
Fishing in Patagonia      Mike Connelly

Some of you may remember a piece I wrote a few years ago about fishing for rainbow trout in the Chilean Lake District, on Lake Llanquihue to be precise. I ended by saying that Melanie and I hoped to return some day and fish some of the rivers in Patagonia. This past winter we were lucky enough to spend three months in Chile, a month of which was spent driving down the Carretera Austral, the road to the South, fishing as we went. Here is a snapshot of the best days:

    On getting off the ferry from Puerto Montt among the ruins of the town of Chaiten, almost completely destroyed last year by the eruption of the volcano of the same name, we drove to Lago Yelcho famous for its numerous large rainbows which leap clear of the water to catch cruising dragonflies. Here we met our first disappointment. The lodges were shut, the boats tied up and no guides were to be found. The water was a clear deep blue but the ground was covered in ash from the eruption and the only person I could find, an old lady, was deeply despondent. We decided to press on southwards and stopped the night at La Junta at the junction of two large rivers, the Palena and the Rosselot. 

Palena and Rosselot Rivers

Here we picked up a local guide called Rueben with a boat to guide us the following day. These rivers are rather daunting at first. They are deep and fast, both as wide as the Thames at Richmond, and with numerous tree trunks sunk below the surface. We found wading tricky, and to be honest a bit scary; one slip and you would be half a mile down the river before you knew it. The morning was unproductive a few small rainbows-but after lunch we got in the boat and fished below where the Palena joined the Rosselot, Rueben skillfully keeping us alongside the main channel. There followed the best fishing session  we have ever had, some lively rainbows between one and two pounds, then a three pound semi-ferox brown that took a chunk out of my hand whilst I was getting the hook out, and then a fourteen pound salmon (Atlantic? Chinook? -you decide.) Rueben said it was a King salmon --which it was as far as I was concerned -I have never had much luck with salmon before. It took me fifteen minutes to land it, fearing each time it turned across the current that   that the line would part. When I saw it the size of it alongside the boat I thought my heart would stop and we were worried if it could be got in the net. Melanie meanwhile had caught some more rainbows and we caught browns and rainbows steadily until we were too tired to fish any more. All fish are returned in Chile-it appears to me that wild fish suffer very little if they are returned carefully, though I am not so sure about farmed fish.

The Lago Paloma- Lago Azul outfall

One of the strangest days of our trip was when we picked up a local guide in a tackle shop in Coyhaique, the fishing capital of Patagonia (we were determined to stick to this policy of Chilean guides. Most of the guides in Chile are from the USA; they are based on luxury lodges and cater almost exclusively for rich Americans like Robert Redford and Jane Fonda. Imagine fishing with Jane Fonda in the boat!) This guide was an elderly Chilean called Balthasar and he promised to take us where we would catch large brown trout on the dry fly, in my view the best fishing possible. It started however with a series of setbacks. First the wind blew a gale so the boat could not be launched, a very common situation in Patagonia. Then when the wind dropped a little Balthasar loaded to boat with a family who were going camping at the end of the Lago Azul, the lake reached from a river at the far end of Lake Paloma. By the time we had poled our way along the connecting river and dropped off the Chilean  family (who were charming, I have to admit) and chugged up Lago Azul it was four o’clock in the afternoon and only the magnificence of the mountains all around had prevented me from blowing my top. Balthasar then took us to the river that was the outfall of both lakes, in a fairly narrow gorge with a gale blowing along it. (If you don’t like wind, don’t try to fish in Patagonia). Fishing a floating line with brown hoppers Mel and I proceeded to catch seven specimen browns between us, the largest about three pounds. These were silvery with black and red spots and fought like tigers. Sometimes one wondered if they would ever stop plunging through the strong current and come to the net. We both want to go back to this spot and fish again, though there is no road nearer than about fifteen miles.

The Penitentes River, near Punta Arenas

This was the last of our guided trips and cost two hundred U.S. dollars for the two of us for the day. A price about the average for local guides in Chile. We fished a number of rivers and lakes on our own. The Rio Simpson, the Nirehao the Aisen and Manuhuale, but with nothing like the success we had when we were guided. Local knowledge of places to fish and techniques to employ seem to be crucial to success in fishing in new places in Chile and elsewhere. At the very least one should start with guides and later perhaps one can use what they have taught you.

For this trip our guide was a local called Hector, whose usual guiding (O lucky man!) was on the Rio Grande in Tierra del Fuego where thirty pound sea-run brown trout are to be found. The Rio Penitente is a small river which winds across the pampas north of Punta Arenas so the setting for this trip was very different: no snow-capped Andes as a backdrop. We were taken to a huge estancia as the colossal landholdings are called down there, effectively a very large private estate. Only once did we ever see another fisherman on all the rivers we fished in Patagonia, so if you value solitary fishing it is the place for you.

Again we were fishing with dry flies for brown trout. The local technique is to just strip line from the reel as the fly sails down the current, unorthodox but effective. Mel caught a decent fish with her first cast and my first fish jumped well clear of the water three times, not  usual brown behaviour, before chomping on some weed so hard the guide had to touch it before it tore off.  We fished hard for three good fish each but some of the takes were far too quick for us and wading in the swift current is energy sapping we both find. I would not describe any of the fishing we did as easy. There is always the wind to contend with and wild fish are not easily deceived so it seems to me. Mel has said that she is content to stop fishing now, but I hope to get back the winter after next and re-visit some of the places we fished and maybe, who knows, I will splash out if there is anything left of my savings and have a few days on the Rio Grande in Tierra del Fuego.

Mike Connelly.
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A Rosselot Brown
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Rosselot King Salmon
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Lago Paloma – a typical Fishing setting
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Above Rio Azul Brown  
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Melanie with a nice Rio Penitentes Brown [image: image6.jpg]



Fishing the evening rise on Lago Calfquen with the snow covered active volcano Villarica in the background.

