


Steelhead Virginity… and the earth had moved for me

by  Bob Preston

For many years I, like many other anglers worldwide, let alone UK based, had heard, read about, seen pictures of, or even on occasion seen videos or TV shows about steelhead. These are rainbow trout with serious attitude; fish that behave like salmon in that they can go to sea, grow large and very fit, and return to the river of their birth to spawn.

Now most of us who fish large stillwaters are aware of just how well good -sized resident rainbows can fight. Well, all I can say is that until you have tackled a steelhead, “you ain’t seen nuthin’ yet!”

When planning a return visit to British Columbia this year I became determined that I wanted to catch a steelhead on a fly rod. I knew from reading various articles that this was by no means easy. You needed to be in the right place at the right time, and there had to be fish in the river, and even then the odds were stacked against you.

The acquisition of an up to date PC in the spring opened up access to the internet, and this, for the angler who wants to travel, is all but essential. There is so much information out there it almost beggars belief. 
 HYPERLINK http://www.anglingbc.com 

www.anglingbc.com
 opened up a whole new world of information, guidance, reports, bulletins, tackle, fly patterns, fishing and guides. I spent hours playing with it all, and finally as plans for our itinerary firmed up I made my decision. A flurry of emails resulted in my booking a day’s guided steelhead fishing out of Noel Gyger’s North West Fishing Guides outfit in Terrace, BC. From here we had access to several rivers, notably the mighty Skeena, the Kitimat, the Copper and Kalum. 

The choice of location at Terrace was to some extent determined by the route we took on our tour. My wife was coming with me, and she freely said that the idea of spending days at some remote fishing lodge, where you couldn’t get out of the door without tripping over the large and hairy wildlife – the sort with claws and a liking for fish – frankly did not appeal. What tipped the balance was the fact that Noel’s place was within a short distance of Terrace, and the prospect of a  15 hour cruise from Port Hardy on Vancouver Island to Prince Rupert along the Inside Passage, one of  BC’s most popular and spectacular ferry journeys.

The Inside Passage lived up to expectations;  whales were seen, and there had been sightings of the rare Kermodei bear at the Canoona Falls on the last two journeys, but no luck this time. Food was plentiful – one simply staggered from breakfast to lunch to dinner in between dashing to port or starboard to photograph the pods of minkie whales the captain announced over the ship’s PA. All in all a great success.

After a couple of nights in Prince Rupert we made our way to Terrace. If you should follow our footsteps, visit Dick Trayling’s tackle store at 2nd Ave. West and make sure you buy some Trayling Bunny Leeches. There is a pun in there, and while it might not catch you any fish, the fly is one hell of a talking point in anyone’s fly box!

Terrace is a typical BC town in that it is largely new, is lacking in character, is totally functional, and is populated by some of the friendliest people you will ever encounter anywhere. There are also at least three large tackle stores all of which in typical BC fashion will give you the latest news and views on what is catching , where, how and what on, and you can rest assured that the information will be genuine and accurate. They will tell you about guides, places to fish, eat and drink, flies to use and a host of other valuable snippets all without expecting you to spend a cent in their store, but of course being an angler in a tackle store is worse than being a kid in a sweet shop so out come the dollars and away you go with some more flies or whatever. I visited Misty River on Agar a couple of times, open till 11pm at night and very helpful, but there is also Fish Tales on Keith Avenue, and North Coast Anglers on Kalum St. in the centre of town.

On the evening before my day’s guided fishing I visited Noel’s place which is about 7km outside of town  on Kalum Lake Road. The purpose of the visit was partly to find the place for the next morning but also to sort out times of meeting and any last minute information. Noel proved to be a large bluff and very friendly guy with a wild beard and a cheerful manner. He introduced me to my partner for the next day; another travelling Brit, Ken Bird who comes from Northampton. Ken was staying out at Noel’s and had been fishing mostly on the Kitimat where he had been catching considerable numbers of coho ,and some steelhead. The methods had either been spinning, or trundling bunches of eggs along the bottom, or on one occasion, “plunking” which is a heavyweight form of ledgering, again using eggs. He was quite keen to try flyfishing, and Noel had allocated us the Copper River for the next day as the water there was clearer and likely to be more productive for flyfishing.

Next morning at 7am I duly presented myself out at Noel’s lodge where Ken was busy polishing off his breakfast. The business of the Classified river licence was soon dealt with as was a cup of coffee from Noel’s wife while, on Noel’s advice I changed into my chest waders and boots rather than carry them with us up to the river.  Our guide for the day, Greg Buck, arrived soon after and we were on our way in the 4x4. Greg knew we were to be fly fishing, but brought along some spinning and bait gear “just in case”, because as he told us we would do well to get three “hook-ups” and land one between us.

