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Allan Sefton had a challenging senior civil service career that involved a lot of travelling. This provided opportunities to indulge a lifetime’s passion for fishing. He has successfully chased many species of fish from the Falkland Islands via equatorial Pacific Islands to the Arctic Circle. But his favourite fish are Atlantic salmon and his favoured destination is Scotland.


Retirement from his first career meant a chance to qualify as a Level Two Game Angling Coach. He gets great pleasure from introducing others to the joys of fly fishing and has worked with others to coach and encourage the Angling Trust’s Team England Youth Fly Fishing. He also became a regular contributor to Trout and Salmon, the UK’s premier game fishing magazine.


Allan lives in Cambridgeshire near Grafham Water and other reservoirs that boast some of the finest ‘big water’ trout fly fishing in Europe. But this does not stop him spending several weeks each year in pursuit of salmon. This is his second book.
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FOREWORD



There are few moments in life that one will truly never forget, but I am certain that among them for me will be the moment when I hooked and landed my first salmon. I have re-played it in my mind on countless occasions since: the urgent tug on the line, the thrashing of a great tail that stirred up a boiling froth of peaty white water, the wailing of my reel as the fish headed off downstream at speed and the overwhelming relief as at last it slipped into my landing net. The take of a salmon is a moment of pure magic that makes even those anglers who are lucky and persistent enough to have caught thousands of fish in their lives keep coming back for more.


If you are new to salmon fishing, this book by Allan Sefton is an excellent source of information to help you get started, and it also provides a very good summary of the biology, geography and politics surrounding this magnificent fish. With the privilege of fishing for salmon comes a responsibility to understand how precious and threatened these fish are, and how we as anglers can help protect them now and in the future.


Over the past century, we have sucked rivers dry; smothered spawning gravels with soil; polluted waters with pesticides, fertilisers and sewage; blocked rivers with dams, weirs and hydropower turbines; infested coastal waters with sea lice from salmon farms and netted vast quantities of fish at sea. Considering what humans have done to salmon, it’s remarkable that we have any left at all! In many rivers stocks are dangerously low. Dr Ronald Campbell, who led the restoration of Tweed salmon stocks, makes the point that fisheries management is not about managing fish, it’s about managing people. These fish are highly adaptable and have a powerful survival instinct; all we need to do is stop people from polluting, abstracting, damming and netting.


Anglers are an important part of the solution too. We are getting much better at putting fish back, and putting them back carefully, rather than killing everything we catch as people did in the past. We invest far more money and volunteer time than any other group to support the excellent work of the Rivers and Fisheries Trusts. Anglers represent a big political constituency, and tens of thousands of anglers have joined the Angling Trust to support its work campaigning for fish and fishing, which is united with Fish Legal’s work using the law to protect fish stocks and the rights of its members throughout the UK.


There is, famously, more to fishing than catching fish. Salmon live in some of the most beautiful places in the world and I hope that you enjoy those places to the full while you wait for that unmistakable tug on the end of the line ...


 


Mark Lloyd


CEO, Angling Trust and Fish Legal





INTRODUCTION



Salmon fly fishing is a surprisingly modern sport. It is the latest chapter in our relationship with the world’s most iconic fish.


In Europe modern salmon fly fishing was triggered by a decline in salmon catches that has revolutionised the economics of Scottish salmon angling over the last thirty years.


Even the aristocratic, conservative old guard that had dominated Scottish salmon angling were not prepared to tolerate catching no, or few, salmon year after year. And they had other places to go. Alaska was becoming ever more accessible and success was predictable. Iceland was bucking the trend of lower catches and pitching for the luxury market. And a whole new Atlantic salmon universe was opening up on the Kola Peninsula in north-western Russia. It was a bit primitive, perhaps, and the travel arrangements could be challenging, but the salmon numbers and catches enjoyed by the pioneers made it all worthwhile. They still do.


Not surprisingly, many owners of Scottish salmon fishing rights began to bail out too. Beats were ‘timeshared’ to anglers who bought a specific week each season in perpetuity or sold to ‘new money’ from the City or overseas investors looking to buy into the dream of owning a Scottish sporting estate.


