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      © by Dave Vedder
Sometimes it seems like the steelhead Gods are plotting against you. For seven months I and my fishing partner, who shall go unnamed for reasons to be revealed later, had been planning a springtime steelhead trip to British Columbia's far north county. We did all the usual research to assure that we would arrive at prime time, when the river was that perfect steelhead green and the fish were stacked like cord wood. Our hosts Cosmo Zavaglia and Noel Gyger of Northwest fishing Guides assured us the spring kickoff for Kalum and Copper River steelhead was as near a sure thing as steelheading ever gets.  These are all “wild” fish, there are no fish hatcheries on the whole Skeena river system.

For almost twenty years the Kalum has been among the most consistent steelhead producers on the continent. The Copper has been up and down, but last fall my friend Clint Derlago had several twenty fish days on the Copper.  By March 15th, when the season traditionally kicks off both river hold abundant numbers of fish that return in the fall and winter as well as mint bright spring fish. The Copper sometimes blows out from heavy spring runoff but the Kalum, which has a huge lake at its headwaters, never blows out. Noel and Cosmo told us that a typical day on the Kalum in March and April produces up to fifteen to twenty hook-ups per boat on wild steelhead that range from ten to thirty pounds. The Copper often produced even better.

My partner and I arrived on a typical North Country spring day. Dispirit gray patches of snow clung stubbornly in the shadows, but open patches under the trees proved that spring was in the air. My good friend Clint Derlago, Northwest Fishing Guides newest guide met us at the airport. He was on cloud nine. He and Noel had been "test fishing the Kalum with superb results. The day before he had hooked three steelhead before breakfast. Two of the three fish were over twenty pounds! He hadn't checked out the Copper but he was sure it would produce the same phenomenal fishing as it had last fall.

We rushed to the lodge, slapped on our waders and sped off for the Copper. As soon as we saw the river we knew we were in trouble. It was the color of chocolate and three feet higher than prime. Disappointed, we headed back to the lodge. There wasn't enough time to try the Kalum.

Noel wasn't concerned. He told me that he had never seen the Kalum go out of shape and that we shouldn't worry. We spent a pleasant evening watching the many videos Noel has taken of past successful outings.

The next morning we got up at eight AM, and ate a leisurely breakfast. Noel told us there was no reason to hurry, as no one else has drift boat access to the upper river. In low water, which is usual for this time of year, jet sleds can't maneuver the shallow tail outs because there are too many rocks sticking up.  Impossible for jet boats but perfect for drift boats and Noel has the only take-out on the upper river so no other drift boats would be ahead of us. 

Imagine our horror when we saw that the Kalum had risen three feet and had the visibility of dark tea. Noel was mystified. Never, had he seen his favorite river do this. We later figured out that two days of very heavy rains near the headwaters had flushed tons of mud and oceans of water in to the river. Even so, Noel was optimistic. He told us he had never fished the Kalum without catching fish and he didn't intend to start now. I was skeptical, but figured we had come this far we might as well give it a try.

The first run we fished produced nothing. I wasn't surprised. The next run, was the “pensioner’s hole”. As my float worked its way down a near-shore seem Noel said, "Go down float." To my amazement it did! I set the hook and was fast into my first Kalum River steelhead. After a very strong fight the twelve pound buck came ashore. We had bucked long odds and had succeeded. I figured that one fish was an accident but I wasn't complaining. 

In the next few hours we experienced what I can only describe as world class steelheading. We hooked twelve more steelhead and landed eight.  Not bad for a river that was clearly out of shape. Viability was no more than two feet, whole trees were floating down river and the flow was about twice as fast as what Noel considered optimum. 

The only downside was that my partner was in one of those streaks when he just couldn't hook a fish. He's a good steelheader and he was doing everything right but his rod was dead. Of the twelve hook-ups he had only one, and that fish came unbuttoned before we got a look at it.

The next day we were very optimistic. The river had dropped only slightly, but the clarity had improved to about three feet. I decided to give my partner a break by switching from spawn bags to a jig. For years Noel had fished almost exclusively with plugs until Pat "Pickle" Marshall booked a trip last spring. Pat proved to Noel that spawn bags will out fish plugs by two to one. Noel, a quick learner, immediately switched to spawn bags. On our first day that's all we fished. I assumed they would be deadly in high dirty water and they were. Now I was planning to switch to jigs to give my partner a chance to hook a few fish with spawn bags. I know all too well what it feels like to wear the smell of skunk when your buddy is having a heyday.

