Clarence River

Location & Characteristics

The Clarence River is the sixth longest river in the South Island, flowing 209 kms through a rather inaccessible part of New Zealand, inland from Kaikoura. From the middle reaches down, only water-borne or tramping anglers can fish its remote gorges. Much of this water is not especially appealing, flowing as it does in a faultline between the rugged Inland Kaikoura and Seaward Kaikoura Ranges. These towering mountains mean the narrow gorge is often in the shade and the valley is a cold and desolate place. Fortunately for the angler, there are many kilometres of good fishing water in the more open expanse of the upper river and this is easily accessed from Hanmer Springs. Jack’s Pass Road travels over the hill behind the town and ends at an attractive section of the river. A farm road closely follows the river both up and downstream from here. Which way to go will probably depend on the style of fishing preferred. The water downriver is heavier and appropriate tackle will be required. Upstream, the water is gentler and more suited to dry fly and lighter tackle. Either way, it is necessary to go through a private station to access the river. Downstream is the huge Molesworth Station and that road eventually leads through to the Awatere Valley in Marlborough, site of many well-known vineyards. 

Upstream is the road that passes through the Rainbow Station on the way to the Wairau valley, home of even more of the Marlborough vineyards. On this road, St. James Station is passed, a few kilometres up from the Jack’s Pass junction. This owner of this station is also the developer of Amuri Skifield, which is situated on a mountain behind the homestead. A further hour up the road, a side track leads to Lake Tennyson, the source of the flow of the cool Clarence water. The lake is not actually the origin of the river, which is further up the remote valley and fed by the snow-capped peaks above. The upper river flows into Lake Tennyson, before exiting at the eastern end to continue its long journey to the coast at Clarence.    

  
The lake offers good fishing for trout averaging 1 kg and is reasonably popular over the summer holiday period. It is also a good starting-off point for excursions into the nearby Waiau/Boyle watersheds and Lake Pearson. The outlet of the lake offers good fishing as the steady flow of cool water encourages fish to congregate here.  They tend to be smallish but offer good sport in the faster flow.


Down from the outlet, the river becomes rather featureless, and fish are few in numbers, especially in the low flows of summer. Better fishing is to be found ten kilometres above and below St James Station. Here there are plenty of pools and riffles, deep enough to conceal good trout.  This area fishes best in summer, when the trout feed freely on the surface. There are many small trout but also the occasional good fish up to 4 kg.


Downstream, there is good fishing as far as the Acheron River confluence. From the confluence down, there is no further road access and the river secrets are safe from all but trampers and rafters. The Acheron River provides occasionally good fishing in a very remote setting. The Molesworth Road is only open to the public for around two months in summer and there is a charge for the use of the private road. 

Angling Approach – Seasonable Fishing


The North Canterbury region would have to be one of the most under-rated of all the South Island fisheries. Angling-inclined visitors to the mainland usually know many of the famous Nelson waterways. They can probably name just as many Southland rivers and a few Central Otago ones as well. But when asked to name the best North Canterbury trout rivers, the visitor might come up with the Hurunui and that might be about all. Certainly, it would be unlikely if the names Clarence, Waiau, Boyle or Hope were proffered.  Yet the fishing in this area is nothing short of superb. This is perhaps best illustrated by the day’s fishing enjoyed by a regular client of a Hanmer Springs’ guide. Fishing on an undisclosed local river, the English angler landed five fish over 5 kg in one day’s fishing (wonder why it was undisclosed!). All were spotted and fished to on a sighted fish basis. All five fish were weighed and photographed so there is no doubt about the veracity of the story. I have never heard of such a feat being matched elsewhere in New Zealand in modern times. Outside of the easy fishing in Alaska, I doubt it would be matched in many other places in the world. 

So it is hard to understand why it is that this region does not receive the plaudits it deserves. It has everything anglers could wish for in terms of fish, scenery and a comfortable base in the pleasant hamlet of Hanmer Springs. This offers not only a wide range of comfortable accommodation, but also a soak in the hot springs at the end of a hard day on the river. All very appealing for those of us no longer keen on ‘roughing it’. This luxury also helps when you need to persuade the better half to join you on a fishing weekend. And fortunately the Clarence River is just a short drive away over the hill that dominates the small town so you can be at the river in only twenty minutes.

