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[image: ]Greg French is one of Australia’s best known fishing identities. He contributes regularly to magazines such as FlyLife and has worked with Gin-Clear Media, co-writing and narrating fly fishing documentaries. Although he spends most of his time in Australia and New Zealand, he travels widely. Greg’s most famous book is Trout Waters of Tasmania  but he has also written about global destinations, notably in The Last Wild Trout . Greg’s literary non-fiction title Frog Call  showcased a writing style that reached well beyond the angler audience.
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The fish is my friend too … But I must kill him. 
I am glad that we do not have to try to kill the stars.


Ernest Hemingway, The Old Man and the Sea
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Introduction 


S torytelling must surely be the most democratic and eloquent of the arts. Everyone does it. And every good story is timeless.


When I was in my first year of primary school a relief teacher found me dawdling in the cloakroom after all the other kids had gone home and invited me to sit down beside her on the classroom mat. Taking a picture book from her handbag, she said casually that she knew how much I liked prehistoric animals and fish and faraway places. ‘Would you like me to read you some of these tales?’ 


The book was a small collection of very short stories, two of which wormed their way into my spirit. The first was about a mammoth hunter who was forced to flee a sabre-toothed tiger. He sought refuge in a cave, and painted his adventure on the wall. The second was about a trout-like fish, bigger than a mammoth, that became trapped in winter ice in a Mongolian river. Nomads sliced pieces off it to eat, and after the thaw the fish went looking for revenge. 


It wasn’t until recently that I finally visited a real ice-age cave decorated with polychrome paintings of mammoths and sabre-toothed tigers. And although the ice and the megafauna had vanished thousands of years ago, the hunters’ stories resonated as strongly as ever.


I visited Mongolia too, in search of the taimen, the legendary fish alluded to in the other story. Serendipitously, on that trip I met a couple of modern-day mammoth hunters, who told me how in summer they go to the Siberian tundra and search the thawing permafrost for protruding tusks and hides. Apparently they earn good money for ivory and better money for well-preserved calves. 


Upon my return to Australia no one was more enchanted by my stories than my young niece and nephew, Zoe and Connor, who suddenly wanted to go exploring, to hunt and gather their own stories. 


I took them fishing. We headed to my special pool, the one my father took me to when I was their age, and sat down beneath my special blackwood. The first time I came here the tree was small and new; now it was big and old. The giant trunk leaned dramatically and precariously over the pool. The foliage was sparse and dry; the honeycombed trunk brutally ripped and pecked by black cockatoos hungry for wattle grubs. 


The seedlings surrounding the blackwood made me think about my adult children, Tom and Jane. About my wife, Frances, my best friend for the last twenty-eight years. About Ric, Lester and Karen, whom I’ve known even longer than I’ve known Frances. Stories came tumbling out. During the course of the evening, in between lifting eels from the water, the kids learned all sorts of things about my favourite rivers and lakes, all sorts of things about their extended family and my mates. 


They even learned about how their mum met their dad. When Frances was pregnant with Tom, we invited a friend of ours, Bronwyn, on a small overnight bushwalk to O’Dells Lake in Tasmania’s Nineteen Lagoons. Frances’s brother Stephen happened to be visiting, and he came along too. That night under a dark, cloudless sky, we were witness to the best aurora any of us has ever seen, and I like to think that it helped transform an easy friendship between Bronwyn and Stephen into something much deeper. I concluded the story by looking directly at Zoe and Connor and bragging, ‘If it wasn’t for Frances and me, you guys would never have been born.’


Not all my stories were jovial, though. I explained how this creek had been deforested and channelised, how it was now a shadow of the trout stream it once was. ‘But remember,’ I stressed, ‘the mammoth hunters recorded their best stories when the ice was retreating and their whole way of life was under threat. They knew that future generations would have to remember where their ancestors came from and what they left behind, or else they would not know where they belonged or where they should head.’ 


The kids listened intently because they understood, innately, that it’s a fallacy to pretend that you won’t miss what you don’t know, that their own place in time and space was entirely relative. 


Children are the most reliable and trustworthy of custodians. We pass on our knowledge to them, and they give us some of their youth and optimism in return. Water Colour is the story of how my peers keep passion alive within themselves and how they pass it on to the next generation: a celebration of humour and love, of sadness and loss. 









He couldn’t hack it


‘What ya doin’ this long weekend? Want to come up to the north-west and explore the Mersey River downstream of the Parangana Dam?’


It’s Daniel on the phone. He’s a river guide I met in 2007, when he asked if I would write a foreword to In Season Tasmania, a book he was writing with FlyLife photographer Brad Harris describing a year of Tasmanian fly-fishing highlights.


The Mersey is one of Tasmania’s biggest rivers, but the construction of a major hydro scheme in the 1960s resulted in all the water being diverted at Parangana into the adjacent Forth valley. Since the late 1990s, however, environmental flows have been mandated on the lower Mersey, and rumours are that the fishing has bounced back big-time. 


