Photo Caption: Author, Mark Krupa releasing another Chinook back into the Skeena River, YES he can catch them also.



                      BORN TO BE WILD
© 1995 

                          by Mark Krupa

Steelheaders get your motors runnin!
A light, wet snow blanketed Lake Ontario’s Credit Valley.  The faint chiming of Christmas carols from a nearby church rolled down the cliff before fading into the hum of the flowing water.  A pair of anglers gathered at the tail-out of the clay bank pool.  Casting below a group of spawning coho, they waited for their floats to be pulled into a swirl of rainbow silver…

Even though it was ten years ago, I remember with a smile the day I landed my first Steelhead - but that grin soon fades when I think of the conditions on the river now.  My favorite spot on the Credit is now a parking lost, so I must spend most of my time around dirty, noisy harbors.  Then there’s the Ganny opening; a circus of flying hooks and split-shots that bombard fleeing fish.  Even the mighty Niagara has left somewhat of a bad taste in my mouth due to the amount of car break-in’s - and, one day, I even experienced the pleasure of float fishing next to a dead body…

Fortunately, there is a place for those who need to escape from the traumas of “combat” steelheading.  I know a place where fish run wild up glacial streams wearing spectacular hues of spawning armor.  This is a place where rivers are sheltered from the noise of over-population by a horizon of snow-peaked mountains and a canopy of deep green valleys.  Like I said fortunately for us there is British Columbia.

It is true that our West, the southern coast has suffered in recent years.  Some wild stock has drastically declined, (especially in the Thompson and Dean) but conservationists and fisheries officials have quickly reacted to the problem.  In southern B.C., stocking programs have been established to help remedy the imbalance caused, in the main, by commercial netting and logging.  In northern B.C. most of the wild fishery has been maintained.  Thanks to concerned anglers, like the steelhead society in Smithers, and the work of regional biologist, the river of British Columbia today is full of adventure. 

SIZE AND NUMBERS

There is the popular misconception that catching a multitude of wild steelhead in one day is a next to impossible accomplishment.  The fact is that in northern B.C. and some parts of Vancouver Island catching three to seven wild fish per outing is not uncommon.

Great Lakes anglers fishing prime tributaries in rush hour, (i.e. Shelter Valley Creek or Wilmot Creek) may have the potential to land more fish than out west; but, the season in Central Canada is much shorter.  Except for the Niagara, and possibly the St.-Marie’s, the best steelhead fishing is generally restricted to a few weeks in the spring.  On the West Coast however, the season is significantly longer.  In the Skeena system, with a one hour radius of Terrace, it is possible to catch steelhead ten months a year.  There are many tributaries to choose from and most have a healthy blend of summer and fall-run fish.

In general, it is the summer run fish that are genetically predisposed to attain the largest sizes.  Since they often travel the greatest distance and say the longest in the river they require the most body fat.  In contrast, Great Lakers often appear as small clones, and individuals weighing over 15-pound are few and far between.  In B.C. fish can average from 12 to 15-pound and twenty-five pounder are certainly possible.  A former world record holder was caught in the Skeena and weighed in at over forty pounds.

A COLOURFULL EXPERIENCE


It is so easy to sing the praises of West Coast steelheads.  Not only do wild fish get bigger, they are simply unmatched in terms of vibrant coloration.  Prior to spawning, the males in some rivers display crimson bands that cover their flanks and their stomachs.  Occasionally these bands merge to for the radiant uni-striper, a specimen of pure luminescent red and green that can even make a sockeye look boring.

Wild female fish are also impressive soon after entering the river, display such jeweled hues as aquamarine, pink, lavender and fire-orange.  And when you catch such beautiful fish in such a spectacular surroundings, it tends to leave along lasting impression.

In comparison, fish from the Great Lakes are dull gray-silver or black with just a hint of orange-red or pink.

Not only is B.C. blessed with a variety of enchanting water-scapes, but the rivers also allow for a wide range of angling approaches.  The novice can sit back, watch the eagles, and enjoy hot-shoting for steelhead while drift boating through pristine pools.  One can do this in the fall, winter or spring.

The more experienced angler can wad from the shorelines with fly rod or float reel.  Float fishermen and bottom bouncers can wade, drift-boat, or jetboat to explore new water.  Wild fish are more aggressive then their eastern cousins so working spoons or plunking out with spin’n glo’s is an effective method.  For those who practice camping the whole experience can be made even more enjoyable by spending the evening by the fire roasting your catch on the dying coals.

In the Great Lakes, a mix of water condition and the structure of most tributaries don’t warrant the effective use of the fly, at least not for a prolonged period of time.  In B.C. most fish over-winter; and water condition can be, as they say out there, “gin” clear for months at a time.

Dry fly fishing is possible in September, October, and in the spring.  Most of the season’s traditional wet patters such as leaches, woolly buggers, roe imitations, shrimp flies and streams can be used.

WHERE TO GO

With such a vast area to cover, those who are considering venturing into B.C.’s wild steelhead frontier should hook up with experienced guides.  One of the most versatile steelhead outfitters is Northwest Fishing Guides, operating out of Terrace, B.C.  Not only do they offer drift boat and jetboat trips along exclusive river stretches of the Skeena system, they also have access to a score of other remote tributaries that possess some of the healthiest runs of wild fish in B.C.

One way the B.C. Government has monitored the fishery is to establish a freeze so that only a fixed number of guiding licenses and rod days are permitted.  This enables some guides to have exclusive right to certain areas.  For example veteran guide Noel Gyger owns the rights to the upper section of the Kalum River.  This is where anglers can enjoy the remarkable experience of being the only drift boat to fish in a magnificent twenty-two pool section.

The future for the Skeena steelhead looks promising.  This year from preliminary research conducted in Tyee, the run (30 lb. & over) was estimated at about 30,000 fish.  Thanks to biologists like Bob Hooton and Ron Tetreau, steelhead programs such as the radio transmitter tagging project will help find out more information about this species elusive migratory cycle.  In the Skeena, some steelhead spends up to 7 years in fresh water before entering the ocean at Prince Rupert.

In the native Nisga’a language “Skeena” means “river of mists” and some of its tributaries are renowned for having over a hundred waterfalls.  The entire area is rich with lave fields, fossil beds and such wildlife as eagles, moose, mountain goats, black bear and of course the elusive Kermodei.  Add to that some historical flavor from the gold rush and a healthy dose of native lore and you have a recipe of what steelheading is meant to be…

If you are planning your first trip out to the west coast, please heed my warning…You will come back a different person.

There are those who say: “Plenty of steelhead are being stocked in the Great Lakes, with so many streams close by…why bother with B.C.?”

I used to be one of those so called experts.  But since my first trip, I quickly found out why so many steelheaders smile and quietly keep heading back to northern B.C.  One can only hope that these mighty fish (as well as those who pursue them) will persevere in the years to come and remain born to be wild.
To book a fully guided fishing trip with the best in the world please contact:

Noel Gyger

Phone: 250-635-2568

E-mail: noel@noelgyger.ca
Website: www.noelgyger.ca
