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   by Dave Vedder

Just when most steelheaders are ready to hang up their rod for the season the rivers near terrace provide consistently superior steelheading. There are so many excellent river near Terrace on could fish a different river every day of the spring season, but those who seek fast action and big fish tend to focus on the Kalum River  many times but my attitude turned from mildly interested to “I gotta get there soon” when I saw a photo of a near 30 pound steelhead caught by a guest of Northwest Fishing Guides located in Terrace. A quick phone call introduces me to Noel Gyger, the owner of Northwest Fishing Guides and a dyed in the wool fishing fanatic. Before I had hung up the telephone Jack Berryman and  I were booked for a March trip to spring steelhead heaven.

I did some homework and learned as much as I could about Noel’s Kalum River.   I learned that for many years the Kalum has been one of the most consistent steelhead producers on the continent. The river is a tributary of the legendary Skeena. All of the steelhead in the many tributaries of the Skeena are wild. To date there has been no need to augment there runs with hatchery fish.  By March 15th, when the season traditionally kicks off, the river holds abundant numbers of fish that return in the late fall and winter as well as mint bright spring fish.. Noel told us that a typical day on the Kalum in March and April produces fifteen to twenty hook-ups per boat on wild steelhead that range from ten to thirty pounds. 

Jack  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. Noel and his guides  had been "test fishing" the Kalum with superb results. The day before a guide had hooked three steelhead before breakfast. Two of the three fish were over twenty pounds!

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 boats on the upper river. In typical springtime low water conditions jet sleds can't make it up that far 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 was rising  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 Pensioners Hole. As my float worked it's way down a near-shore seam 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 fish was a 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 Jack had not landed a fish. He had hooked one buck that had quickly come unbuttoned, but couldn’t coax another strike. Jack is an excellent steelheader but sometimes the steelhead gods are angry.

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 switch from spawn bags to a jig. For years Noel had fished almost exclusively  with plugs until a client insisted on fishing with spawn bags. The spawn bag dramatically out fished Noel’s plugs. Noel, a quick learner, immediately switched to spawn bags. On our first day that's all we had 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 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 jig. By day’s end I had hooked six steelhead and landed four. In one of the Kalum's best drift's, the "Kenai Run",  Noel cast 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.

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.

Halfway through the Camp Creek 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 his 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!   If the Kalum had been in prime 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.

Sidebar   Planning a Trip

The Kalum River holds a good numbers of steelhead from November until May. If you are willing to battle extreme weather, fish can be found all winter long.  Noel, and other licensed angling guides, are restricted to guiding from between March 15 and October 15.  Spring steelheading remains excellent until early May when spring spawning and high water effectively end the season.

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 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 modern lodge on the outskirts of Terrace.  Their lodge rates which includes lodging, meals and guided fishing is priced at a reasonable $600.00 USD per guided day per person.  For all the fine details please feel free to 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) 

Terrace is a long ways from anywhere in the U.S. or southern B.C. Flying is the only way to go. Air B.C. has daily nonstop, jet flights from Vancouver priced at approximately $250 round-trip. 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.