Hitherto Daniel’s guiding operations have been concentrated on the North Esk and South Esk catchments in the north-east of the state, but ever less rainfall and ever more pivot irrigators have forced him to consider ways of drought-proofing his business. The Mersey, he hopes, might be just what he’s looking for. 


‘Exploring the Mersey sounds like a great idea,’ I agree, ‘but I’ll have to get home by Monday because my niece and nephew are coming to visit.’


So, early on Friday morning, after driving for four hours, I meet Daniel at the Union Bridge. The day is hot and still, the water cool and fast. We fish solidly from 11am to 6pm, and down a couple of stubbies as soon as we return to the car. The drink is needed not so much to quench our thirst but to celebrate the fact that Daniel spotted and fooled a genuine ten-pounder in a stretch of bouldery runs formerly frequented by one-pounders. Clearly more exploration is warranted, and we’ll do that tomorrow. I can hardly wait. 


In order to be certain of finding a comfortable tent site, we drive well upstream, past the dams, and walk even further upstream to a grassy river flat. In no time at all I have a campfire blazing and Daniel, still in a celebratory mood, has opened a bottle of whisky. We clink glasses and toast life, and repeat the ceremony several times while I cook up a curry, and several more times while we eat it. 


About midnight, in the middle of one of his yarns, mostly incoherent by now, Daniel stretches out his legs and knocks over the Trangia stove, sluicing meths everywhere. I am suddenly aflame, torso and all four limbs, like the Human Torch from the Fantastic Four. But Daniel continues rambling on as if nothing has happened. To him I am invisible. 


Luckily I’m dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved cotton shirt, and even though it takes time for me to extinguish myself I remain unharmed. Which is more than can be said for Daniel, though in his case it is a different form of alcohol that’s causing problems. He has toppled sideways, comatose, and glistens with dew. Guessing that he’ll be warmer in his sleeping bag, I rummage through his backpack. There’s nothing in it. Zilch. He must have been on such a high when we left his car that he forgot to pack. 


I frisk his cadaverous body, but can’t find his keys. Hopefully he left them back at the vehicle. I walk downstream and spend an hour searching before finally, miraculously, locating the keys under a rock near the front wheel. I collect his bedding and return to camp. In all the time I’ve been gone Daniel hasn’t so much as flexed a finger. I consider removing his Gore-Tex waders, but quickly decide that dragging him into the tent will suffice. 


Manoeuvring a body into a small two-man tent is much more difficult than I imagined. In the end I figure that half in the vestibule is good enough. At least his head and chest will be protected from the frost. 


The scorching sun wakes me at six in the morning. Not Daniel. I check for signs of life by kicking him in the bum. He groans, then crawls off on all fours to vomit over the edge of a small embankment. 


He’s in no shape to accept the flask of water I’m offering. He curls up, foetal and immovable. He’ll remain well shaded for an hour or thereabouts, so I leave a cup of water within arm’s reach, put my rod together and head off upstream. 


The Mersey above Lake Rowallan is a small fastwater which teems with tiny browns and rainbows, and I find it easy to amuse myself by drifting dry flies down the riffles. In fact I completely lose track of time. When I turn to go back downstream, I suddenly realise how high the sun is, and begin to panic.


From a hundred metres away I can tell that Daniel is dead. The shade has evaporated and he is surrounded by a dense cloud of blowflies, circling like vultures, harbingers of catastrophe. What will I say to his wife?


I run on ahead, duty or decency somehow overcoming fear and shame. The droning insects scatter as I arrive. I can see his chest rising and falling. He’s alive! The insects return. They aren’t blowflies but March flies. I look at the exposed parts of his face and hands. Sunburn alone couldn’t possibly produce such angry shades of red. He’s been flayed. 









Spanish steps


I’d read to Zoe from the time I first held her in my arms – Connor too – but their love of stories wasn’t confined to books: like all children they found delight in movies.


When Zoe was four, Frances’s sister Mary turned forty, and the extended family gathered in Melbourne to celebrate. Just as the afternoon was revving up, with storytelling and music and alcohol and laughter – lots of laughter – Zoe implored me to leave the bright verandah and go with her into a darkened lounge to watch her new DVD. I made a few lame excuses but eventually acceded to her nagging, as she knew I would. ‘You’ll like it,’ she said after I agreed. ‘It’s called Finding Nemo and it’s got lots of fish. I know you love fish.’


The story was pure genius – I certainly didn’t have to force myself to enjoy it – but waves of laughter kept rolling in like Siren song from outside, and as soon as the credits were finished I thanked Zoe and got up to leave. ‘Don’t go, Troutie,’ she begged. ‘Let’s watch it again.’ Over the weekend I saw that movie, or significant chunks of it, at least five times. 


Zoe and Connor are older now. We still make a point of watching movies together, and have become book buddies too, but for reading out loud I’ve had to turn to the next cohort of nieces and nephews. 


Frances’s youngest brother, David, and his wife, Lennie, have four children, and the two oldest – Patrick, aged six, Roísín, five – are holidaying with Frances and me. This is to be their ‘Nature’ trip. We plan to catch trout from the creek and go snorkelling at the beach. 


