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’VE DONE IT many times, 

but the thrill never wanes. 

I’m free floating a #4 Brown 

Bomber, mending line with 

my 10 footer to keep the drift free 

from any hint of drag – the way I 

know they like it. About 15-ft right in 

front of me I see a silvery flash under 

the fly – finally some interest. Next 

cast – nothing. Then, in exactly the 

same spot, water explodes around my 

fly as it disappears into a huge gaping 

mouth. Instinctively I set the hook 

and the battle is on. 

The initial run is blisteringly 

fast, ending in an aerobatic display 

of raw power. After a brief stand-off 

I gain line by pumping the rod and 

reeling in the slack. The connection of 

line to backing, upon sliding through 

my rod tip mysteriously energizes 

my fish and away he goes again, head 

over tail, racing down river towards 

a precariously boulder strewn run. I 

chase him along the river bank and 

pull from the side, hoping to deter 

his hell-bent intent to run the rapid. 

There is no chance of me retaining my 

steely hold through that gauntlet of 

rock and foam. Somehow I convince 

him to abort. To and fro we fight for 

another few minutes until I sense it’s 

time. Flesh, muscle, and the will to 

run have subsided in my quarry. To 

my waist in water, I’m one with this 

noble fish; sliding my hand along 

my tippet I feel where Partridge steel 

meets cartilage and bone. I pull the 

barbless hook free and hold this 

magnificent creature just long enough 

for him to revitalize in the cool well 

oxygenated waters of the Pinware. 

He swims free, none the worse for 

his brief encounter. I sit in the fading 

light, quivering with satisfaction. 

Newfoundland and Labrador 

is Canada’s most easterly province. 

In fact, Cape Spear, just a ½ hour 

drive from the capital city of St. 

John’s is the most easterly point in 

North America. Newfoundland is 

Europe’s closest neighbor across “The 

Pond”. And that broad, cold, and 

often stormy North Atlantic is home 

to one of angling’s most cherished 

sports fish, Salmo Salar – the leaper. 

Atlantic Salmon return each summer 

to natal homewaters on both sides of 

the Atlantic to spawn and procreate 

their kind. 

Newfoundland and Labrador 

has over 200 free flowing rivers 

that Salar calls home. This is an 

astounding 60% of all the salmon 

runs in North America, and there 

are no hatchery rivers here, all wild 

natural fish, genetically tuned by 

eons of evolution to tackle the most 

tumultuous rapids and cascading 

falls. This is truly a fantastic place to 

tantalize the silver king with hand 

crafted offerings of fur and feather. 

Newfoundland and Labrador is 

a big place and there are many diverse 

angling options. The province has two 

distinct parts, an island east of Nova 

Scotia; and Labrador, a vast chunk 

of boreal and arctic wilderness, a 

whopping 113,641 sq-mi triangular 

section of Canadian Shield, bordering 

Quebec to the west and the Atlantic 

Ocean to the east. The island portion 

of Newfoundland alone is 43,000 

sq-mi, and is crisscrossed with 

endless lakes and rivers. To put it 

in perspective, Newfoundland and 

Labrador is twice the size of the entire 

United Kingdom. Where might one 

begin a fishing excursion?

Most natives of Newfoundland 

and Labrador refer to the province 

has simply Newfoundland, but for 

the sake of geographic clarity I’ll use 

Newfoundland when referring to the 

Island and Labrador to distinguish 

it has part of the North American 

mainland. 

Labrador is pure wilderness, 

with just 25,000 people inhabiting 

such a vast tract of land, there is 

plenty of space. It’s fondly referred 

to as “The Big Land” and for very 

good reason. The angling potential is 

enormous. Roads only penetrate the 

southern region, leaving the far north 

wide open to those willing to travel by 

bush planes and helicopters to seek 

the “Holy Grail” of salmon pools. 