The result has been the opening of Scottish salmon fishing to ordinary anglers who had long been excluded by the ‘closed shop’ as much as the price. This availability is a trend that continues to accelerate. The Internet age means that even those of modest means can find a day on a ‘top beat’ at the click of a mouse. Prime weeks may still be very expensive, and are booked well in advance, but they are available.


The comparative shortage of salmon also changed attitudes.


In the past, every rod-caught salmon had been killed. The aim was always to maximise ‘the bag’ and any method was employed. Slowly it dawned that declining catches could, in part, be the result of killing the goose that laid the golden egg.


Fishers returned from Alaska and Russia where ‘catch-and-release’ were practised and asked why Scotland should be different. Today most Scottish salmon caught on rod and line are released.


How salmon were caught also became more important than how many. Beats became ‘fly-only’ as a salute to an increasingly precious resource. It was an approach that said, ‘If salmon are scarce, let’s catch them in the most skilful and elegant manner’. Surprisingly, perhaps, this did not become an impediment to catching them. Instead, it brought about a welcome, rapid and continuing improvement in salmon fly fishing technology. Today, the rods, lines and other means of presenting a salmon fly at the desired depth in a difficult stream are incomparably better than they were twenty years ago.


It is ironic that the two most famous, and most loved, salmon fishing books published during the latter half of the twentieth century, Salmon by Arthur Oglesby, first published by Macdonald and Janes in 1971 and Salmon Fishing by Hugh Falkus, first published by H.F. and G.Witherby Ltd in 1984 both described good times that were already fading. Of course, much of the excellent, practical advice they contain is timeless, but they missed the development of the tackle and the approaches that make salmon fly fishing so satisfying and exciting today.


The purpose of this book is to fill this gap.


Fly Fishing for Salmon provides concise, practical advice on modern fly fishing and on the latest techniques and tackle. It aims to transform aspiration into achievement whether you are an absolute beginner keen to hook a first salmon or an old hand planning to catch even more salmon around the world.


Finally, Fly Fishing for Salmon is perfect for those fly fishers who need little help for themselves but are eager to introduce their spouses, children or grandchildren to a great fishing experience.





ONE
A BRIEF HISTORY



Salmon are a northern fish. They are most at home in the northern oceans and the cold, infertile, fast-flowing rivers of north-west Europe, Alaska, Russia and Canada. They prosper north of the Arctic Circle. They can even breed in rivers that are ice-bound for eight months of the year. They migrate for thousands of kilometres to feed among the icebergs in the world’s coldest seas.


Just imagine the impact of salmon on the lives of our distant ancestors. Adventurous hunter-gatherers, who forged their way north in search of game, found rivers that supported only a limited population of small resident fish. Then suddenly, every summer, shoals of a huge, silver, marine fish ran to the headwaters of these streams to lay their eggs. Their size was out of all proportion to the river’s shallow water, fast currents and uncertain volumes. The salmon were highly visible and easily caught by humans, bears or eagles. They provided a source of (delicious!) protein that could sustain their populations through the long winter to come.


They still do. Today this wonderful natural resource is embedded in our culture as the king of fish.


SALMON FISHING RIGHTS


As is the way of the world, ‘ownership’ and the rights to fish for and to protect the salmon soon became vexing issues. In Great Britain some of the earliest parliamentary legislation ensured that the aristocracy and wealthy landowners reaped the bounty from the rivers and shores of their estates. The sale of game, including salmon, was a significant source of income to them at a time when all meat and fish was difficult to rear, harvest and transport.


Later, when the industrial revolution provided new, undreamed-of sources of wealth, many salmon streams in England and parts of Scotland were sacrificed to provide sources of power or drains for toxic effluents. The new railways also provided the means to transport highly perishable fish of all species to cities and towns to meet an ever-growing demand.


The salmon became a fish under pressure. Although already a luxury, its value increased. So did the strength of the laws to reinforce landowners’ ownership of fisheries and to prevent illegal fishing.


In the New World, where many had emigrated to escape the tyranny of wealthy landowners and overcrowded cities, a different, unregulated, approach followed the ‘discovery’ of prolific salmon fisheries, particularly in Alaska. Enterprising individuals established commercial fisheries and canneries on river banks and profited massively. They processed all the fish they could catch and eventually sold small cans of salmon as a luxury food to a worldwide market.