Roísín – affectionately shortened to Síní, pronounced ‘Sheeny’ – is sitting on my lap reading to me. She has carefully chosen one of her Beginner Books, A Fish out of Water, because ‘I know you love fish.’


We have just reached the part where the ever-growing goldfish has been transferred to the bathtub, and Síní abruptly stops. With appropriate melodrama I ask her to continue. 


‘I haven’t learned that page yet,’ she mumbles, eyes turned down.


I attempt to soothe her embarrassment. ‘This was one of the first books I learned too, and I stumbled at the same place while I was reading it to my teacher.’ 


‘You’re just being nice.’ 


Because her tone is accusatory I tell her another story, also true. ‘Years ago I was sitting next to a four-year-old girl on an overcrowded bus in Chile. Her name was Maria. She was a bit shy at first, but I got her talking about her friends and her pets, and eventually she started reading to me from her favourite book.’ I look Síní in the eye. ‘Maria’s book was called Un Pez fuera del Agua. It was the same book you’re reading except all the words were in Spanish. The bus trip took five hours, and Maria taught me how to read it. Even adults have to learn words they haven’t seen before. It’s fun, nothing to be embarrassed about.’


‘A little girl taught you to read?’ The idea makes Síní laugh. ‘Can you still read Spanish?’ 


I pick up my current novel from the coffee table and trace a finger along the title, pronouncing each word slowly and carefully: La Señorita Smila y su Especial Percepción de la Nieve. ‘It’s hard going for me,’ I whisper conspiratorially. ‘I can only properly understand the chapters I’ve already learned.’ 


She laughs again, and believes me this time. ‘Is it a good story?’


‘Well, it’s about an Eskimo girl, and it makes me want to go to Greenland. And because it’s written in Spanish, it also makes me want to go to Spain. So, yeah, it is a good book.’


‘When will you go to Greenland?’


‘Not for a while. You see, I’m writing a book of my own. It’s called The Last Wild Trout, and it’s about the different sorts of trout you find in different parts of the world. Next year I have to go to California to look for tiny golden trout, and after that I have to go to Argentina to look for giant rainbow trout. When the book’s finished, then I can think about going to Greenland.’


‘If Mum and Dad were going to another country, I don’t think they would learn a new language. They would just use Google. It would have to be easier than all that learning you’re doing.’


‘Maybe,’ I agree. ‘But it wouldn’t be as much fun. I mean, you could have asked me to read A Fish out of Water to you, but it’s better learning how to do it yourself, isn’t it?’


She nods. A simple, honest gesture of comprehension.









Lovely bones 


In the morning I take a walk with Patrick and Síní down to the creek to pump water. 


Frances and I live on a 25-hectare bush block and no houses can be seen in any direction. To the kids it feels like wilderness, something from an Indiana Jones movie.


The creek is called Glen Dhu Rivulet, which is Scottish for Black Valley Creek. Lots of Australian states have Black Valleys, but only Tasmania has rivulets. The banks are overgrown with eucalypts and tea-tree. The substrate, largely exposed now that it’s summer, mostly comprises rounded stones: lots of very large pebbles, some football-sized cobbles, a few boulders. Crystal waters from the alpine plateaus on Mount Wellington trickle between knee-deep pools. 


As soon as the kids’ shadows fall upon the first tiny riffle, several small brown trout scoot upstream, creating big wakes and splashes. 


‘Will the creek ever dry up?’ Patrick asks. He must have heard Frances and me worrying about the drought.


‘I don’t think so,’ I say with more confidence than I feel. ‘It’s never dried up before, not even when they used to suck out water to irrigate the hop fields.’


‘If it did dry up, what would happen to the fish?’ Síní asks, perhaps recalling A Fish out of Water.


‘They’d die, dumbo.’ Patrick laughs, and he gets away with it because he and Síní are besties.


‘Could they swim down to the ocean?’ Síní persists. 


‘Well, we are only a couple of kilometres up from the estuary, and every winter, when the water is running high and fast, really big sea-run trout swim all the way up here to lay their eggs. Then they all go back downstream. So, yes, some fish go to the ocean.’


‘I mean these fish, these little ones right here.’


‘No, these ones won’t go downstream, they don’t know the way. But trust me, no trout in this creek has ever died because the water’s got too low, or even because the water’s got too warm.’ 


‘Can we catch some?’ says Patrick.


‘Yeah, can we catch some?’ says Síní. 


Apparently being caught and eaten isn’t as macabre as dying of dehydration or suffocation. ‘Sure, we’ll come back this evening. We won’t find any of those big trout, though. They don’t stay around once they’ve laid their eggs, and that was months ago. Now, while I’m fixing the pump, why don’t you guys go look for fossils.’ 


I show the kids how to identify the different stones on the riverbed. Most are dolerite, but some are sandstone and mudstone. ‘You’ll only find fossils in the mudstone, and they’ll all be shells. Away you go now.’


The kids have only been looking for a few minutes when Patrick screams excitedly that he’s found something. 


I race up to him, and he’s pointing to a skeleton in the middle of a pool.