 Jim Burton, a long time 

Labrador trout and salmon outfitter, 

ferries his guests in a vintage 

Dehavilland Beaver, 250 miles north 

from Goose Bay, to the northernmost 

fringes of Atlantic Salmon habitat on 

the continent. The spectacular flight 

alone, over mountains, muskeg and 

tundra, with a stark contrast of vast 

blue ocean to the east, is worth the 

trip. Flowers is particularly noted for 

producing some very big fish, and as 
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a bonus the river is home to a fine run 

of plump, colorful, and feisty Arctic 

Char. Just a little south, the Adlatok 

River meets the Iceberg infested 

waters of the North Atlantic. Nobody 

lives up here; this is pure wilderness, 

and on this raging rambunctious 

stretch of gin clear water there is 

nowhere calm enough to land a plane. 

Access is via chopper only, or for the 

super adventurous, it is possible to 

hike upriver from the sea, after an 

arduous boat ride from the nearest 

tiny coastal community – Hopedale. 

Needless to say the Adlatok has some 

astounding angling opportunities 

for very large fish. There are several 

outfitters operating in the area, and as 

you can surely imagine, do-it-yourself 

adventures in this remote corner of 

the planet are difficult and potentially 

very dangerous. If you are keen on 

fishing the northern hinterland 

of Labrador it’s best to consult 

Newfoundland’s adventure tourism 

site at www.newfoundlandlabrador.

com, and hook yourself up with a 

trusted professional. There are many 

opportunities and lots of unexplored 

enchanting rivers in the north.

The Eagle River is a premier 

jewel in the crown of North American 

angling. This is a massive watershed, 

whose main stem stretches hundreds 

of miles inland from the sea, and 

drains 4,000 sq-mi of Southern 

Labrador’s pristine wilderness via 81 

tributaries. Adventures can be fly-

in, or by boat from Cartwright, the 

nearest community to where the Eagle 

meets Sandwich Bay. We are now in 

the land of roads, albeit gravel, but 

one can drive here from the North 

American road grid. I fished the Eagle 

several summers ago, and it was the 

best fishing of my life, comparable 

to Russia’s Kola Peninsula. In my 

view, no salmon anywhere on the 

planet fight with the tenacity of 

those that ascend the fierce rapids 

of Eagle River. It’s most famous for 

a populous run of salmon in the 10 

to 18-lb range that smoke drags and 

stress graphite to the breaking point. 

Although closer to civilization, the 

Eagle is difficult to access without the 

services of an outfitter, particularly 

for non-residents. There are many 

more rivers in the area both big and 

small, and some are much closer to 

the beaten path; Paradise, White Bear, 

North, and Dykes to name a few. 

Some of these are accessible by road 

and it is quite possible to do without 

the services of an outfitter, however 

by law, non-resident anglers must 

engage the services of a local guide. 

But these arrangements are both 

economical and straight forward, 

and there are fine self catered 

accommodations in the Cartwright 

area, or a full service hotel if you 

prefer. 

My absolute favorite salmon 

river in the whole wide world is 

the Pinware, and as a bonus it is 

one of the most accessible rivers in 

Labrador; a paved road takes me 

right to it. And if that’s not enough, 

it’s in close proximity to other super 

productive rivers, both big and small. 

My buddies and I pitch a tent camp for 

10 days each summer on a grassy field 

near the best pools on the Pinware. 

For those less inclined towards 

roughing it, there are excellent and 

reasonably priced motels and cabins, 

in addition to three full service fishing 

lodges. 

Variety fuels my love affair 

with the Pinware. It’s like three or 

four rivers rolled into one. Its lower 
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reaches, near the sea, is akin to the 

classic unbroken flows of Scotland, 

Ireland and Norway – where 

salmon angling was born. With little 

structure, the fish hold randomly, 

and move about as the tides ebb and 

flow. Covering lots of water efficiently 

and thoroughly pays in spades, 

and two handed spey rods are most 

effective. Further upstream, the 

Pinware’s disposition turns nasty. 

