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Prologue

[image: The Sécure River - trees line the riverbanks.]

The Sécure River, a tributary of the Amazon River.





The trees loomed all around me, as if in silent judgement. Even those perched on nearby clifftops seemed to be watching as I brought back my elbow to make the cast. My eyes were focused downward, on a faint glimmer in the water that told me now was the moment to act.

I had come to Bolivia in search of a rare, almost miraculous fish about which every angler dreams. Known as the river tiger, the golden dorado is the apex predator of the waters that flow through the Amazon rainforest and one of the most powerful game-fish in the world. It shimmers seductively when its head of ethereal, burnished gold emerges from the water, before opening its mouth to reveal the tack-sharp teeth and piston-strong jaw that make it such a ferocious adversary to both hunter and prey. When a golden dorado is on the hook and trying to run, the water does not just ripple; it boils. A foamy froth of fight and flight. Of all the fish I have sought around the world, this was the one I had really been waiting for and for which I had come so far, in so many ways. Early in the trip I had hooked into a few little ones, but now the end of the week was nearing and the true experience, the monster catch, still eluded me. I knew I could not leave the rainforest without it.

‘Either the jungle will accept you, or it will spit you
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Chapter 1

[image: The river runs through hills with a farm in the background.]

The River Spey, Scotland.
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[image: The mountain is in the background of the bay. Buildings are at the foot of the mountain.]

Mauao or Mount Maunganui, Bay of Plenty, Aotearoa New Zealand.
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[image: A manor house is in the background of the park. In the foreground is a lake with birds overlooking it.]

The trout lake at Syon Park, West London.
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[image: There is a farm building in the background. A river flows under a bridge. There are trees on the riverbanks.]

River Test, Hampshire.
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[image: A ship sails the seas in the background. The sky is textured with clouds and the waves are choppy.]

Kiritimati, a Pacific Ocean atoll.





Chapter 6

[image: A tree is in the foreground, with a river running over rocks behind it.]

River Ure, Yorkshire.
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[image: Two flamingos in movement.]

Isla Holbox, Mexico.





Chapter 8

[image: A small island with trees on it in the background, in the middle of the ocean. There is a bird in the sky on the left, and a tortoise in the water on the right.]

Farquhar Atoll, Seychelles.
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[image: A stately building in the background overlooks a lake.]

The Swinton Estate, North Yorkshire.
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[image: The Agua Boa tributary winds through the Amazon.]

The Agua Boa, an upper tributary of the Amazon River, Brazil.
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Glossary

Beat: A stretch of river designated for fishing, up to a few miles long.

Blank day: A day when no fish are caught (which may still be a very enjoyable one).

Cast: The backward and forward motion of the fishing rod and line, used to propel the lure (fly) onto a target area of water. A technique with endless variations depending on the fish, water and conditions.

Catch and release: The practice of releasing fish back into the water after they have been caught. Extremely common in modern fishing when it comes to wild fish and especially endangered species such as Atlantic salmon.

Fly: The lure tied to the end of the fishing line, concealing the hook. Uses artificial materials to replicate the appearance of the aquatic creatures on which the fish feed. Main varieties include dry fly (used on the surface of the water), nymph (used under the surface) and streamers (pulled through the water to resemble swimming prey).

Fly fishing: Fishing technique based around use of the artificial fly, meticulously designed to mimic the insects, baitfish, or other prey that fish consume. In contrast to spin fishing, which uses weighted lures designed to rotate underwater and attract the attention of the fish (and which is most suitable when needing to cover larger stretches of water). In fly fishing the fly is extremely light and the line is weighted.

Ghillie: A traditional Scottish fishing guide and riverkeeper.

Grilse: An Atlantic salmon that has returned to its home river from the ocean after a single winter (most remain at sea for two or three years, enabling them to grow larger and increase their reproductive potential – if they can survive the perils of the ocean).

Guide: A fishing professional and often local expert, hired by visitors to help them fish a lake, river or stretch of ocean. A guide knows where and when fish gather, what kind of fly is most successful, and what cast you should use.

Haul: Tugging on the line during the backward and forward sections of the cast, to increase line speed and therefore distance.

Hook: The moment the fish has bitten on the fly and attached itself to the metal hook, giving the angler traction (‘hooking in’ to the fish). The word derives from Old English angol, hence ‘angling’ and ‘angler’ as synonyms for fishing and fisherman.

Host: The group leader and/or tour organiser on a fishing trip, making arrangements and ensuring people are looked after. Distinct from the guide, who is focused purely on fishing.

Knot: Technique used to tie together fishing lines and lures. Typical varieties include a half-blood knot, used to attach a fly: the line is passed through the eye of the hook, wrapped multiple times back round itself, and fed back through the loop before being pulled tight. A blood, or clinch, knot uses a similar technique to tie two pieces of line together, with each knotted round the other. A perfection loop serves multiple purposes, such as securing a fly at the end of a line or joining two lines together with a loop-to-loop connection.

Matching the hatch: In fly fishing, the task of trying to replicate the feeding habits of a fish by choosing a fly that most closely resembles its intended next meal. A subject of constant debate in fishing shops and on riverbanks. ‘Hatch’ refers to the point at which flies emerge from or near the water in their winged form, bringing more fish to the surface, which means prime time for anglers.

Mend: Manipulating the fly line to prevent the fly from moving too slowly or being dragged too quickly by the current.

Migratory fish: Fish such as salmon and sea trout that are born in rivers, migrate to the ocean to feed and mature, and then return to the river to spawn.

Natural presentation: In fly fishing, presenting the fly in such a way that most closely matches how the creature itself would be moving on or through the water.

Playing the fish: Work done by the angler between hooking into a fish and completing the catch. A fish will often seek to ‘run’, to unhook itself and escape its pursuer. Playing the fish means giving the fish enough line to tire itself out over one or several runs, before picking the right moment to apply pressure and bring it in to be netted. Applying force too soon can lead to a tug-of-war that will snap the line or dislodge the fly. Using insufficient force, which leads to a slack line between the rod tip and the fly, can easily cause the fly to dislodge from the fish’s mouth.

Pool: A deeper, slower-moving, often sheltered section of river where fish are liable to gather to rest, attracting the interest of anglers. A ‘pool’ also refers to a specific segment of the ‘beat’. For instance, on the Nutwith beat at the Swinton Estate, the top two renowned salmon pools are identified as ‘Madges’ and ‘Roman Ford’.

Reel: Mechanical device attached to the rod, used to store spooled fishing line and apply drag to control resistance when a fish is running.

Set: The movement made to secure the hook after the fish has taken the fly. Depending on the fish, this can involve tugging on the line (strip set), sharply lifting the rod upwards (lift set), or a combination of the two (strip strike), and in the case of a salmon it is simply a pause, wait for the fish to turn and lift.

Stocked fish: Fish that have been artificially bred before being released into a waterway, allowing fisheries to maintain the population.

Strip: The process of manually pulling on the line after casting, whether to keep the line tight, facilitate movement of the fly through/over the water, or in some cases set a hook.

Take: The moment when a fish bites the fly and the angler can feel resistance on the line.
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