‘Not a fossil,’ I say apologetically. ‘It’s something that died just a couple of months ago.’


‘What?’


‘The last child that came down here – bwaaa hah hah!’


‘Don’t be a stirrer,’ says Síní. ‘What is it really?’ 


‘A wallaby.’


‘Bum,’ says Patrick. ‘I hoped it was a dragon. Can I take the skull home anyway?’









Spotlight on trout


I’m under the house with Patrick and Síní. A rat scurries away, and our Jack Russell, Halla, chases it, making the kids giggle nervously. I locate some 24-millimetre hardwood dowel and some 4-millimetre low-tensile fencing wire.


When we emerge, Frances is standing at the doorway displaying a bolt of tulle. ‘I knew I had some left over from when Tom and Jane were little. Who wants to help me with the stitching?’ 


Síní does. Patrick comes with me. We cut the dowel into three 450-millimetre lengths, and drill two holes into one end of each. Then we mould the wire into rough circles, about 250 millimetres in diameter, leaving the tag ends 50 millimetres long.


By now, Frances and Síní have cut and sewn the tulle, making three items the shape of windsocks. The large end of each is the same diameter as our wire circles, and has been turned over on itself, making a narrow tube around the circumference. The small end has been sewn shut.


We thread the tube ends onto the circles of wire. We twist the tag ends of the wire together. We push the tag ends into the holes in the dowel. 


‘Hey presto!’ I say. ‘Three dip nets.’


‘Cool,’ Patrick and Síní agree in unison. 


I hand them a net each. ‘Who’s the third one for?’ asks Síní. 


‘Me,’ says Frances. ‘I’m not letting you guys have all the fun.’ 


Patrick wants to know if it’s dark enough to go down to the creek yet, and I say no. So they run off around the house, fluttering like butterflies, pretending to catch one another. 


When we have dinner it’s naughty food: fish and chips.


‘Is it dark enough now?’ Patrick pleads.


Yes, it’s dark enough now. It’s a warm evening so they are already wearing shorts and sandals. I give them a headlamp, and they go out onto the deck. They spotlight a brushtail possum in the spreading white gum. Several pademelons on the lawn. A barred bandicoot digging for worms and grubs. 


Frances and I follow them onto the deck with a 56-litre plastic rubbish bin. ‘When I was a kid we didn’t have 300-lumen LED headlamps,’ I brag. ‘We had to make our own spotlights out of ordinary light globes and tin lids, and lug a heavy car battery in a gunnysack. The acid used to eat through our clothes and burn our skin.’


‘Happy days,’ says Patrick.


We walk down the driveway, and the kids race on ahead to the closest bridge. They have already spotted several trout by the time we catch up, all holding dead-still in the tiny currents, the smallest a mere fingerling, the biggest maybe a quarter of a pound. 


‘The rocks are slimy …’ I warn, too late.


‘Are the fish still there?’ Patrick asks, peering in all directions while waiting for the ripples to dissipate. He hasn’t noticed that he’s scraped his knee.


‘Look beside bigger rocks, and in trickles at the head of the pool,’ I encourage. ‘While you do that, I’m going to put a few inches of water in the bin.’ 


‘What are inches?’ Síní asks.


‘Here’s a fish,’ Patrick shouts.


Frances quickly gives instructions. ‘Hold the torch right on him, slide the net up under the tail, now scoop.’


‘I’ve got it, I’ve got it!’ 


I splash over to him and get him to plop the fish into the bucket. We all stare down at Patrick’s catch, admiring its fishiness.


‘How long will it stay alive in there?’ Síní asks. 


‘A few hours if there’s just one,’ says Frances.


‘But we’ll have lots by the time we finish,’ I remind them. ‘The more we have, the quicker they’ll use up the oxygen in the water. If they start sticking their heads out, gasping, we’ll have to put more water in, or let them go.’


‘How come fish don’t die in an aquarium?’ Síní asks.


‘Aquariums have air bubblers,’ Patrick says knowledgeably.


It’s Síní’s turn now, and she’s having a bit of trouble getting the net under the fish before they spook off upstream. So I position the net just below a good-sized trout, then get her to touch the fish on the nose. By the time the fish has turned around, the current has already carried it into the net.


‘Are you even allowed to do this?’ Síní laughs.


‘No,’ I say. ‘But we’re not hurting anyone. We won’t even hurt the fish. And no one else needs to know. Just enjoy yourself. You are being larrikins. You may well be the only larrikins left in Australia.’ 


That’s a bit of a lie. There are plenty of bigger larrikins in this and neighbouring valleys. Many of them do what we are doing, only they come down to the water with a small cylinder of oxygen from an emergency first-aid kit, some clear plastic bags and a roll of gaffer tape. Once they have a few dozen fish in their bin, they bag them up and take them off to their small ornamental ponds, or farm dams. The way I see it, if the fish are not being transferred to different catchments it does no harm.


Over the next hour, we spotlight our way up a hundred metres or so of Glen Dhu Rivulet, and by the time we reach a suitable exit point we have twenty brown trout, a freshwater flathead, some jollytails, a rather large eel and a small crayfish. 


