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Wild Water Rowboat Salmon Fishing






  Parting like a gauze curtain the fine early morning mist reveals sunlight in the high valley slopes. Struggling up over the eastern peaks still dark with the sun behind, the first rays of the new day wash down the brownish shale in a russet tide. Another fifteen minutes will see it reach the floor of the valley and light up the elderly and battered four wheel drive parked on the edge of the shingled road. The sealed roadway has never made it this far up into the headwaters of the river – and so it should be - this is adventurers’ country and no place for city slickers.




  The two men standing quietly beside the vehicle study the horizon at the top of the valley and note the few small black wisps of cloud milling in the clefts of the skyline. They would expect a nor’wester to spring up later in the day which would bring rain high up in the ranges and spill dirty water into their river, eventually overtaking them and spoiling their fishing. These conditions can be a good thing or a bad thing. If it rains too heavily too soon the flood or ‘fresh’ will race downstream and reach them before they have reached the best fishing stretches on the river. This would also introduce the added danger of faster flowing water, a rising river of muddy water which would make it more difficult to spot the ever lurking rocks waiting patiently to rip the bottom out of an unsuspecting dingy. On the other hand if the rain is moderate it would take most of the day to reach the point where they are, which is alright as by that time they plan on being well downstream come the evening. And if just the right amount of rain falls upstream the ‘fresh’ will send signals well ahead that is on the way, which in turn will excite the salmon heading upriver, putting them more in a mood to strike at a flashing zed spinner lure placed cunningly in front of his nose.




  The two of them unhurriedly untie their dinghies from the roof rack. Lowering them gingerly they carry them on their backs, tortoise like, the short distance to the river bank. They step back and gaze into the crystal and swift stream cutting under the grassy bank. This innocent scene in the early morning light belies the dangers of the boulder strewn shallows they will have to negotiate on their journey down the river. Trudging back they pull out an assortment of gear from the truck and begin to carefully place the various items in the bottom of their boats. First in are the oars which are fastened to the rowlocks. Next, in goes the fishing rod and reel, followed by a day pack containing food and fishing lures, a drinking bottle, poly wrapped sleeping bag and boots. All these items are linked together by a long length of supple but sturdy nylon rope. One end is firmly attached to a metal ring in the nose of the dingy with the various items tied along it. The long loose end is then looped, not tied, through a belt loop of the rowers’ pants.




  The far off crunch of rubber on the dirt road filters into their ears and on glancing down the valley they espy a second vehicle exploding around a bend ahead of a rising dust trail. Bursting around the final bend a few minutes later it skids to a halt in a shower of small stones and is momentarily enveloped in its own yellow cloud of dust. Two hopefuls tumble out and knowing they are behind schedule, with the briefest of salutations, begin unloading their boats. Within minutes a mini and very eclectic collection of boats is lined up neatly on the bank ready for launching. Sometime during the morning a third vehicle will arrive. This will have three people only, one to drive that one back and two other volunteers to drive the two other vehicles down river to a pre-arranged point seaward of the gorge, at which the rowers plan on arriving sometime the following day. This is the only time they will be mentioned in this tale.




  The launching point is close to the headwaters of the river. The many upper tributary streams all merge somewhere upstream, so already there is quite a river here. In its short eighty mile journey to the coast it drops sharply out of the mountains, through the downs and out onto the coastal plains before escaping to the sea. So it is constantly running at a fast seven to eight knots all the way to the plains where, at a more leisurely pace it empties into a rather tame estuary scooped out of the coastline to the east. To pass out of the mountains it has to force its way through a narrow gorge. This pushes the already fast flowing water up into a rolling, roiling threshing body, creating standing waves in lines of six or more and two to three metres high, lurking in the narrowest passages. If not handled with the greatest of respect these miscreant waves will easily flip a lightweight dinghy being rowed stern first downstream.




