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Trout, Dolly Varden and Salmon share BC’s Skeena.
The classic vision of British Columbia fishing has 18-foot, open boats bobbing gently on the inter-island swells of the Pacific, heavy rods with mooching reels held at ready in case of a salmon attack.  But there is a fishing opportunity with bonuses for a limited number of anglers “in the know.”  That opportunity exists in the majestic rivers of the west coast.

The area around Terrace has an unbelievable number of rivers - too many to list, but including the Copper, Kasiks, Extew, Kitimat, Kalum and the Skeena.  These rivers embody the essence of natural beauty, rushing off the sides of Hazelton Mountains, but they have an additional beauty in the variety of fish species that are available, and that you can fish all year long.

In July the King of fish, the chinook salmon run up, with individual specimens over 100 pounds.  October see cohos up to 20 pounds, while the pinks, chum salmon and sockeye take their turns during July and August.  And the winter provides the opportunity for the princely steelhead.  Native cutthroats and dolly Vardens are active all year, and British Columbia, of course, in the homeland of the ubiquitous rainbow trout.

The problem is, water clarity is everything when fishing B.C.’s rivers.  Water rushing off the glaciers can combine with seasonal rains and provide off-color, high water, or the rivers can fall and the water can be clear as glass.  It is basic; when you are talking about Terrace-area Rivers, you are opening a can of worms - a can of worms that really demands the use of a guide because the water flow and color dictate the method you will use for any species.  I highly recommend Northwest Fishing Guides in Terrace!

The upper Skeena, above Terrace, is smaller than the lower river, but it is still a big system by inland standards - much too fast and deep to wade in most sections - and, although the river fisherman’s uniform is the standard; waders and a jacket, the main fishing access is by boat.  The waders perform a double function.  First, they allow easy entry to and exit from the boat at the many stops you will make in a day.  Second, the tail ends of many pools contain hundreds of fish and parts are shallow enough to wade.

The Skeena is “normal” when the water is high and of average clarity, and a typical drift boat day will provide for comprehensive coverage of two to five miles of river.  For people that have not been there, these are BIG Rivers, and the pools are five to 12 feet deep and can be over 100 yards wide with long, fast rapids connecting them.

I had been daydreaming about drift-fishing the Skeena and Kitimat Rivers for months - double-header cohos smashing Hot-Shot plugs off the front of the driftboat and hooking dozens of trophy fish from each pool.  After all, the last time Henry and I were here shooting TV programs, the sun was shining, the rivers were in perfect condition and the drift action was non-stop.  Now, however, a sudden stream of water running down my neck snapped me back to reality.

My trip had arrived and I had been drifting for over an hour without a strike.  I avoided looking up because the skies were dreary and I didn’t want rain in my face, but looking at the water reminded me that it was lower than normal, and clear - tough conditions to hook cohos.  And to make things worse, the word was out that the fishing had been tough!

I decided to think positive and enjoy the scenery by focusing downriver to sight surface fish.  A little downstream and partially around the next bend, I spotted a small group of shore fishermen clustered around one angler fighting a fish.  For the most part they looked like rookies wearing only knee-high rubber boots and green, workmen cotton coats soaked with the rain.  That didn’t matter, though, because one of them had a salmon.  As we drifted by, the anglers looked like a rugby team wrestling with a 15-pound fish.  However, they landed their quarry and, to my amazement, added it to several other fish on their strings.  I quickly went back over everything I had learned about tough fishing conditions on British Columbia Rivers.

Among the things I recalled as we drifted through the next run were that once you conquer the techniques the fishing can be extremely productive, and that double-and triple-headers are common.  Also, it is customary to fight fish from shore, so the guide will move the boat toward the bank as soon as you have a fish on.  Clearly, the men on the bank were having success, and they also had my attention.

For typical Skeena fishing, you need a seven - to 10-foot, soft-action rod of the type now designated “steelhead” rods.  In order to approach without spooking the fish, the guide will be holding the drift boat in the current while you let out 100 feet or more of line with such deep diving plugs as a Tad Polly, Hot Shot or Fire Plug.

Holding the lure against the current will cause it to dive to the bottom and wobble there, a sure enticement to any nearby predator.  Plus, the length of line you have out will allow you to move your rod tip toward one shore or the other and cause the plug to swim dozens of feet in either direction.  By creeping the boat a few yards downstream at a time, you can get near-total coverage of large pools and runs.

As the water level drops and the clarity improves, as it had on this day, the fish become more wary of boats.  At this time your success will increase by stopping the boats and casting spoons from shore.  In addition to having the long, whippy rods, this requires reels capable of handling over 150 yards of 12 - 25- pound test.  Spoons seem to work better from shore than do the plugs - typically spoons that flutter less and flash more than others.  My top producers have always been something like a Gibbs coho spoon or a Lucky Strike Crocodile.

In addition to the hardware, roe is standard for cohos.  Skeined eggs are the top choice, preserved in borax and served up in gold ball-sized chunks or larger.  The roe is run on a leader off a three-way swivel, and weighed from the swivel with up to two ounces of coiled tube lead.  This rig is run under a strike indicator consisting of a cylinder of plastic foam through which the line passes twice and coils once.  When there is no load on the end of the line, the float can easily be moved up or down the line for depth, but the weight of the bait and sinker holds it firmly in place during the drift.

I noticed that just below this pool the rest of our group had pulled over and they were casting from shore.  In fact, one of them was fighting a fish and another was taking a freshly caught fish to the boat.  I immediately asked guide Noel Gyger if we could stop and try casting from shore.  We did, and within minutes I was working my Crocodile through the tail of the pool.

No sooner had I started my retrieve when Henry, one of the fishermen in our group, yelled, “Fish on!  It’s a big one.”

The fish fought unbelievably for the next 20 minutes.  I couldn’t help watching the fight, and I stopped fishing.  After several sizzling runs and bulldog bouts, the fish was landed - a gorgeous 20-pound, brilliant-red, male coho.  At the end of the day, everyone had fish to take home and my daydreams had come true.

If you are interested in booking a fully guided fishing adventure or just need some honest information please contact:
Noel Gyger

Phone: 250-635-2568

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

SIGN UP… to receive his Weekly Fishing Reports via e-mail on his website at www.noelgyger.ca  Just click the yellow box (left side) 