‘We are going to have to let most of them go now,’ Frances reminds the kids. ‘But we can keep a few, no more than five or six, in the old aquarium on the verandah. We’ll let them go just before you leave.’


The kids will love feeding the fish over the next few days. They will even love digging up the worms. Perhaps I’ll show them how eels, older trout, jollytails and flathead can easily withstand a direct transfer from fresh water to salt water, and back to fresh again. Patrick has been told that this can’t be done. It will be good for him and Síní to see that even the experts can be wrong occasionally.


‘Can we do this again tomorrow?’ says Patrick.


‘That would be a bit boring. How about I show you how to make a fish trap out of plastic drinking bottles?’


‘Is that naughty too?’ says Síní.


You bet.









Ina


The kids love hearing about exploration and discovery, so I retell the story of how I stumbled upon one of my favourite wilderness destinations. 


In 1981, when I was nineteen, Tasmania’s fisheries associations published the first edition of the Tasmanian Angling Report. Inside was a story about Clarence Lagoon, a small lake on the south-western boundary of the Western Lakes which apparently supported Tasmania’s only wild population of North American brook trout. 


The very next week I walked to Clarence from the Lyell Highway along 4 kilometres of overgrown vehicular track. Only after catching my first-ever brookie did I finally pause long enough to take in the surrounds. The landscape was very different from the moors around the Nineteen Lagoons. It comprised mostly rolling hills covered with stunted forest separated by wide, grassy dales. Clearly these corridors would provide convenient access for anyone caring to walk further north. I consulted my Nive 1:100 000 Tasmap and was thrilled to find that, just out of sight, there were a great many potential trout lakes. I’d have to compass my way across swathes of featureless wilderness before reaching the first water, but I was too excited to give any sort of damn about the potential consequences of my inexperience. 


The next Friday I set out on a multiday exploration with my sister and brother-in-law. From the northern end of Clarence it’s 8 kilometres north and west to Travellers Rest Lake. With no streams to follow and virtually no contours, I felt completely out of my depth. But we somehow reached Travellers without incident, even if it took much longer than I had hoped. 


The only thing that troubled us was finding evidence of four-wheel-drive activity at the southern end of Travellers Lagoon. I wondered where the vehicles had come from. The nearest road marked on my map was the Lyell Highway, 7 kilometres to the south. 


Much less troubling were the half-dozen trout that ate our lures, each of which weighed 4 to 6 pounds. 


The next day we walked up the eastern shore of the main lake to the inflow, pushing through a couple of kilometres of dense, wet scrub and rainforest. 


On day three we headed east, cross-country. The terrain was scrubby, but the walking relatively easy, and in the absence of fish we kept heading east all the way past the northern end of Lake Ina to Lake Nive, where we finally saw trout again. 


Even though the land we traversed was so flat that it warranted only a few contour lines on my map, I realised that I could now visualise the tiers and hills from cartography as easily as I could visualise the rivers and lakes. In fact, my map had become a three-dimensional thing, a perfect replica of the actual landscape. 


On the fourth day, in quickly deteriorating weather, we walked south-west, compassing our way from tarn to tarn, all the way to the midway point on Lake Ina’s eastern shore. We set up our tents just as the snow began to waft, but despite the storm I went spinning. Within a few casts a giant fish rushed across the whitecaps, snapping continuously at the wobbler, but after zigzagging its way right up to my legs it swam nonchalantly away, never to be seen again. More than three decades on, this trout still ranks as one of the biggest I’ve seen in Tasmania. 


After that, the weather became so cold and bleak that I was forced to retreat to my tent, my dreams full of impossible expectations about the next day’s fishing. 


We awoke to grey air and white ground and, with the wind building, my companions were keen to head home. On the southern beaches we were aghast to find more evidence of off-road vehicles. Deep wheel ruts. Mud wallows. Chainsawed trees. Empty beer cans. Again I wondered where the vehicles came from. Again I wondered why the track wasn’t marked on my map. 


Compassing the way from Ina to Clarence was scary for me. In the fog, we could never see more than a hundred metres ahead, and often I felt sure that I was heading in the wrong direction. All I could do was grit my teeth and press on. And suddenly we were on the shore of Clarence Lagoon. Elation! Not only had I mastered cross-country walking, but I couldn’t wait to do it again. 


This called for a celebratory drink in the Derwent Bridge Hotel, where the barman, noticing our muddied clothes and bedraggled appearance, asked where we’d been.


‘Lake Ina,’ I replied smugly, knowing full well that almost no one would have heard of the place. 


‘There’s a hut there, you know,’ he said casually.


My mouthful of beer nearly sprayed out of my nose.


‘True,’ he insisted. ‘I towed a dinghy in there a few years back, and while trolling we noticed a walking pad leading into some dense bush. We got out of the boat, and followed the track a short way, and there it was: a log cabin. Been there for ages, from the look of it.’


I don’t know why I didn’t ask for more information. Perhaps I thought he was fibbing. 