  We should take a moment here to look at this technique. Normally when rowing on the sea or on a lake, the rower is facing his receding view as his strokes power the boat forward. This is quite a pleasant way of doing things and all that is required of the rower is to occasionally glance over his shoulder to ensure that he keeps to his course. In our situation of travelling down a high speed river we want to be facing the way we are going at all times so we can see our course and likely problems and obstacles well in advance of arriving on top of them. So, having to constantly look over ones shoulder just would not do. Allowing the swift water to swoop us down the river stern first, rowing upstream against the current all the while using the oars to slow its pace and steer the boat one way or the other, is a brilliant solution to this problem. The rower then is facing downstream the whole time, has wonderful vision of where he is going, along with exceptional control over his boat. In addition he can row hard upstream if required to get away from danger. This slows the downstream speed enough to avoid difficulties and also allows the standing waves to be negotiated with the minimum of fuss.




  This mighty braided river with its multitude of miniature streams in the headwaters filled with long shallow runs, shallow to deepish pools and on again to more shallows strewn with hidden boulders has busied itself with this mad cap scramble from the mountains to the sea for thousands of aeons. From the air and with the sun in the right position reflecting off these mini tributaries they resemble a bunch of dribbling mercury runnels down a rain globbed windscreen. Coming together and separating again as they run forever downward, forming into larger streams as they go and ultimately unite in one massive and terrible river force of heaving water at the entrance to the gorge.




  Travelling stern first downstream in this fashion is an exhilarating and testing experience. The shallow runs in the beginning are so shallow that any boulder larger than its neighbours will strike the bottom of the dingy a mighty blow. This doesn’t sound much, but any rock, even a rounded boulder cracking the underside of a plywood or fiberglass boat impacting at seven knots or so is going to do some damage. Too many in or around the same spot can split open the hull, at which point the rower is in real trouble with a sinking boat on his hands. An aluminium hull stands up to this battering the best as it takes dints of several shapes and sizes and that’s it! The downside is that stone striking aluminium makes considerable noise and the sound waves travelling through water will alarm fish and put them down. The group of four boats this day included one fiberglass hull, two ply and lamentably, one tinny, as they are called in this part of the world. To make matters worse the man on the oars of this boat was unable to or didn’t care to miss a lesser number of obstructions than his companions. Consequently he bumped his way downstream from boulder to boulder creating more noise than a rock crusher coughing into life at the start of a new day.




  The others could always hear him coming and the trick was to get as far ahead as possible in the early stages so as to be in water where the fish had not been ‘put down’ as they surely would be with his rumbling arrival onto their stretch. This in turn raised the pressure stakes on the others as the shallowest stretches are in the beginning where it is more likely to locate recalcitrant and unmoving boulders lurking in wait. Focus is required here and the rowers quickly become expert rock spotters and take hasty action with their oars to circle around these harbingers of disaster. And disaster it would be if a rower holes his boat and it sinks, as he cannot expect any assistance from his companions, thereby facing a long, long walk out.




  So on this fine, blue and tall sky morning all of these combinations come together and the race is on to get as far downstream as quickly as possible to the first series of fish holding pools. From high up on the road beside the river valley, four black dots can be seen, three well out in front and the fourth seemingly much slower and stuttering along. Sound carries well at altitude on a still morning and the out of place sound of metal on rock, muffled as it was by distance, still drifted up to the silent observer.




  Salmon are heading upriver to their spawning grounds as the little flotilla is heading down river. This puts the rower in an advantageous position if he is silently waiting already, at a pool when the salmon swim over the lower lip. This is the time when, as they enter the pool, the fish are most restless and likely to snap at a presented lure. Once they leave the ocean and begin their spawning run up the river they do not feed again, so the fisherman has to anger it enough so that it will lunge at something flashing by its snout and invading its space. One such fisherman is now waiting on a fine little pool cutting in under a bank on the southern side of the valley. The water surface has smoothed out in the wideness of the pool and he is standing on the exposed shingle side opposite. As the water approaches the tail of the pool it riffles up somewhat and then disappears in a long smooth tongue over the lip and down the next run of shallows. He has had a couple of casts to check his gear is working as it should and now sits down to wait. The position he has selected is such that when he casts slightly up stream, almost to the other side, the current forces the spinner down to the river bed and then it bumps along the bottom stones in a wide arc of a semi circle until it is directly downstream just up from the lip, at which point he retrieves it smoothly.