You can probably guess what happened. The fish were all over the Jigs! It got to the point I was embarrassed every time I hooked-up.  At each new run I waited until my partner had made a half dozen casts before I began working the water behind him. The fish wanted nothing to do with his spawn bags, but they loved my favorite jig, a number 10 hot pink Beau-Mac. By days end I had registered six hook-ups and four fish on the beach. In one of the Kalum's best drifts, the "Horseshoe", Noel cast in behind me while I fought a fourteen pound buck. Sure enough, he hooked a small buck for a rare double header. My partner got to take photos.

While we were fishing, Clint drove back up to the Copper to see if it was coming into shape. He found it was still too high and dirty to fish.  We didn't mind. In fact, I was eager to go back to jigging the Kalum.

Day three promised to be perfect. The river was finally beginning to drop and the visibility was excellent. The drab olive shades of the days before were replaced by a fine jade green. My partner decided he wanted to try my Beau-Mac jig. Graciously I gave it to him and switched to a pink jig made by another company. Noel inspected my new jig and looked skeptical. "This thing has an awfully small hook. I'm not sure it will hold a big fish." I figured, what the hey, they wouldn't sell a jig that wont land a big fish would they? I got my answer soon enough.

Halfway through the “upper 16 km” run my float went down hard. I set the hook and watched with an open mouth as a huge, double-stripe, buck, steelhead thrashed on the surface. We couldn't see the whole fish but the tail was massive and this wrist looked too big to get a hand around. Then he was gone. I reeled in my jig and saw with dismay that the hook had straightened. I learned my lesson. Never again will I buy a steelhead jig with a crappie size hook!

To our surprise and dismay day three turned out to be very slow by Kalum River standards. We hooked only five fish, of which we landed three. Of course my partner landed none. It's funny how important attitude can be in steelheading. By day three he was convinced that this just wasn't his trip, so of course it wasn't. I knew by 10:00 in the morning that he would not likely hook a fish. It was apparent in the way he cast methodically but without enthusiasm.

We left the North Country determined to return next year. If the Copper had been in shape I know we could have doubled our catch. If the Kalum had been in shape we might have quadrupled our catch. And if we had more time we could have explored several other excellent rivers that flow into the Skeena and the Nass. Next year when springtime comes to the North Country so will I.

The day after we left Noel sent me an E-Mail. He fished a single client who landed eight fish including a 25 pound buck from the Camp Creek run. Sometimes the fish Gods not only aren't on your side, they have to tease you as well.

If You Go...

The Kalum, Copper and other Terrace area rivers hold good numbers of steelhead from November until May. If you are willing to battle extreme weather fish can be found all winter long. Most locals wait until mid march to begin steelheading. Spring steelheading remains excellent until early May when spring spawning and high water effectively end the season.

The Copper, which tends to go out easily, is accessible for over fifteen miles by good gravel road. By late November snow blocks the road. If snow pack is heavy the upper Copper may not be accessible until late April.

The lower Kalum can be fished with a jet sled as soon as the ice is out in the spring and there is enough water. The upper river has very limited bank access. Northwest Fishing Guides are the only ones who can drift boat the upper river in March and April. By May high water lets the jet sleds work the upper river.

Northwest Fishing Guides house guests in a clean modern lodge on the outskirts of Terrace.  Costs are a reasonable $600 US per full fishing day which includes meals, lodging and guiding.  Call or fax them at (604) 635-2568.   Their Internet address is www.noelgyger.ca   To receive WEEKLY FISHING REPORTS and PHOTOS via e-mail send your name and e-mail address to Noel Gyger noel@noelgyger.ca  They have several 2-hour “year in review” feature videos from 1987 to present for a cost of $40 US each.

Terrace is a long ways from anywhere in the US or southern B.C. Flying is the only way to go. Air B.C. has daily nonstop, jet flights from Vancouver priced at approximately $300. Call them at 1-800-776-3000.

Because flights to Terrace leave early in the morning I recommend you overnight in Vancouver. The Richmond Inn has free shuttle service to and from the airport and free parking. Parking at the airport is so expensive it is cheaper to stay at the hotel and park free. Call the Richmond Inn at 1-800-663-0299.