On my next walk to Ina I set up camp on the southern beaches. After two days of good fishing, the weather turned ugly, but this time, instead of going home, I devoted the day to exploring the mysterious vehicular track, following it east over the Skullbone Plains, making instinctive choices whenever it braided or forked. Ultimately I traced it all the way back to the Gowan Brae Road near the uppermost road bridge across the Nive River, and when I got back to my tent I figured that the return walk must have been about 25 kilometres. The track had been so long and rugged that I knew I’d never walk it again. 









Come in spinner 


What’s good about being an uncle is that you can rev up the kids, then give them back to their parents and go and do adult stuff. This is what I’m thinking when the phone rings. 


It’s Daniel. ‘Have you heard the news? The Skullbone Plains property has been bought from Gunns by the Tasmanian Land Conservancy.’


The Land Conservancy is a private organisation that uses public contributions to purchase parcels of ecologically valuable land. Conservation covenants are then drawn up and the property is either onsold or, in special cases, held for posterity. 


‘What a coup,’ Daniel continues excitedly. ‘It’s as spectacular as the purchase of Triabunna’s woodchip mill by the Wilderness Society.’ 


No doubt about that. Skullbone is a huge privately owned wilderness which extends to within 200 metres of Lake Ina. When I first went there, the lake was part of a designated conservation area. In 1989 the conservation area was included in an extension to Tasmania’s Wilderness World Heritage Area. And in 1990 it was adhered to the existing Walls of Jerusalem National Park. 


Later in the 1990s the Gunns logging company bought Skullbone, and the state-owned Forestry Commission, soon to be made a corporation, decided to ‘devalue’ the remaining areas of old-growth by building roads all the way to the World Heritage boundary and logging from the back to the front. 


Now Daniel can hardly stop gloating. ‘Gunns has gone broke, and if it wasn’t for some outrageously creative accounting the Forestry Corporation would be broke too. In order to recoup costs Gunns has had to sell its properties, and at bargain-basement prices.’


I’m enjoying the schadenfreude at least as much as he is.


‘There’s more to the story. The State Government has agreed to have Skullbone and much of the nearby state forest included in another extension of the World Heritage Area, earmarked for 2013. I’ve asked the Land Conservancy if I might be able to use Skullbone as a base for guiding, and they seem amenable to the idea. All I have to do is put in a formal proposal.’


Daniel has been trying for years to guide legally in the current World Heritage Area, in the Western Lakes. It has always been an aim of the current management plan to facilitate this sort of venture – I know because I was there when it was being drawn up – but not everyone in the Parks and Wildlife Service understands the importance of access and advocacy in securing the future of our conservation reserves. Permissions for camps have been perpetually stonewalled. Death by committee. 


‘What I need to know is this,’ Daniel continues. ‘Do you think Lake Ina would be a reliable enough fishery? As good as Christys?’ 


‘You fished it with me a few years back. Remember?’


Of course he remembers. At the end of a long hot day, just before walking from the southern shore back to Clarence, we gulped down a few handfuls of water. I mentioned that the lake tasted a bit metallic or ashy, and he agreed. But there was no evidence of bushfires nearby: no haze, no nothing. Then, not far along the track, we caught up with a group of older walkers and stopped to talk. The leader explained that they had been in for a daytrip. ‘A sombre occasion. Just scattered a friend’s mortal remains on the water. He loved Ina, he did.’


We laugh at the memory, but Daniel wants to keep to the business at hand. ‘You’ve fished the lake a lot more than me. Come on, what do you think of the prospects for guiding?’


I tell him that I’ve seen memorable hatches of crawl-out mayflies as early as late August and as late as early May, but I stress that the most reliable fishing occurs from mid-November throughout summer into March. ‘As for time of day, the best fishing is usually from ten in the morning until five in the afternoon, but it can continue until nightfall if things are calm and warm.’


Adult conversations like this are a tonic after being with children nonstop for a week. I like kids, but I need to mix my company.


‘So it’ll be good then?’


Unfortunately I can’t give Daniel the reassurance he wants. Fishing once or twice a year as I do at Ina is not really sufficient to build up a comprehensive knowledge of a lake. Daniel will need fallback options for bad weather. And trekking options for his more adventurous clients. 


‘Look, Daniel,’ I stress, ‘whenever I go to Ina I just enjoy what the day presents and wander about exploring. This is serious stuff you’re talking about. You won’t be able to pick weather the way I do. You’ll have to work out rhythms and patterns; how to find fish when they are being secretive, what to do in foul weather.’ 


I’m not telling him anything he doesn’t know, so we quickly resolve to do some camping trips together. In the meantime I settle in for some armchair research on the crawl-out mayfly, the large black spinner, and reach for David Scholes’s Fly-fisher in Tasmania, written in 1961 but still authoritative. Back then David noted that this particular mayfly is distributed throughout the highlands but absent from the lowlands, and suggested that it be called the ‘highland spinner’, a name which is now very much in common use. Of the nymph, he observed:


[It] prefers to climb from the water on a rock or reed, but is quite capable of rising to the lake surface and transforming there, either to fly or drift to the shore where it shelters from two to four days, quite inert, before changing to the imago. Duns which emerge on above-water objects on the leeward side of the lake may be unable to fly to the nearby shore, even against a gentle breeze, and therefore drift to the opposite side, thus giving a false impression of mid-lake emergence.