  He has never had a strike on the retrieve and never heard of one. The most likely point for a hit is two thirds of the way through the arc. He is watching now for the giveaway of a tail flipping out of the water as one or more salmon swim up over the lip and into the pool. The sun is warming his back now and he is patient. A fantail flits delightedly around the matagauri bushes, twittering as it dives in and out, chasing minute insects only visible to it. Every few swoops it flutters coquettishly toward him, darting back and forth across his vision in a most companionable fashion. The burbling water on the other side is searching all the while for weaknesses as it cuts under the dark soil of the grassy bank. Each time it is successful in its search a loud soily green topped plop carries across to him. Beyond the green bank amongst the interminable bushes of matagauri he can see a sheep skeleton bleached absolutely white from weeks, perhaps even months of lying in the sun and weather – all traces of the living outer body gone – just the whiteness of the bones. From there the fawn coloured scratchy high country grasses slope on up to the far off yellow ribbon of the road cutting around a sharp bluff. On ever upward, the slopes gradually turn grey as they run more and more into shale and grey mountain granite. Varying shapes of wandering clouds move across the upper slopes stamping their mark, fleetingly enough, on the mountainside.




  His mind wanders over the mornings events so far and he has a good feeling about how this day is about to unfold.




  A different sounding plop or splash invades his senses and with an instant flick of his eyes down to the lower end of the pool, he thinks he sees the remains of disturbed water disappearing over the lip. To make sure, he waits another minute, his steady gaze not leaving that lower lip for an instant. He is rewarded sure enough as a second tail flashes for a moment in the sunlight. That makes two new ones in the pool and with their entry they could well stir up any that are already there and been overnighting, awaiting the arrival of a fresh batch to spur them on their journey.




  He rises easily, carefully, so as not to disturb the fish. A long and dark shadow thrown over the water can put fish down just as easily as the sound of metal underwater on rock. He prepares to cast and holding his rod horizontal to the stones flicks the zed spinner out in a fast, urgent low curve somewhat upstream. It enters the water with a tiny splash almost at the opposite bank. The flow has time to drive the lure down to the bed where it commences its bouncing run. There is enough line out for the current to inject quite a bow in it and he can feel every contact through the line as it rests over the pad of his index finger. Rattling down over the stones it suddenly stops and is lodged in behind a larger rock. He gives a sharp tug to dislodge it and it continues in its tumbling flashing arc. Approaching that two thirds spot his senses are heightened in the extreme, feeling every little bump, touch and shiver up the line, anticipation running high. Nothing would disrupt his concentration at this point other than a wild pig or deer crashing along the far bank.




  The spinner carries on its journey uninterrupted. He continues casting, moving one or two steps downstream each cast so that he will cover a slightly different ground each cast. Ten or so casts later and still no result. Following it around again on the next cast, he catches a glimpse out of the corner of his eye of the fantail flitting into his vision again. At precisely that moment the salmon hits his lure and takes it in his mouth. Too late, he strikes back, but that small distraction was enough for him to miss time and the fish drops the lure – damn! Cursing his luck, rapidly turning into castigation for his own lapse, he continues slowly moving down with several casts at each position before moving on. There is a light westerly breeze wafting down river by this time, bringing alive the grasses as they wave back. Twenty minutes or so later he is beginning to wonder if indeed he did see fish entering the pool. Are they still there? Did they take fright when he stood up? Turned and sped back downstream? Have they carried straight on and even now swimming up the next run? No, they are there alright, just resting or sulking on the bottom.