I took advantage of that proximity to slip away for a couple of hours one warm February morning while Sue settled for a read in the sun. When I reached the end of Jack’s Pass Road, I decided to turn left towards St. James Station.  I was meandering along the road looking at the river when I spied a good-looking pool only two hundred metres up from the junction. My motto says there is no point in going any further when good water beckons so I parked the car and grabbed my rod. I decided to have a peek into the pool from the high bank on my side, before crossing over to fish the pool. I snuck up to the edge and peered through the long grass. A good trout was immediately obvious, holding in the shallow water at the edge of the main current. I backed out and went downstream to cross over. Working quietly up the run, I was surprised not to be able to spot the trout I had seen from the bank. It would seem that the fish had seen my to and froing on the far bank and had decided to seek solace in the deep gut of the pool. Muttering things like curses, foiled again, I wandered up to the next pool. 

It was a long, wide and very shallow pool that did not look particularly fishy. There was one lone tree on the opposite bank but that was too far back from the river edge to provide any cover for a fish. A car was parked under the tree and two men were watching me from the comfort of the front seats. I sauntered up the edge of the river, trying to look like a real angler. I wandered along the edge, looking up at the next pool, which looked a bit more attractive. All of a sudden, I froze. A large fish had risen in front of me, only three metres away. It was lying in just half a metre of water. It was hard to believe that a good fish would sit out there in the open, happily feeding away. I slowly sank to my knees, figuring any other movement might produce the same reaction as I got from the resident of the first pool. I tied on a size 16 Pheasant Tail, my usual ‘neverfail’ fly when confronted with a visible fish in slow-moving water. Letting out a few metres of line down the current, I flicked up the 5 weight line with a from-the-current cast. It landed quietly but perhaps a metre too much on my side of the trout. Fortunately the fish was not perturbed and fed on. The next cast was bang on. The trout thought so too and quietly finned over to intercept the new morsel. A white flash and I lifted. A solid strike followed and I immediately felt the weight of a good fish. No juvenile theatrics here, just a powerful run up the river. And when this was countered, there was just as strong a run downstream. Eventually a 3 kg brown jack was beached at the tail of the pool where I had first started. The size of the trout was a great surprise, considering the depth of the water and the complete lack of security for the trout. Oh well, it showed just how much I still had to learn about trout behaviour. 

I moved back up to the Tree Pool, noting that the two guys in the car had decided to move on. Pleased that they were leaving the pool for me, I decided to put on a dry fly as the fish had been taking something on the surface. A size 14 Grizzly Adams caught my eye and on it went. It is always a great fly to use when prospecting.

Grizzly Adams

Hook: size 12-16

Tail: grizzle hackle fibres

Body: blue-grey dubbed wool or fur

Wings: two grizzle hackles tied upright

Hackle: red and grizzle cock wound together

One hour later, the fly was being removed from the tenth fish of the day. Unfortunately none of them were more than a kilo and most were half of that. But what a lot of fun. These juvenile terrors took the Adams like it was going to be the last food they would see all summer. What cooperative trout. What a great place to bring a kid to teach them the rudiments of dry fly fishing. Where else in New Zealand could you get fishing like that? By then I had exhausted my allotted fishing time and had to head for home. It had been one of the most fun-filled hours I had ever had flyfishing and I was quite happy to head off to find an interested ear. That’s the downside of fishing of fishing alone; you have no appreciative audience for the time when things do go right. Of course, few angling companions are willing to put up with those frequent days when the fish have the last laugh. So an hour later, Sue was sharing a bottle of Pinot Gris from nearby Waipara and listening to the tales of my battles with the wary trout. Well, normally wary.

I wouldn’t guarantee such success every time you fish the Clarence but it is a river that is usually very productive. It has let me down on occasion and I must confess that I was struggling to come up with one particular technique to suggest to use on this variable river. The problem is that the river changes character a great deal between the high flows of spring and the low water of mid summer. This means a distinct change of approach is required to fish it successfully right through the season. This only finally sank in one late November day when I was fishing the water not far up the road from the Jack’s Pass junction. This was the same stretch that had fished so well the previous summer so it was a natural place to start. I found myself gravitating instinctively to the tactics that had worked at that visit. I searched the slower edges for feeding fish, as that was where they had been lying in summer. After an hour’s fishing, no fish had been sighted and I was forced to reconsider my tactics. I knew there had to be fish in the river; there was no way they could all have run up to the lake or down to the sea. I decided to fish deeper with the thought that maybe the coolness of the water had driven the trout deeper in the pools and runs. 