This makes sense. I’ve usually encountered swim-up behaviour in large, shallow, weedy lakes. Crawl-out behaviour, on the other hand, is more common in relatively deep, rocky-shored tarns where there are plenty of pebbly shallows and emergent boulders. Places like Ina. 


For our first trip Daniel manages to borrow a key from the Land Conservancy to unlock the boom gates which litter the abandoned forestry roads, constructed in the late 1990s and early 2000s, that lead to the Skullbone property. This access is entirely new to me. We park the car at the end of the formed road, and walk the last few kilometres, following the old four-wheel-drive route.


Conditions at the lake are perfectly warm and calm, the sky cobalt. Polaroiding is going to be super easy. We can already see several trout leaping out of the water, snatching individual black spinners in mid-air. It always seems a bit silly for fish to expend so much energy taking one tiny insect at a time, especially since spent spinners eventually fall onto the water anyway, but I suppose that the spinners must be at their most nutritious when full of eggs. 


Traditional black spinner imitations are usually quite delicate, with slim bodies and sparse hackles, but Daniel insists that I try one of his own patterns, an impossibly bulky thing that I immediately make fun of. 


‘Trust me, old Troutie,’ he says. ‘This fly has the perfect amount of sheen. Not only that, but it’s easily seen by both the angler and the fish.’


The temptation is to wade offshore and get right in the thick of things, but we know from experience that the fish out there always move quickly and erratically. Instead, we concentrate on strips of calm water flanking sheltered rocky banks, especially places where the average depth ranges from ankle-deep to thigh-deep. Here, the trout choose a small beat – often less than 10 metres in circumference, typically defined by a cavity in the bank, emergent boulders or submerged structure – and keep patrolling the beat until the spinners move away, which doesn’t usually happen until a cold wind springs up or darkness falls.


We find that we can approach a leaping fish from 200 metres away in full confidence that the quarry will be in more or less the same place when we’re finally in casting position. And Daniel’s fly works a treat: we rarely get refusals.


The next day, our last, is windy and the fish not so easily seen. Normally I’d lose heart on a day like this and go off exploring other waters, smaller and shallower. But we resolve to stick with it, to work out if we can find good numbers of fish in less than ideal conditions. The logical thing to do is to start off along the southern shore because it is sheltered from the cold south-westerly, and we soon work out that it has other advantages as well. The best thing is that the partially submerged boulders, being subject to the full brunt of the sun, absorb and radiate heat throughout the day, providing warmth as well as shelter. Here we find small clouds of black spinners, and trout feeding on them. The strange thing is, some bays are much better than others. Why? We’ll just have to come back and keep investigating.


A week goes by, and we return. 


The weather seems perfect when we first hit the water, but a stiff northerly soon springs up and, predictably, it stops the spinner hatch dead in its tracks. We wade over a large sandflat, replete with partially submerged boulders, but spot nothing. Then, halfway along the southern shore, Daniel spots a tail. No, not one tail, dozens of them. 


As we approach the fish, the substrate changes from open sand to pebbles interspersed with short moss-like weeds. Daniel lands a fish, and we kill it. Its gut is full. Not with snails as we expected, but mayfly nymphs. The waves must be washing them from their cover. 


Over the course of the afternoon, we learn that despite the initial flush of tails, these trout can be ridiculously secretive, even in water that’s barely deep enough to cover their backs. We have to be alert to the barest hint of fin tip or nervous water, especially whenever the clouds roll in and the wind picks up. 


When the fishing slows we move over to a semi-submerged boulder to see if nymphs are still crawling out of the water. We spook a big trout in the dark shadow on the southern side, but it’s late evening now so we go back to camp. 


The next day begins much like the previous one, but the weather deteriorates more quickly. What we discover, though, is that the mayfly nymphs continue to crawl out onto the boulders all day long, even when the winds reach gale-force strength. Some trout graze them from the rock faces, but the preference is to hoover up the nymphs when they get dislodged by the waves. And most trout are cruising back and forth, hard-in along the southern faces of the boulders, right in the shadow, like yesterday’s fish. No wonder we’ve been overlooking them. 


Casting a fly in exactly the right spot – just a centimetre or two from the rock face – can be difficult because percussion waves often contrive to push our offerings back towards us. But now and then we get lucky and find a trout that’s prepared to do laps, regularly emerging from the percussion waves into more manageable waves, from shadow into light. One fish circles a boulder eight or ten times before shooting off to a neighbouring one. We delight in catching these ‘easy’ trout, but we are well aware that for consistent results we are going to have to get better at intercepting the fish that stay in the shadows.


Walking back along the southern shore at the end of the day I say to Daniel, ‘Well, looks like there’s plenty to work with here as far as guiding goes. In addition to mayflies throughout the day, I’ve seen plenty of midges in the mornings, and there are frogs in springtime too.’