The Copper was situated a few miles out of Terrace to the east and it wasn’t too long before we were turning off up the logging track that led all the way up the Copper valley. These logging tracks are dangerous places for the unwary. Log lorries are very large and have absolute right of way on the logging tracks. The public are at liberty to use these tracks at their own risk, but if you get swept off the side of the mountain by one of the trucks nobody will shed many tears. It pays to check with the Info centres what the current working situation is on any given track before you venture onto them. If you do go it is up to you to get out of their way just as fast as you can – THEY WILL NOT STOP.

This being a weekend, there were no problems with logging trucks, and we made our way steadily up the rough gravel track to about the 17km post where Greg took us off the road and parked up in the bush. Here we gathered up our gear, and followed Greg through the bush until we came to a long since cut off channel from the river which was still about a hundred metres ahead. This cut off was steadily becoming a swamp, though it was crystal clear. Greg set off across it as though he knew exactly what to expect, Ken and I following rather more gingerly. The water was deep and cold, but we made it across without shipping any, though we had to hitch up our jackets and bags to avoid getting them soaked as the water was nearly four feet deep! 

From there it was not far before we were out on the floodplain of the river which was covered in boulders and had logs and various parts of trees left from the spring floods scattered all over it. Greg scooted off across this, while Ken who had had a few days to get used to this followed on behind. I made my way at a rather more sedate pace. 

At the pool we were to fish Greg advised us on tactics, tackle set-up and  flies while we put our rods together. Ken went to the head of the pool while I made a start about a third of the way down. I set up a 10’6” Peregrine rod, with  Battenkill HSR reel and a WF6 Wet Tip IV. The leader was about 6’ of 10lb fluorocarbon. This was rather lighter than is usual for steelhead flyfishing – locals favour 8 weights as an absolute  minimum.

The water was quite clear, just a tinge of colour rather than the crystal I had experienced on the Campbell, Ken was already into action at the head of the pool and I was not long behind in wading out to make my first casts. Wading was rocky and tricky in the fast water, and a wading stick was a welcome aide. According to Greg we should make about three casts of varying lengths from the one spot before moving two or three steps down stream. This would cover quite a lot of water. The Campbell River experience came in handy as I found  that in order to get the fly down it was necessary to cast the fly about 30 degrees upstream, mending two, three or even four times as the line came down past me.

After only about twenty minutes of fishing I heard Ken’s reel scream, and on looking upstream I could see his rod bent over as a fish careered around the pool in front of him. I left the water as fast as I could and made my way back to my bag for the camera. Even as I reached the bag Ken’s rod flicked straight and the fish was gone. Ken was disappointed, but philosophical about it. This was the first steelhead he had hooked on fly gear, all the other fish he had caught had been taken on the heavy stuff.

I returned to my spot and after a further half hour was getting towards the tail of the pool. Greg called us out and said we would try another pool higher up the river, so we re-traced our tracks back to the 4x4.

At the next pool, nothing happened at all so we went further up again. At this pool I elected to fish the head and Ken lower down. Greg, who had omitted to do up his wader straps when crossing the swamp had paid the penalty and was sitting on a rock in the sun wringing out his socks. The head of the pool looked fishy. A fast current came in from my right, angling away from me across the pool and creating a back eddy before widening away past where Ken was fishing. I cast into the fast water, allowing the fly to swing round into the eddy in front of my rather insecure perch on the rocks and pebbles. I felt that I was not getting down deep enough, so attached a couple of BB shot to the leader. That did it – next cast there was a solid thump on the other end followed by a vast silver flash as a steelhead rolled on the surface in front of me before streaking out into the main flow. Neither Ken nor Greg were aware of my predicament, but unfortunately the encounter was all too brief as the hook pulled free and I was left on the bank feeling rather less philosophical and rather more furious.

Ken and Greg commiserated with me when I told them of my misfortune as we made our way yet higher up the river. This new pool looked an absolute cracker. I started in about half way down it and didn’t have to wade as it was deep right in tight to the bank. I was certain this pool was going to produce and fished it hard and intently for over an hour before giving it best. I felt that pool had represented our best chance of steelhead glory and was really disappointed that nothing had been forthcoming. Greg came in for a few questions as to methods and techniques and it soon became obvious that we were doing nothing wrong. Steelhead are moody fish, and the clear water and cloudless conditions were against us.

The next pool was, if anything, more promising than the last. Ken again started at the head while I, feeling that a change was needed, sought inspiration in my fly box and came up with, of all things, a General Practitioner, a fly probably more at home on the Tweed or Spey. However, Misty River Tackle had assured me that it was good medicine for steelhead, so on it went. About a size 4 as I recall.

I started in about a third of the way down the pool which was about forty yards wide, gently shelving from our side which meant wading out about ten yards or so in order to cover the best water. My technique here, as for the last pool, was to cast upstream about thirty degrees, the first cast short, say ten to twelve yards them mend, mend, mend as the line came past, then pay out three or four yards until the line finally swung round below me. The next cast would be longer, say up to fifteen yards and again mend, mend, mend as before. The last cast would be around eighteen yards and again mend, mend, mend, only this time the line went tight before it could swing round to the “dangle”.