Bust inevitably followed this bonanza. More and more companies tried to cash in, and even the most prolific wild salmon populations could not withstand this assault. Federal and state controls followed, not to monopolise ownership or to prevent citizens from fishing, but to limit catches. The aim was to manage the fishery to ensure sustainable populations. There could then be an annual harvest, shared equitably, as the stocks of fish moved inshore to run into their natal rivers to breed.


Today, the Alaska Fish and Game Department’s management of salmon is the world’s best example of how to protect and enhance stocks of wild salmon. Commercial fishing prospers, their catch is sold around the world and huge numbers of anglers converge on the state each summer. The enthusiasm of the sport fishers, and the salmon-filled rivers they find, have created good business for the fishing lodges, and much-needed employment for guides, plane operators and all the state’s associated tourist businesses.


Today, Alaska is the world’s most accessible and most prolific salmon angling destination.



A VICTORIAN REVOLUTION



In Europe, the development of sport fishing for Atlantic Salmon followed a different path. The roots are in Scotland. When Queen Victoria ascended the throne of Great Britain early in the nineteenth century, Scotland was a long way from London. It was not an unpopulated wilderness, but it probably felt as isolated and unloved as some far-flung corners of the growing British Empire. Scotland’s forests, its obvious natural resource, had already been cut down. The Highlands were a world apart from the capital, Edinburgh, the financial centre, and the trading ports of Glasgow and Dundee. Infertile soils provided meagre returns for peasant farming tenants and for their landlords.


Three economic events brought about a cultural revolution. Firstly, the landowners discovered that sheep, which could roam freely over the hills, were a better income source than tenant farmers. The infamous Highland Clearances began. This led to the flowering of Caledonian Societies across the New World and beyond as thousands of Scots who lived along Scotland’s river banks were effectively expelled from their native land.


Secondly, Queen Victoria and her consort, Prince Albert, ‘discovered’ Scotland and fell in love with the Highlands. They built a castle at Balmoral on the banks of the Aberdeenshire Dee, one of Scotland’s premier salmon rivers. They transformed their new estate into a sporting paradise. They spent the summer and early autumn there. They shot grouse, stalked deer and went fishing for fun. Soon, anyone who was anyone in the British Empire owned or rented a Highland estate. New castles sprang up. For the aristocracy, the uber-wealthy and the growing middle classes who emulated the royal family, it became de rigueur to enjoy a sporting holiday in Scotland each summer.


They were able to get there in some luxury because of a third economic miracle, the railways. Wealthy London families could hire a whole train for their friends and their retinue of servants. They would all leave a great London terminus such as Euston or King’s Cross in the evening and wake up in a private Highland station the following morning. It was a journey that a generation earlier would have taken an uncomfortable week by sea or stagecoach.


Thus, it became more fashionable, and more profitable for some, to catch a salmon on rod and line than it did to sweep them out with nets.


These ‘new’ sporting traditions survived into the second half of the twentieth century. For all this time salmon fishing in both Scotland and England remained mostly a preserve of the very wealthy. There was some public fishing, and some local associations sprang up, but most salmon fishing ‘beats’ were rented by the week or longer. The same parties would take the same tenancy each year for family and friends. Even if you could afford it, turnover was slow and vacancies were scarce. It could take many years to fill ‘dead men’s shoes’.


THE FIRST ANGLING TOURISTS


In the first half of the twentieth century, many of the richest and most enthusiastic salmon fishers began to explore beyond Scotland. They started to travel to Norway and Iceland in the summer months. They were the first angling tourists. In Norway, landowners netted salmon but could be persuaded to rent their rights to rod fishers. The salmon they caught were bigger than most Scottish fish. Today there are still giant salmon caught each year in Norway, but they are hard won.


Iceland was also a long boat trip away and had a wide variety of rivers, many with prolific salmon runs. Nothing has changed, except that an enlightened Icelandic government has recognised that sport fishing for salmon brings more benefits than commercial fishing. Today salmon are only caught on rod and line in Iceland, mostly by fly fishing. Salmon fishing in Iceland was a costly adventure for those early travellers. That has not changed!