  Following the cast around again, it is approaching that crucial spot when it stops dead. He knows instantly that it is a fish that, like a retriever grabbing a duck in its jaws, has snapped up the lure. Laying across the clamped mouth of the fish, the razor sharp treble hooks could be hanging out of the other side. He strikes hard, before the fish has time to drop it, once, twice, three times to set the hooks and the fight is on. With tremendous strength the salmon turns and wants to run down river. Using his size, strength and bulk he can turn sideways to the current and use its pushing power against his flanks to combat the fisherman. This he does superbly and line is stripped off the reel in that first run. With rod bent into a tight semi circle the fisherman ideally wants to keep the fish in the pool. If this is not possible and the way is clear, the next option is to run downstream, keeping up with the fish and then fish him out in the next pool. Depending on how close the salmon is to the lower lip of the pool, most times he can be contained within it. Only a particularly large and powerful fish will escape out of the pool.




  This one, whilst strong, is not going to gain its freedom by that method. Other than the line snagging on a sharp rock and parting, tangling in a sunken bush or the knot at the lure coming undone, it will be on the bank shortly. It makes several more runs, each one a little shorter than the last and now that the fish is tiring, he can hold it without losing any more line to it. Dropping the rod tip and winding in at the same time he is now gaining line as the fish swims closer. He can see it vaguely now, flashing its pink sides as it turns in the sunlight. He will not attempt to gaff his prize or net it. Instead, on these shallow shingle beaches, the best option is to just walk steadily backward, keeping the pressure on with line tight and using the fishes own energy to eventually beach itself, flapping exhausted onto the wet stones. This he does, at which point he puts down his rod, strides quickly to the fish and dispatches it promptly with a sharp blow to the forehead with a handy stone. He gazes down at the beautiful colouring of this fine sixteen pound hen fish. Slitting open the belly he guts it quickly, careful to retrieve the liver, which will be a delicious snack roasted with a little salt added, over the camp fire that night.




  Somewhere from upriver the sound of metal on rock infiltrates his brain – time to move on – gathering up his salmon by the gills in one hand and rod with the other he moves quickly over to where his dinghy has been quietly waiting on the stony tongue. Looping his rod into its position on the long line and securing the fish with another length through its gills and to the metal ring at the bow, he darts behind his boat and with a powerful shove, launches the craft into the stream. This has to be judged correctly, as the water never stops and is always running at the same high speed. What it wants to do above all else is turn the dinghy sideways, ninety degrees to the shore and it does this very quickly as soon as it gets a grip on the keel. All in one motion as the boat swings away fast, both hands on the gunwhale, he leaps leading with his right leg, placing it precisely in the centre of the boat over the keel. Anywhere else and he is in acute danger of capsizing. Timing it perfectly he is able to squat down and with his hands now on a gunwhale each side, spin around and park his backside on the thwart, grab the oars and with a couple of fast strokes on his left hand, bring his stern around so he his facing directly stern first downstream again. Now he can focus on lining himself up with the tail of the pool and as he shoots the tongue of faster water on exit feel a jet of exhilaration as he surfs down the next two or three shallows and pools. With a few deft strokes on the oars he is able to navigate around practically all obstructions in his path now, being that the river is gradually becoming a little deeper every pool he negotiates. All the while looking for a pool as good as the one where he landed his fish, the stream he is in takes him across almost to the other side of the river valley. He could of course have chosen to steer down a number of other tributaries along the way, but he considered the far bank could harbour some suitable fishy pools and so worth the effort to get over there. Also, he suspected that the ‘tinny’ driver would take a more direct route downstream.




  Rowing deftly and allowing the current to ferry him along almost at river speed, he cascades around a bend and drops with a burble and sigh into a nice looking pool. Not too different from the previous one, except that this one happens to have a low sandy shelf littered with stones and scrub, no grass, mirroring the other. There is a small cleft in the bank and he rows for it. The water should be quieter in this little haven. Vaulting out he wraps the painter around a handy boulder. Glancing down he notes that whilst the front half of his boat is indeed in near tranquil water, the current is jubilantly tugging at the stern. He double checks that he has his craft secure.




  Working his way down the pool, casting the while with expectations high, he finally reaches the tail without either a strike or sighting. The day is warm now and with the sun quite high he finds himself close to breaking out a sweat. Strolling back to his boat he looks westward. The head of the valley is now quite grey with the first of the nor’west clouds building. Far off as it is, he knows that sometime in the afternoon the wind will funnel down from the tops, bringing the clouds with it, followed by the rain developing deep in the ranges. Mid morning always brings a lull in fish activity and there will in all probability be no more action until late afternoon and evening.




