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"Kelly has produced a book of class about fishing in a region where few of us are likely to get the chance to visit.  ...a mixture of absolute self-effacing honesty and intelligent insight." ~ Paul Little, Little Ebook Reviews

Foreword

This photo journal documents various fishing and hunting activities that we experienced in Mali, West Africa from 1992 to 1994, and during my return trip in 2005.  

The journal opens with sport fishing.  If you enjoy fishing, there’s nothing quite as exciting as showing up in a mysterious land to fish for who-knows-what and learning the water from scratch.  And if it happens to be a river reach in Africa where nobody but you has a rod and reel, and there are tigerfish, Nile perch, and “stunning” electric species...  Well, it can be a lot of fun.  
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The second section of this book is about the traditional community fishing events that take place on ponds, shallow lakes, and old channels of the Niger River’s floodplain in southern Mali. These events were the best way to see the full variety of fish and experience mass fishing excitement.  The group fishing events may seem like free-for-alls at first glance, but there is wise management and some serious “magic” involved.  I try to explain.
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The third section of this book is about the Somono commercial fishers that worked and lived on that reach of river.  We became good friends with one family of fishers, and they encouraged me to document some of their activities.  
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I shot the crisper-looking of the 100-plus images with a Nikon Coolpix 995 digital camera during my return trip in 2005.  The remaining pictures are taken from 35mm slides and negatives, or are scanned from prints, and were shot with a Canon point-and-shoot or a Pentax-copy with a telephoto lens.  

And the final section documents two fire hunts that took place on the river floodplain in 1993.
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This is the Niger River in Mali near the border with Guinea on Christmas Day 1993.  You can tell from the smoky haze that the dry season’s grass fires have begun.  

But during the rainy season between approximately June and October, the river can inundate the floodplain as far as two miles beyond the far bank.  Many fish will have moved with the water into temporary and permanent lakes and ponds.  And then the rain stops and the river drops.

Some of the fish in these ponds are permanent residents – they live there year-round throughout their entire life cycles.  Other fish are temporary visitors that spawn and rear in the ponds before moving to the main river as they mature.  And some fish are opportunistic predators that move in during the flood season.  Once the river drops though, some of the temporary visitors fail to make it back to the river.  

In any event, during the dry season, these ponds are full of all sorts of fish.  And when the river is low it is possible to catch them...

M. Sid Kelly – May 2013
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SPORT FISHING
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I rode my bike across the floodplain as soon as the river had dropped enough.  I didn’t feel so dumb in making THAT decision...

Since this was my first fishing effort on the Niger River, I just headed directly to the closest accessible reach.  I ended up at a spot above a mid-channel island.  The water was a little bit slower and deeper than it was just upstream and downstream, but it didn’t look that great.  

Still, I’m a California boy, so what do I know?  I figured I should just cast and let Africa teach me what a good spot is...

So I tied on my favorite when-in-doubt lure – a chartreuse-sparkle curly-tail grub – and winged it out there as far as I could.  It landed in three or four feet of water flowing over rippled sand.  I let it sink and then bumped it along the bottom as it drifted in an arc downstream.

The first bite was distinct – a nice peck-peck in the rod handle.  I set the hook and the fish felt heavy on my light tackle, but there wasn’t much of a fight.  This fish was not freaking out.  Sometimes that’s the first clue that you’ve hooked a big fish.

But where I come from, we always considered it bad luck to catch a fish on the first cast.  And not only was this my first cast of the day, it was my first cast on an entire continent!  I respect this superstition as nothing more than a fun tradition, which is good because I was a little bit afraid of hippos and crocodiles at the time.  But this fish on my line made my newbie-self forget about potential dangers for a few minutes.

The fish continued to trace the original arc of the jig downstream and toward shore.  I gained line easily though, and wondered whether I’d hooked something other than a fish.  It reminded me of accidentally hooking a Dungeness crab in the ocean back home.  

Then when I got this mysterious thing in close enough to see, I thought it must be a child’s toy ball.  But then I thought it must be some kind of turtle – but I thought this only briefly because I went back to thinking it was a water-logged bouncy ball again.  

The dang thing really looked like a ball.  It was white with yellow and dark brown stripes.  And it was about the size of a softball.  I wasn’t looking for eyes or fins at that point – I was calculating the odds of a ball sinking in this river and getting hooked by me.  And then I saw fins and eyes, and it dawned on me – it was a puffed-up pufferfish!  Almost two-thousand river miles from the ocean...  
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A fahaka pufferfish on a different day

***

[image: ]


Mister fish biologist with a degree in marine biology didn’t know that about two dozen puffer species around the world live entirely in fresh water.  I must have been absent on pufferfish day in fisheries class... 

Now I know that this was a fahaka pufferfish (Tetraodon lineatus).  I at least knew enough to be aware that you shouldn’t eat puffers, no matter where they come from.  And that’s why I hadn’t seen them in the markets.  

But that doesn’t mean you can’t play with them, right?  

It had typical pufferfish teeth that could take out a chunk of my flesh like a cookie-cutter, so I handled it carefully.  I dug a pool in the sand next to the river deep enough for the fish to submerge in. But the puffer had expelled all of its water and had re-filled itself with air.  Now it really was like a toy ball.  It just floated there on the surface up-side-down.  

But after a few seconds, it un-puffed itself and sank into the pool.  It just sat there on the bottom, right-side-up and waving its pectoral fins.  So I poked it (gently) until it filled up with water again.  Coolest thing ever...  But I let it go pretty quick because I had some more fishing to do.  

Then on the second cast I hooked up with a tigerfish.  Don’t get too excited yet – it was about as big as a magic marker pen.  I had seen tigerfish in the market, but this was my first live one in hand.  I’m not sure whether I’d rather be bitten by a pufferfish or a tigerfish.  But tigerfish dentition definitely looks more terrifying than the beak-like teeth of a puffer.

The remarkable thing about a tigerfish mouth, besides the teeth, is that the upper jaw is hinged.  So they can open their mouth very wide and snap it like a bear trap.  Their upper and lower teeth interlace when they bite, so they can take clean chunks from other fish that are too big to swallow whole.  So I carefully played with this guy a little too before letting it go.  

That would be the last edible fish I let go in Mali...
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Tigerfish skull showing hinged upper jaw
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But back to the beginning... 

The big beautiful upper Niger River is full of amazing fish. Where we were going to be living was a wide meandering sand-bed river. And there are no dams large enough to impact downstream flows in the watershed above this location.  So the river “behaves” naturally.  Its floodplain is alive and well.  There are very few rivers of this size that still function as natural channels.  This is the only one I’ve ever seen. 

So imagine how dumb I felt when I got to Mali for a two-year stay without any fishing gear.  I had chosen to party and screw around during the weeks after I graduated instead of doing useful research about this river where I was going to live for two years.  (These were pre-World Wide Web days, of course.)
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