THE EVOLUTION OF FLY FISHING



During the second half of the twentieth century, Scottish salmon fishing enjoyed an ever-accelerating pace of change.


Before the 1980s, most Scottish salmon were caught by anglers who used spinners or bait. Spring and early summer were the cream of the season when the water was often high and cold. Even before fixed spool or multiplying reels were available, the use of spinners or heavy spoons was the easiest way to cast a long way and to get the lure well down in the water. Catching a salmon was more important than how you did it.


Fly fishing for salmon had always been a rather specialised technique. The original greenheart, spliced, double-handed rods commonly used in Scotland were heavy. They did not become much lighter when companies like Hardy of Alnwick introduced built-cane rods with metal ferrules. It took stamina to fish all day! The plaited silk fly lines demanded a lot of care and attention. Fashion demanded the use of fancy, intricate, expensive flies.


None of this deterred an enthusiastic band of fly fishing devotees! They were encouraged by the success of the innovative A.H.E. Wood, who rented the Cairnton beat of the River Dee for many years from 1903, and by a classic angling book, Greased line fishing for Salmon, which described his techniques, written by Jock Scott in 1939.


FROM FEAST TO FAMINE


The factor that brought about profound change was the salmon themselves. In the years following the Second World War, runs of salmon in Scotland were consistently good year after year. Historically, salmon runs in Great Britain were cyclical, with the populations in the major rivers changing over periods of fifty years or more. They swung between years when spring-run fish dominated catches to spells when the majority of the salmon ran in the early autumn. The 1960s and 70s were particularly good because, unusually, there were good runs in both spring and autumn.


On the minor Scottish rivers on the west coast of the Highlands and on the islands where, in midsummer, smaller salmon known as grilse, which had spent only one winter at sea, were the dominant runs, catches were also exceptional. Scientific research at the time showed remarkable at-sea survival rates of juvenile salmon. In some years, more than fifty per cent of the juveniles that migrated to sea from Scottish rivers returned as mature adults one or two years later.


It was too good to last. In the late 1970s and into the 80s, a decline set in. Part of the problem may have been a disease, Ulcerative Dermal Necrosis (UDN), which decimated the population in some rivers when it spread like wildfire through overcrowded pools, but it was not the whole problem. Over the last twenty years, the at-sea survival rates of juvenile salmon leaving European rivers have plummeted. It is now estimated that fewer than five per cent of the juvenile salmon that leave river estuaries return as adults. No one can explain this.


It is fortunate that during the same period in-river population densities of juvenile salmon have improved due to habitat improvement. And marine commercial fishing for salmon, which was originally feared to be the cause of the crisis, has almost ceased.


THE FUTURE


Currently, there is a new sense of optimism. Runs of Scottish salmon have increased since 2005, but this improvement has not been consistent. There were big increases in some years (2007 and 2010 were outstanding), but there has been a fall back since. 2014 has been dreadful. On some Scottish rivers catches were only half the five-year average. 2015 is much better so far. Overall, any recovery in Scottish salmon catches is fragile.


There are also specific pollution problems on the west coast of Scotland and the offshore islands and in parts of Norway, caused by fatal, parasitic ‘sea-louse’ infestations, which are a direct result of farming salmon in open-sea cages in lochs and bays through which juvenile wild salmon and sea trout have to run on their migration. This problem, like all pollution problems, is soluble, and there are signs that the people of Scotland are joining environmentalists in condemning the powerful salmon farming industry and their supine government and regulators. Nearly all salmon caught by anglers in Scotland are returned alive.


Today, partly due to the changes in Scotland, the world of salmon fishing is very different. Fly fishing for salmon is the method of choice. Huge developments have been made in modernising fly fishing tackle and techniques.


New salmon fishing destinations, such as the Kola Peninsula in Russia, have opened up, and new rivers and lodges are becoming available in Alaska and Iceland as money pours into new developments.


Salmon fly fishing may not yet be a sport for all, but it is opening up to many who thought it was beyond their means. It will always be a great privilege. Go and enjoy it!





