell and as they enter the coastal waters, the scent of the river they left as smolts draws them back. It has been suggested that celestial guidance may also play a part, wonderful if true, but the latest evidence from an American study of the sockeye salmon indicates that while smell is important in enabling the salmon to identify its home river, navigation at sea is done primarily by reference to the Earth’s magnetic field.
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As mature fish, the salmon return to fresh water to spawn


Characteristic of the salmon is its remarkable ability to survive the many obstacles to be found along its hazardous journey to the spawning rounds. Its scientific name means ‘Salmo the Leaper’. Beyond its remarkable ability to leap weirs and waterfalls, it survives a host of dangers from pollution and poachers, to seals and otters. It’s a long hard battle to make it into the estuaries, and on through to the clear upstream waters where the anglers like to fish.


Most adult Atlantic salmon die after spawning but some do survive. As late autumn and early winter arrives, their once sleek and silver bodies turn dark and ugly, the tired males turning red, with gaping pointed kypes on their lower jaws, the females soft and flabby with bellies full of eggs. During spawning sexually mature male parr, often called ‘precocious parr’, will fertilise the eggs ahead of the adult male, but this is perhaps nature’s way of ensuring the successful propagation of the species.
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Upstream in the redds, the salmon release their gametes and fertilisation takes place
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Now known as kelts, many salmon die after spawning


After spawning, the salmon, now known as kelts, are exhausted. The older males may stay on in the river and may die there, but a good number of females will struggle and make their way back to the sea in the early spring, where they will quickly recover. Some return to the river to spawn again, but this is the exception rather than the rule.
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Fresh water flows into a saltwater bay on The Isle Of Harris. A perfect place to catch a salmon.


Salmon return to the rivers throughout the year. Those that enter in early spring will spend many months resting up in the pools, slowly making their way upstream before spawning, whilst the autumn arrivals will spawn relatively quickly. Water temperature has a great impact on salmon migration. Below 35˚F the fish will be reluctant to move far upstream, but above this and up to around 65˚F they move freely depending on water levels. Any warmer and again the fish become sluggish. Anglers should be very conscious of water temperatures, as they have a profound effect on how they should approach their fishing and the tackle they should use.
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A little salmon and sea trout stream on the Isle of Harris


Unlike parrs and smolts, the mature salmon does not feed in fresh water but survives on its own body mass, acquired during its life at sea. Of course there have been exceptions to this. Salmon have been known to sip at flies and nymphs and even small parr, but this may be no more than a reflex action. It’s certainly not a desire or a need for sustenance. It’s this reflex action and the reasons for it that makes the angler’s choice of lure and how it’s presented such a critical part of the fly fisher’s skill.
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