‘Yep. I’ll put in my proposal to the Land Conservancy as soon as we get back.’ 


We stop again in the south-east corner. A glint catches Daniel’s eye. A brass plaque has been attached to a boulder: 


BILL McCULLOCH 


04.05.1940 – 07.11.2009


HE LOVED THIS PLACE


AT REST


‘Has that always been here?’ I ask.


‘When did we see that funeral party?’ says Daniel. ‘That would have been in 2009, wouldn’t it?’


I honestly can’t remember.









Lost


I’m walking home along the Lake Myrtle Track with a fly-fishing friend, Danny Rimmer. We have just spent several days fishing for rainbow trout in the upper Mersey lakes – Meston, Youd and Junction – and have been trekking for more than five hours solid. Now, just half a kilometre from the car park, a faint wailing comes drifting through the tall stringy-barked trunks of the gumtops, riding the foggy air like a harbinger. A man calling to a lost dog? 


The sound grows ever more distinct. ‘Michael! Michael! Miiiichaellll!’ We vaguely discern a shadowy form, and it too grows ever more distinct … a man, older than us, more haggard. 


‘What’s wrong?’ Danny asks.


‘I can’t find my son,’ the man despairs. ‘He’s an adult but he’s bipolar. His moods have been topsy-turvy lately. He seemed well enough to go on a day-walk up to Lake Myrtle. On the return he went ahead of me and my mate Lance, and just where you walk off the Blizzard Plain down into the forest, we lost sight of him. We thought we’d find him back at the car park, where we’re camped.’ He pauses, then as an afterthought or inconvenience, extends his hand. ‘Name’s Denis. We’re visiting from Hampton, Victoria …’ His voice trails away. He is physically and mentally exhausted, near tears.


If necessary, Danny or I will walk back up the steep hill, but it’s a 300-metre ascent and we too are exhausted. It seems more reasonable to wait a little while to see if Michael turns up by himself. I take off my backpack and use it as a seat.


‘The Blizzard Plain,’ Denis mutters ruefully. 


Simon Cubit, renowned chronicler of Tasmania’s high-country heritage, submitted ‘Blizzard Plain’ to the Nomenclature Board. It’s a fair enough description of one of the most notoriously exposed moors in the Western Lakes. 


I reassure Denis that no one dies in the Western Lakes. ‘A few lost souls have spent an uncomfortable night sheltering from frost or rain or snow – behind a rock, in a gully – but they’re all eventually found in good health. The weather is pretty mild right now. No one is going to get hypothermia tonight.’


In the back of my mind, though, is the story of sixty-six-year-old William Nutting, who, in May 1927, somehow managed to lose both his horses while exploring the Western Lakes. After sheltering with a local shepherd, he headed off to look for his animals on foot. His badly decomposed body was found six months later. In the 1980s Simon named Lake Nutting in his honour. 


Another voice can now be heard calling further down the track. ‘Listen … Is that your son?’


‘No, that’ll be Lance calling for him.’


I think of other missing persons. There’s a washed-out notice pinned to the framing inside the Ironstone Hut at Lake Nameless, years old now, pleading with bushwalkers for any clues to the disappearance of a beloved daughter. It’s always the first thing I notice when I open the front door, and I’m always drawn to the accompanying photo. The colours are long faded but the jacket she was wearing on the day she went missing, a parka, might have been blue. I don’t tell Denis this story; I tell him another.


Once, when I was walking out from Junction Lake, along this very same track, I met a twelve-year-old boy all alone outside the Meston Hut. He told me that the previous day he’d set out from Juno Creek with his dad, uncle and cousin. Towards the end of the trek he’d walked on a little way ahead, and was the first to arrive at the hut. He made a fire and waited. After dark, when his family still hadn’t turned up, he cooked himself some noodles, crawled into his sleeping bag, and went to sleep. He reckoned I’d probably bump into his dad and the others on my way out, and if so could I tell them where he was. I offered to guide him home, of course, but he wouldn’t have a bar of it. He was certain that the rest of his party would turn up sooner rather than later. He sounded more bored than worried. 


I was reluctant to leave the boy alone, but shortly after ascending the tier above the hut I came across the rest of his party, staggering about, distraught: calling, calling. I gave them the happy news, and they explained that they had taken a wrong spur, a wallaby run most likely, and ended up lost in a tea-tree gully. They had spent a cold night out, and had only just now blundered back onto the walking track. I led them all the way back to the hut, and the reunion was uncomfortable. Dad scolded the son for having wandered off ahead, and the son retaliated by reminding Dad that he wasn’t the one who’d been stupid enough to get lost. But underneath they were all relieved and ridiculously happy.


I conclude the story by stressing that happy endings are the norm out here, but Denis is not reassured. Danny offers to walk with him back to the car park, and I set off back up the hill yelling, ‘Michael! Michael! Miiiichaellll!’


I reach the top of the hill in record time, then wander the Blizzard Plain for an hour – calling, calling – but there’s no sign of Michael. Mid-afternoon bleeds into early evening, and I reluctantly conclude that I’d best get back to the car park and raise the alarm.
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