TWO
SALMON SPECIES, RUNS AND SEASONS



The salmon is the king of fish for economic rather than sporting reasons. Hundreds of years ago, monks were the only inhabitants of Western Siberia. Perhaps they built their monasteries on that frozen land in order to pray and meditate, but they became wealthy by damming the rivers to harvest prolific salmon runs. Merchant ships from Holland and the Low Countries made the hazardous journey north each summer to buy their catch.


In the northern Pacific, native peoples survived the dark, cold winters by smoking, air-drying and freezing the salmon that ran in millions up their rivers. They still do today.


In Scotland, large estates whose lands were mostly unfertile mountain soil and bogs were enriched by netting the annual runs of salmon that arrived at the mouths of otherwise unproductive rivers.


Only recently has the wild salmon’s sporting value been recognised. Today, many salmon populations are under threat. It is a depressing thought that as they become fewer and more difficult to find, their economic value as a sporting trophy will rise again.


PACIFIC SALMON


There are five species of Pacific Salmon that breed in the rivers that flow into the northern Pacific in Alaska, NW Canada, the USA, Russia and Asia. These fish support thriving commercial and sporting fisheries in Alaska, other Pacific Northwest states and Western Canada.


They are the Chinook (or King), the Coho (or silver), the Pink (or Humpy), the Sockeye (or Red) and the Chum (or Dog). These species are not equally rated by sports fishers.


The Chinook are the world’s biggest salmon. 13 to 18 kg specimens are regularly caught. A burnished silver, black-spotted giant is a much-sought-after prize.


Smaller Coho Salmon, usually 2.7 to 5.4 kg, are even more beautiful. A fish fresh from the sea looks as if it has been newly dipped in molten silver. They fight tenaciously when hooked, leaping often in an effort to shed a hook. They are the favourite quarry of many of the fly fishers who visit Alaska. ‘Kings’ and ‘Silvers’ are not available everywhere, and if you are travelling to Alaska or elsewhere in the region, you have homework to do if you want to have a good chance of catching them. Like all salmon, their beauty fades, to human eyes, as they mature and get ready to spawn, but both species change less as they mature than the other Pacific species. This may explain their popularity with anglers.


The Sockeye Salmon is the most valuable commercially, and stocks have come under pressure. Fresh from the sea, they are as silver as a newly minted coin, but they quickly turn bright red on their body and olive green on the head. They usually weigh between 2.2 to 3 kg.


Chum Salmon have always been less popular with anglers because they have less culinary value, and they are not fished commercially (i.e. only suitable to feed dogs!). This is probably the reason there are huge runs on many rivers.


Unsurprisingly, anglers are catching on that this salmon, which can reach over 13 kg but is usually in the 3.6 to 8 kg range, takes flies and fights as hard as any other. It is a worthy quarry. Their prodigious numbers make it accessible to fly fishers who do not have the time or the means to chase the great Chinook or elusive Coho.


The smallest Pacific Salmon is the Pink, which averages only 1.3 to 2.3 kg. They have large black oval blotches on their backs and much smaller scales than the other species. They are silver and ‘salmon-shaped’ when fresh from the sea, but the males develop a prominent hump in front of their dorsal fin as they develop, hence their nickname: ‘Humpy’. They fight strongly for their size and take a fly readily (see Figure 1).


All Pacific Salmon species die after spawning. Scientists believe that the nutrients and minerals derived from their rotting corpses enhance the fertility of the tundra and forests and, in turn, increase rivers’ capacity to support subsequent populations of baby salmon.


The Pacific Salmon species migrate into the rivers at different times during the short Arctic summer. Their runs overlap, so late July to August would give you the greatest choice, but if your heart’s desire is to catch a fresh, chrome-flanked Chinook, you should fish between late May and early July when these giants first enter fresh water. Sockeyes run from June to late July. Pinks and Chum Salmon peak between mid-July and mid-August. Coho salmon are later and have a slightly longer season, between July and October. There are variations across the region. Do your homework before you choose when and where to go.


ATLANTIC SALMON


There is only one species of Atlantic Salmon (Salmo salar). The species has a wide range. It breeds in rivers all around the North Atlantic including north-eastern Canada, Iceland and, on the eastern sea-board, from Siberia, Finland and northern Norway to Spain in the south.


Like all salmon, the fish return from the Atlantic to their native rivers to spawn. This means that thousands of distinct populations exist, and the different timings of the runs of spawning fish into individual rivers reflect this genetic integrity and the local environmental pressures.