  Back to where his boat is parked in its cranny, he sits and drags on his water bottle. The first puff of the pending nor’wester spirals up some sand in a mini ‘wily whorl’, blowing it into the side of his face. Immediately dropping it becomes still again with just natures’ sounds and the running river. Leaning into the boat, he secures the rod and passes his supply line through a loop in his pants. A vigorous tug on the painter tears it loose as he steps into the centre of his boat. The tugging current is too quick for him and it swings the stern around in an instant so that his boot comes down to one side of the keel. Already he knows it is too late as he begins his topple toward the bank. The boat, almost with a mind of its own, neatly tips to one side and shells its occupant into the waiting water. All over in seconds, he finds himself sitting up to his neck in biting cold water. It takes a second or two for this to sink in, but he knows the cold will creep in soon enough. His supply line has already reached the end with all his gear having been pulled over the side and is now in the water with him. Strung out inline all the way back to a bucking boat tugging earnestly at him, he needs to move fast. Staggering to his feet whilst ripping the line free from his pants, he begins a stumbling traverse to other side of the pool where he knows he can land the boat more easily. Fortunately, the depth is no more than waist high at the deepest point. But the current is strong. He is playing the dinghy with both hands as a very big fish would be played and gradually working it across the pool with him. The boat has taken on only a little water. If it had filled during the capsize, it would probably be too heavy for him to hold against the current. Letting it go would be the last option, but having the line passed through instead of tied, he would take that choice of losing his boat and gear rather than be dragged into deep water with possible lethal consequences. The river bed is sloping upward again and the depth of the water becoming less, which in turn means the currents’ strength is diminishing so he can work the boat over to the shingle beach where it finally comes to rest bumping onto the stones half in and half out of the water. He flops down in relief thanking his lucky stars that he was able to bring his dinghy to the other shore. He noted that he had been taken almost a hundred yards downstream, but had got across before the boat had been dragged into the rapids at the pools’ tail. Another reason to park the boat at the head of a pool!




  Inspecting his gear he finds that his poly wrapping has been pretty good with only a little dampness working its way in to his day pack, everything else quite dry except of course for his rod and reel. These he lays out, removing the drum from the reel, on the now warm stones to dry. It should not take long and much quicker than his clothes. Changing into his shorts, he hangs his shirt and pants out to dry on a handy matagouri bush – one of the few things this objectionable plant is good for. Taking an old tea towel he soaks it in the river and then places it carefully over his salmon, keeping it cool and fresh where it is now lying in the shade beside the boat.




  Stretching out in the sun he luxuriates in the warmth, drifting off in a mid day torpor.




  ‘Hey there’, the halloo penetrates his soporific condition. Levering up on one elbow he squints against the searing light in the direction of the unwelcome hail and observes the tinny, oars all ahoo, clattering toward his patch of beach. Unwanted as the call is, it is quite timely and he waves out to the approaching craft and steps down to the waters’ edge to help his travelling companion ashore. Not observing any of the rules offered with earlier instruction, his fishing rod is propped unsecured at the stern board with the line trailing in the water – a certain recipe for the rod to disappear over the stern. The rower jumps out with a mile wide grin, turns and lifts out a beautiful cock salmon of about eighteen pounds, a good two pounds heavier than the fish already lying in the shade of the other boat. On questioning as to how he caught this fish, he admitted straight up that he had been rowing bow first through a pool when his lure, trolling behind had caught on a rock, or so he thought, with the rod almost disappearing over. Dropping his oars he had managed to grab it just in time and discovered that instead of being snagged on a rock, there was a big fish on the line. Having lost one oar in his panic he had to allow his dinghy to ground on a luckily placed shingle bar whilst he struggled with his salmon. Being taken some way downstream to where he was finally able to land the fish, he was pleasantly surprised to find his missing oar drifting ashore at the same spot!
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