Steep gradients produce class V rapids 

that bold kayakers daringly play in. 

And not to be outdone, there are 

fearless anglers who pluck salmon 

from rolling hydraulics while perched 

on granite pinnacles. It’s a tad too 

dangerous for me. I prefer the pocket 

water that starts above this boiling 

mix of rock, froth, and spray. With the 

river at just the right level an angler 

can “pick and poke”, taking salmon 

on a light single hander, sometimes 

with no more than 3 meters of line 

outside the rod tip. Salmon rest 

periodically in numerous small 

pockets throughout a half kilometer 

section of river that’s a few hundred 

meters wide, and wadable throughout. 

Fishing heaven, I call it. Last summer 

my angling partner hooked five 

salmon in under an hour from one 

car sized pocket. I photographed him 

from the river bank – the sacrifices 

we photographers make. Finally there 

are the major named holding pools 

where fish hold throughout the season 

and most people fish. There are slick 

dry fly stretches, and boulder strewn 

riffles that beg for a wet fly on the 

swing – something to tantalize any 

taste. 

The Great Northern Peninsula 

protrudes northward from the west 

coast of the Island of Newfoundland 

for about 300 kilometers. The drive 

along its western coastline is a 

panoramic spectacle of snow capped 

mountains, quant fishing villages, 

boreal forests, ice bergs, moose, 

bears and salmon rivers. I spend 

at least one week a year fishing my 

favorite Northern Peninsula Rivers. 

Castors River is a dream if you like 

to explore and fish in solitude. It’s a 

medium sized river best fished with 

a 9-ft or 10ft single hander. In all 

but the highest water, Castors can be 

crossed most anywhere with chest 

waders. So I criss-cross my way back 

and forth, fishing each and every 

likely spot – and there are many. 

There’s pocket water and ledges, as 

well a slow moving pools ideal for 

dry flies. And above all, if you don’t 

mind a little wading and walking, the 

crowds will be left far behind. And 

there’s much more on the Northern 

Peninsula menu, River of Ponds, 

Main River, Torrent, Big East, and St 

Genevieve. All are accessible by road 

with wilderness stretches that you 

can access by wading, walking, or 

canoeing. 

Bay St. George is nestled on 

Newfoundland’s west coast just a 

couple of hours drive from the Port 

aux Basques ferry terminal, the 

main access point to the island from 

mainland North America. There are 

12 salmon rivers flowing into this 

small bay, Southeast, Crabbs, Flat Bay 

and Robinsons to name a few. The 

rivers are smallish, but huge fish are 

often taken, particularly when the 

rivers are in spring flood. Some of the 

biggest Atlantic Salmon in the world 

swim these waters. The rivers of Bay 

St George are incredibly beautiful, 

lined by ancient pine forests, fed by 
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the melting snows on the towering 

Long Range Mountains, the backbone 

of Newfoundland.

 The core of this province’s 

salmon angling is the big waterways 

of Central Newfoundland – Humber, 

Exploits and Gander. You will not 

cross these rivers without a canoe or 

boat. All are very prolific, with the 

Humber in particular holding some 

very big salmon. Fish over 30-lbs are 

not at all uncommon and they’ve been 

taken over 60-lbs. For sheer numbers 

the Exploits is in a class of its own. 

Summer of 2010 saw 50,000 fish pass 

22-ft wood planked square stern 

canoe that ferries fantastic loads 

through the wildest rapids. I’ve got 

a long history with Gander River, 

having lived near it in my youth. I 

caught two feisty grilse from a Gander 

River Boat, two days before my 

wedding day. The old sputtering 20-

hp Johnson got me home on time. 

As you’ve surely figured by now, 

Newfoundland and Labrador has 

much to offer the adventuresome 

salmon angler, and there is 

surely quite a variety to satisfy all 

fishing tastes and skill levels. Any 

accomplished salmon fisher will 

certainly have no trouble catching 

fish, but there are some tricks and 

tactics that will certainly give you an 

edge. 