In the north, the summer season is short as rivers can be ice-bound for six to seven months each year and runs of fish occur from June to September, which is when fishing takes place. Further south, where rivers are ice free, runs are spread through the year, but different patterns occur even on neighbouring rivers.
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Fig. 1 – Atlantic salmon – a ‘fresh’ fish and one in breeding colour. Pacific salmon – the Pink or Humpy salmon – a fresh fish and one in breeding colour showing characteristic hump. This is one of the five species of Pacific Salmon.





Atlantic Salmon populations also exhibit significant local variations in the ages at which they mature and return to their natal rivers to spawn.


All Atlantic Salmon spawn by laying their eggs in nests known as ‘redds’ dug into gravel each autumn. Fry hatch out in spring to take advantage of increasing populations of plankton-like food. Young salmon or ‘parr’ live in the river for one or two years before, each May, they ‘smolt’ and acquire a distinctive silvery coat. They then make their way to the sea and begin their long migrations across the North Atlantic.


Currently, the difficult transition from fresh water to a life at sea claims the lives of many young Atlantic Salmon smolts. Scientists are struggling to fathom out why. Those that make it, grow quickly on a rich marine diet.


Most rivers have distinct runs of salmon that return to breed either as ‘one sea-winter’ (1SW) fish, ‘two sea-winter fish’ (2SW) or, rarely, as ‘multi sea-winter’ (MSW) fish.


GRILSE AND ‘SPRINGERS’


One sea-winter fish are known as ‘grilse’. The grilse in most rivers run from late July into autumn. They are beautiful small silver fish that usually weigh between 1.3 and 2.3 kg. In some rivers, such as Scotland’s River Tweed, many grilse stay at sea longer and may not run until October. They weigh a kilogram or two more but are still grilse that have spent only one full winter at sea.


British and Irish salmon that do spend two winters at sea may return early in the year, between February and May, to the river of their birth. These are spring salmon or ‘springers’. Both the fish and their rivers are greatly prized. These ‘fresh’ salmon, which weigh between 3.6 and 4.5 kg, enter rivers that are still cold; they usually travel only slowly upstream and can be eager to take a well-presented fly. They are gorgeous fish with pure-white bellies, gun-metal flanks and lilac-coloured backs. The cold water seems to preserve this coloration for many weeks, in contrast to salmon which run later in the year and rapidly acquire their duller, breeding hues (see Figure 1).


The most famous ‘Spring Rivers’ in Scotland are the Helmsdale and Aberdeenshire’s Dee, but there are improving spring runs on the Tay, the Tweed and some northern highland rivers too.


On most other rivers, including those in Canada, Iceland, Norway and Russia, salmon runs of both 2SW salmon and grilse do not start before June and are petering out by the end of September.


There are lots of local variations. Years ago, the rivers on the west coast of Scotland and the Hebrides were essentially ‘grilse-only’ rivers. Today, these rivers are seeing better runs of 2SW fish. Their grilse runs are reducing and occurring later in the year. Similarly, some rivers in England and Wales that used to have good spring runs rarely see a spring fish today but have respectable numbers of grilse and 2SW fish in the late summer or autumn when the weather cools and the river levels rise.


No one knows why these changes occur. Some scientists believe that there may be natural selection of young salmon that smolt after only one year of river life in those rivers where the life of baby fish is most precarious. The salmon’s life cycle is fragile. Young fish are at risk from flood, drought, frost, starvation and other hazards. Perhaps a one-year river life reduces the risk of a catastrophic event wiping out several-year classes. The evidence shows that these fish tend to return as grilse, while those parr that spend longer in the river return as 2SW adults. This may explain why small, rapid, perhaps inhospitable, streams tend to be grilse rivers while big, more productive, rivers like Scotland’s Tay and Tweed produce runs of bigger salmon.


Grilse predominate in most rivers in Iceland but there are some, usually bigger, rivers with substantial runs of 2SW salmon.