On went a weighted Caddis with a beadhead Hare’n’Copper as tail fly (what a surprising choice for me). And on went an indicator two metres up from the flies. I pitched the rig into the centre of the deep run in the middle of a strong flowing pool. I had started about one third of the way up the pool where the strength of the flow was just starting to ease off. Second drift through, the indicator stopped abruptly. I struck strongly to straighten the leader in the turbulent current. The rod bent satisfyingly and a strong fish exploded from the water. It was a brown of around 2.5 kg. It fought hard and took me downstream two hundred metres before I was able to land it in the next pool down. A beautifully-spotted brown went back into the water. As I moved up to the run, I thought about this change in tactics. The phrase ‘seasonable angling’ slid into my mind. No doubt this phrase had been inspired by that regular column by the fine American trout fishing writer, Nick Lyons, The Seasonable Angler. What I had eventually worked out was that you have to change angling tactics with the seasons. This may seem a rather obvious statement but certainly on that day, I had been guilty of not thinking about the tactics to use but just ploughing in and using what had worked before. 

Many rivers are like the Clarence in that they change character completely over the fishing seasons of spring, summer and autumn. Spring fishing is often characterised by inclement and changeable weather resulting in heavy river flows and often-discoloured water. The resident trout are more likely to be found in the lower reaches of rivers, especially if these are frequented by whitebait or smelt. The fish tend to lie deeper in the water at this time of the year and weighted flies are needed to get down to them. Rarely will rising fish be seen as it is too early for hatches and terrestrial insects are not airborne as yet. The riverbeds are clean from the winter freshes and the nymph population may be low, as the heavier winter flows have flushed them away. Perhaps this lack of food is why the trout move downstream during this time. Trout often feed freely and it is probably the easiest time to catch a trout, as they have not seen an angler for months. They are more often found in the pools proper and not so often in the faster water such as rapids and riffles. Nymph or wet fly fishing works best with the beadhead versions normally the first choice.

As summer approaches, the fish tend to move upstream into their regular home waters. Observant anglers can often witness battles over territorial rights and the best feeding spots. The incoming larger fish, especially the browns, will displace a smaller resident from the prime lie. There may be large numbers of fish present in the better sections of the river. Better for the trout that is, with an abundance of food and security of tenure; in the shape of cover or depth. There is a more stable river flow that will often decline as the summer progresses, unless the river is fed by snow melt. The riverbed accumulates algae and other plant growth that provides food for nymphs. Their numbers increase and so provide sustenance for the great numbers of trout feeding on them. As the nymphs hatch, the trout start to feed more on the surface, particularly in the low light hours. It is time to look for visible fish and cast a dry fly over them. Caution is essential and long fine leaders are mandatory, as the trout get wary from the constant angling pressure. The trout will then seek protection from the marauding angler by seeking concealment. This can be under banks and overhanging foliage, or in the faster water. Fishing the runs and riffles is the first choice for blind fishing, be it on the dry or nymph. The most exciting fishing is when cicadas are falling onto the surface. There is nothing like the thrill of a large trout smashing your big cicada as it tumbles down the riffle.

In autumn, things change again. The weather can be changeable and river flows vary considerably. In the drier eastern areas, there may not be much rainfall until well into April. Up to then, the fishing can be hard and the fish extra spooky. They may also have suffered from the drought and this will be reflected in their condition. Usually, the better fishing is to be found in the areas that have had some rain. This ‘freshens’ up the rivers and the fish respond to the greater flows by thinking of procreation. They may start the move to the spawning gravels, which will be found in the headwaters or up the tributaries. The fish, especially the rainbows, will be aggressive with changes to their colour and behaviour. The tactics to use depend greatly on the amount of water in the river or stream. Where there is adequate water flows, nymphs with some flash will do best. This may be a beadhead or a flashback or have some sparkle yarn incorporated in the body material. If the river is still low, then summer fishing tactics are still required. The fish can be anywhere in the river and all likely water should be carefully examined. The trout are often found in surprisingly shallow water and may feed freely. It is a possible to fish the smaller streams with a light rod, as the greater flows in the tributary will bring fish up from the main river. The fish can be in very good condition, as they will have spent the summer building up this condition to be ready for spawning. Be prepared for some strong-fighting fish. Autumn can provide some very good quality fishing and the fish will usually be a bit easier to catch than they might be in the middle of summer.

The angler that gives some thought to how the season affects the trout’s behaviour will do better than the angler that just uses the same tactics year round. There is a great deal of satisfaction to be gained from working out a tactic to use at a certain time on a certain river. There is even more satisfaction when a large trout succumbs to the tactic that best suited the season. Then you can fairly claim to be a ‘seasonable’ angler.     

