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Jerry was casting a nymph to a large trout feeding in a run forty or fifty feet up stream.  Actually, we could see two large trout.  This was the second day of our New Zealand adventure, and we had taken a helicopter in to the Crow River.  But the currents made it difficult to get a good drift over the fish.  So Paul, our guide, showed Jerry a new cast that would throw a lot of slack into the line.  He tried it a few times, then Paul, basically giving up on the fish, told Jerry to keep practicing that cast while he went upstream to find a fish for me.  He found the fish, but before I could get off a cast, Jerry yelled out, not very loudly.  We saw that his rod was bent almost double, so Paul rushed back to help him land the fish.  After a little work, the fish was in the net, Paul’s no-lie net with a scale.  He lifted it up and announced, “Nine and a quarter pounds.”  That turned out to be the largest fish of our trip.


We all agreed that this was the smaller of the two fish in that run.


Jerry’s mantra for the rest of the trip was, “I think I will just practice casting.”


The trip was almost an afterthought. Our plan was to go to Australia for three weeks, mainly to snorkel the Great Barrier Reef off of Far North Queensland.  We had our airline tickets and condo reservations in Palm Cove and Port Douglas.  Dates had been worked out to coincide with the spring break in Western Australia so three of our friends from Perth could join us for a week.


Then Charky pointed out that since we would be leaving through Auckland I should contact Jerry Campbell and ask if he wanted to meet me there to fish in New Zealand.  After all, I had been receiving regular mailings from The Best of New Zealand promoting great prices in fishing lodges.  It didn’t take long for Jerry to work out his schedule.  He was going to Korea for a twice-delayed speaking trip, so instead of flying directly to Seoul he could leave early, fly to Auckland, and then on to Korea.  


We reviewed all the fishing lodge possibilities through The Best of New Zealand and picked Stonefly Lodge out of Nelson on the north end of the South Island.  It was an excellent choice.  The lodge, which has been open less than a year, is a truly exceptional property that deserves its own report.


We fished for five days, on six different rivers.  We saw not a single other person on the rivers.  Our guide, Paul van de Loo, is one of the best I have ever fished with, in all important ways:  He knows the waters very well, he finds fish and knows how to fish to them, he is an outstanding teacher and a very enjoyable companion for the day.  On his web site he says that on an average day one can expect to sight 10 to 12 fish, hook around 6 to 7 fish and land 3 to 4.  That’s about how we did, even counting two days of bad weather.  The game in New Zealand trout fishing is size, not numbers.


Every day Paul met us at the lodge and we either hopped in his vintage 4Runner and drove to the river of the day, or took a helicopter ride into one of the national parks or state reserves.  Most of the time was spent hiking up the river hunting trout.  There was very little blind casting, only to runs where Paul could not see the entire bottom of the stream.  There was little wading up the stream, except to get into position to cast to a spotted fish, but we covered a lot of territory, and crossed from one side of the stream to the other a dozen or more times a day.  Wading often was challenging because of depth and flow.  Wading staffs were essential, and sometimes it was necessary for us to link up to cross.


The lessons began the first morning as we rigged up our rods.  No loops or knots were allowed connecting leader to fly line.  Paul prefers the Whitlock zap-a-gap system, using a needle to run the leader into about ½ inch of the line and cement it in.  There are several advantages: No knot to splash and spook a fish, no hinge to interfere with a smooth cast, and nothing to interfere with running the leader into the guides when landing a fish.  Yes, it was necessary to run the leaders into the guides when landing fish because of their length.  All our leaders were 14-17 feet long.  We fished with five and six weight rods.


Fishing in the early spring in New Zealand is almost entirely with nymphs, and we never used a dry fly or streamer.  With just a few exceptions, we used a single nymph, no split shot, and a very small strike indicator.  Paul’s indicators are pieces of wool left on fences by the ubiquitous New Zealand sheep.  His large fly box contained the usual suspects, including May flies and caddis imitations, organized according to both size and weight.  He also had a few secret weapons.  When we sighted a fish he changed flies frequently to get down to the fish.  If a fly passed close to a trout but was ignored, on went a different pattern.  So long as the fish seemed to be feeding, we kept trying.


We watched the strike indicator, and Paul watched the fish.  As often as not, the fish had taken the fly before we could see the indicator move.  Paul would shout, “Go,” and the strike had to be quick.  When fishing New Zealand with dry flies, American anglers have to learn patience.  The take usually is slow, and one is supposed to say, “God save the queen,” or some other preferred phrase before striking.  But nymph fishing is the same everywhere:  Strike fast before the fish has a chance to realize his mistake and spit it out.  Jerry and I missed more than a few.  Paul’s lesson here was to not strike upwards, but to sweep the rod downstream, or into the belly of the line.  It is faster.


The advantage of fishing the gin clear waters of New Zealand is the ability to see the fish and to plan how to catch them.  The disadvantage, of course, is that they can also see what is around them.  And they are spooky.  I lined only one fish.  That’s why one uses fifteen feet of leader.  Once Jerry moved two feet upstream from the guide, and the fish moved off.  Once I stepped into the stream getting into place to cast.  But my foot slipped on a rock and I hit the bottom hard.  The trout just slowly moved away.  


Some of the best stories often feature the ones that got away.  Even with four pound tippet we broke off only two fish.  One the first day, Jerry couldn’t get his hand off the reel fast enough, breaking off the fish. On one of the bad weather days, I finally hooked a large fish after many casts with different flies.  Trying to move the rod to control the fish I let it drop too low, and broke it off.  Paul was unhappy, and so was I.


I have always believed that low barometric pressure turns fish off, and now I have seen it with my own eyes.  In the late afternoon of the day Jerry caught his largest fish, a front was moving in that would bring rain for the next two days.  We had been doing well, spotting quite a few fish.  By late afternoon, the few fish we could see had gone to the bottom and stopped fishing.


The next day brought rain, and Jerry stayed in the lodge to fight off an intestinal challenge, probably from food on the flight over the Pacific.  On that day, we sighted only two fish.  I caught two, but one of them was blind casting.  The other fish we spotted seemed to be feeding only occasionally, so I ran many different flies past him.  Then Paul reached for his secret weapon, a version of what we call the San Juan worm, heavily weighted to deal with the depth and fast current.  The indicator went under just as Paul shouted, and then the rodeo began.  The fish shook without becoming completely airborne and headed downstream.  There was no way I could follow in that water alone, so Paul grabbed my arm and we charged off as the fish took out most of my backing.  We got to one deep pool at the bank and Paul took the rod while I went up the bank and downstream.  That was a good move, at least for me.  Paul took two steps, slipped, and fell in over his waders.  But he kept the rod high.

When I reached the stream, I took the rod and maneuvered the fish to the net. Only then did we see that in that head shake upstream, the fish had thrown the hook and foul hooked himself in a fin. We had come downstream almost two hundred yards.  The fish weighed almost seven pounds.


On the last day we drove to the helicopter base and were flown into a wonderful medium size river where the walking was relatively easy.  Weather had cleared and the fish were active.  We caught only four fish, but all were good ones.  Jerry’s were an eight pounder and a six pounder.  Mine were seven and three quarter and six and a quarter.  So we each caught fourteen pounds of trout.  The helicopter picked us up a little early because Paul had to take us to the Nelson airport to catch our flight back to Auckland.


We were still smiling all the way back, agreeing that the day had to rank high in our top ten days fishing.