Now, this had happened several times during the day and up till now it had been a rock. This time it was different, and I knew instantly, almost before I had lifted the rod, that this was different. Eighteen yards away out in the pool there was a heavy swirl and a living weight. Ken was upstream of me engrossed in his fishing, Greg had gone walkabout downstream about a hundred yards away, so I was on my own for the time being.

The fish was reasonably passive for all of about fifteen seconds during which it swam slowly upstream and I recovered the slack line I had dropped into the water plus the four or five yards the fish had given me and then he turned across the current and headed downstream. The 0-60 acceleration would have left a Ferrari breathless, and 80-90 yards of line and backing disappeared in about 2 seconds flat. I never even heard the line/backing join go through the rings. For the first time I almost blessed the motherless little s---e who had broken into my car and lifted my tackle bag containing all my reels, lines and flies a bare three weeks before my departure for Canada, because it meant not only new reels and lines, but new backing and joints as well – almost but not quite.

The position was quite critical. The fish was heading fast for the tail of the pool, and I was still up to the rude bits in the water. Desperate situations call for desperate remedies so I wound the HSR disc drag down full on, clamped my right hand onto the reel rim and held on hard. That fish was going to stop come what may. Every muscle in my left arm knew all about it, but I was not going to give another yard of line. The fish stopped his downstream rush and kited back across the river until he was at least facing upstream. Now I felt that I had some measure of control. On the Campbell River I reckon I had pulled harder than the average 5 weight should have been able to stand with 8lb fluorocarbon. I was now on a 6 weight with 10lb flouro and it hadn’t broken, the rod had withstood the torment, and I began to feel that it was now a trial of strength, and  I was going to win – barbless hook or no.

My first move was to make steadily downstream towards the fish in order to recover some line, and at the same time head for shallower water where I could feel more secure in my footing. Greg had  now seen the situation and had come hot foot to help with landing and to offer encouragement. The fish had still not shown himself, and this was good news, according to Greg, as steelhead often jump violently several times in the early stages of a fight with the inevitable disastrous results. This one came steadily upstream, slugging it out on the ropes, but by now I was sure I was going to win. There was none of the trepidation that can so often lead to hesitation. This one was going to be mine. Not even when Greg inadvertently got in front of me and the line cut across him and he had to lift it over his head, did I worry. My left arm was screaming in pain, but I didn’t relax and finally the fish wallowed into the shallow water and Greg was able to tail it out and carry it into ankle deep water where we could deal with the usual photographic session.

It was a glorious 15lb “ buck” steelhead, silver as a fresh-run salmon and with a flush of pink along his flanks to display his rainbow antecedents. The fight had lasted about nine minutes, and I felt I had aged about ten years during it. Ken had come ashore during the latter stages and it was handshakes all round after that glorious fish had been released to live and spawn and return to the sea.

The fun didn’t stop there. Ken returned to his fishing while I took a short break and almost in the same place as my fish he hooked one. This fish didn’t put up quite the same frenetic scrap as mine, but it was still a tense few minutes for Ken before a fine “doe”  steelhead of almost identical size was displayed for the cameras. Ken was delighted and rightly so. He had caught coho and steelhead during the week but this was his first on the fly as it was for me.  He said afterwards that he had been watching me during my fight and figured that as my fish hadn’t jumped at all I must have been doing something right, and so when his turn came he decided to try and do what I had done. Whatever it was it worked.

We fished on, of course, but somehow we knew we were just using up the rest of the day.  I caught a Dolly Varden, one of the char family, a curious looking, almost snake-like fish, but that was it. Any more would almost have been an anti-climax – certainly for me. I had lost my steelhead virginity and the earth had moved for me.

Getting there.

Terrace is a long way north. Flights to Vancouver are easy. From there you can fly to Terrace, but I would suggest that you don’t book via your friendly local travel agent. Contact Noel for the local airline, check their website and make your booking accordingly in $C using a credit card. This is almost certain to be cheaper.  If you, like me, are doing this as part of a wider holiday, then the Inside Passage is a fabulous way of getting there.  Contact the BC Ferries website for details of sailings – it cost us $500 Canadian for the car, two persons and a full meals package on board for a 15 hour cruise. Stena Sealink where are you!

Guides etc.

Check out Noel’s  internet brochure and fishing reports at www.noelgyger.ca    This will give you fishing reports for all the local rivers plus his email. He is very helpful which is typical of Canadians anyway. He has a good team of guides which is your gain.  Please feel free to contact him anytime at:
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) 

Tackle.

The locals prefer 8 or 9 weight rods for the steelhead. You can get by with 7 or even 6 weights. He crucial factor is to get your fly down to the fish, and for this you WILL need a good sink tip line. Noel goes in for Teeny lines in 200, 300 or 400 sizes. I found the SA WetTip IV a good line which never let me down. Whatever you choose, make sure your backing is new and the joins are well tested. Buy your flies locally, they are cheap enough. Reels need a good disc drag system. Take a wading stick – it’s rough wading and it’s not the place to break a leg.