Don’t come to Newfoundland 

without a good supply of Bombers – 

the brown or orange variety in size 

6 and 4. Salmon will take Bombers 

everywhere in the world, although 

they aren’t widely utilized in Europe, 

but Newfoundland Salmon devour 

Bombers with unbridled passion. 

Deaddrifting with no drag is critical. 

I use a 10ft single hander or a switch 

rod to facilitate line mending even 

on smaller rivers. The action is on 

the surface and in your face; there’s 

nothing like it. Strike quick to the 

rise, or it will be spit out in a flash. 

This is a sort of fishing significantly 

in contrast to many styles around the 

world. Some practice and adjustment 

will pay off. And be sure and try it at 

home. I’ve had degrees success with 

this technique in Iceland, Ireland, 

Norway, and Russia. 

Then there’s the Riffling Hitch, 

now widely used around the world 

but invented on Newfoundland’s 

Northern Peninsula; Portland Creek 

to be exact. This is where the famous 

American fly fisher Lee Wulff set 

up operations with his Piper Cub in 

the 1950’s. His main camp was at 

Portland Creek, which is still today a 

fine salmon river. A Portland Creek 

guide by the name of Arthur Perry 

showed Lee a technique that the 

locals had invented, and by then, 

used almost exclusively. It involved 

hitching the tippet around the head 

of the fly in addition to the standard 

clinch knot, resulting in the leader 

leaving the head of the fly at a right 

angle. This configuration caused the 

fly to wake and create a V-shaped 

disturbance on the water’s surface 

as it swung across the current on 

though the counter at Bishop’s Falls. 

The Exploits is open for a hook and 

release fall fishery and I try never to 

miss it. When the water and weather 

cools down, the fishing gets hot. For 

non-resident anglers, the Gander 

may be a great choice. There are 

several full service fishing lodges on 

stretches of river miles from vehicle 

access. In fact, the river winds its way 

through 150 kilometers of birch and 

spruce forest, and the only access 

is on either end. Local guides and 

woodsman on this river invented the 

Gander River Boat, an approximately 
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a taught line. For reasons known 

only to salmon, they find the 

effect irresistible; especially so in 

Newfoundland. This style of fishing, 

particularly with small hairwing 

patterns like the Blue Charm, is 

most productive on smaller rivers, as 

well as sections of bigger waters will 

endowed with structure.

Salmon are salmon wherever 

you go, and Newfoundland fish will 

react to flies presents in many time 

honored and proven styles. There is 

however one serious limitation – no 

weighted flies are permitted. So the 

Red Francis is out of the question. 

Tube flies aren’t widely used, but 

I assure you they will work from 

personal experience. Just don’t 

weight them. Icelandic microtubes, 

fished with the hole in the side 

hitch, are often irresistible. After 

all, Newfoundland salmon rarely 

see them, and they harbor a natural 

affinity for hitched offerings. The 

Templedog will work in various 

traditional colors – Blue Charm, 

Silver Doctor, Green Highlander, and 

probably lots of others that I haven’t 

tried yet. I don’t know of anyone 

besides me that’s tried them so it’s a 

wide open field. Like everywhere else 

in the world – keep experimenting 

until you feel a tug on your line.

In terms of rods, a wide variety 

of water dictates a broad array of 

suitable graphite. Not many rivers 

call for a 14 or 15 foot 9-10wt, pretty 

much a standard salmon rod in 

much of Europe. There are big rivers 

but they tend to have significant 

structure, creating eddies, riffles, 

chutes, and smaller pools. There 

aren’t many long smooth flows typical 

of European salmon rivers. The lower 

sections of the Pinware and Humber 

are exceptions. Smaller spey rods 

and switch rods can be used on just 

about any Newfoundland river. My 

“go to” rods are a Guideline 11ft 7wt 

switch and a 10ft 8wt single hander. 

With this combination I can fish 

just about any pool on any river in 

Newfoundland and Labrador. n