RUSSIA AND ‘OSENKA’ SALMON


Most rivers on Russia’s Kola Peninsula, such as the Yokanga, enjoy runs of 2SW fish with a good number of even bigger MSW salmon, including almost weekly catches of 30 kg-plus monsters. One river, the Ponoi, is famous for huge runs of grilse in July and August, which give mind-boggling catches of fifty fish per rod during a week’s visit most years. Overall, salmon numbers on the well-managed rivers of the Kola peninsula are either stable or increasing.


Many of the Russian rivers also have a unique run of a class of Atlantic Salmon known as ‘Osenka’ fish. These fish, usually in the teens of kilograms and above and probably MSW fish, run into the rivers from late August until the cold weather begins to close in at the end of September. They are bright, muscular fish that survive the winter under the ice that covers the river from October, and they will not breed for another year. No one knows why these salmon do this. It may be safer for them to lie moribund under the tundra’s ice than to spend the dark winter in the Barents Sea. Many salmon fishers believe this class of fish provides the cream of Russian salmon fishing, and they return each year to cast their flies at them. These fish also provide immediate sport in the spring of the following year when the ice breaks up and the first fishers arrive to greet the new season.


NORWAY AND BIG ATLANTIC SALMON


About ninety per cent of all Atlantic Salmon die after spawning, but a small number do survive, make it back to the sea and recover to grow bigger before returning to spawn for a second time. These MSW salmon can become the giant Atlantic Salmon that all salmon anglers dream of hooking. Anyone who has read Fred Buller’s scholarly tome, The Doomsday Book of Giant Salmon, knows that giant salmon over 18 kg in weight are not old fish. Salmon just put on weight prodigiously the bigger they get, so a big, post-spawning fish that gets back to sea, or one that decides to stay at sea for three or four years before returning to the river, becomes very big indeed.


Buller’s book tells us that Norway has always been a giant salmon destination, and that the Alta, a river in the far north of the country, was the best river of all for monsters. Norway, and the Alta, remains a giant fish mecca even if, inevitably, not as good as the glory days a century ago.


CANADA


Another rich source of giant salmon was the legendary Grand Cascapedia River in New Brunswick, Eastern Canada. This river is still a fabled and productive salmon producer, but, like so many eastern seaboard Canadian rivers, the glory days have passed. There is nowhere where Atlantic Salmon numbers have plummeted more than in some rivers in eastern Canada. No one knows why, despite considerable investment in salmon conservation and much scientific investigation. The situation is not hopeless. Some of the famous ‘destination’ rivers still attract dedicated salmon fly fishers, mostly from the USA. In Newfoundland and Labrador, some rivers still have good runs of grilse but, overall, eastern Canada highlights the Atlantic Salmon’s fragile lifecycle. No nation with salmon stocks can be complacent.


LOCAL SALMON RUNS AND POPULATION CYCLES


In the UK, long-term accurate records of salmon numbers in different rivers show that salmon numbers have never been constant and that the timing of annual runs changes.


For example, on the River Tweed, Scotland’s most prolific river, the timing of runs over the past 150 years follows a fifty-year cycle. Today, the biggest runs of salmon, both grilse and 2SW fish, take place in the autumn. October is the best month, but fresh fish enter the river right up to the end of November when the season closes. There is also a smaller, but improving, spring run on the Tweed between February and May. This is a ‘new’ run which is attracting anglers. Only a few years ago there was almost no spring run and the river was hardly fished.


Fifty years ago the spring run was the dominant run and very few fish ran in autumn. One hundred years ago this situation was reversed. Scientists (and fishers!) are wondering if today’s improving spring runs are the first sign of another turn in the cycle and whether the spring will become dominant again soon.


What triggers this cycle? Will it be repeated? No one knows.


ANNUAL SALMON CATCH RETURNS IN SCOTLAND


The national records of rod and net catches of salmon in Scotland in the period 2007 to 2012 gave cause for optimism. Numbers seemed to be increasing and on some rivers catches were the best for thirty years. Anglers were returning alive nearly all the salmon they caught and in-river breeding populations were healthy. Re-stocking programmes carried out by some local fishery boards were ended, partly to follow a fashion for protecting ‘genetic integrity’. This welcome recovery in adult salmon stocks stalled in 2013, and catches have plummeted further in 2014. No one knows why. The Scottish government has ordered a review into salmon population management in the country.
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