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Marina Gibson is the founder of the Northern Fishing School at the Swinton Estate and an ambassador for Orvis, Costa and Angling IQ. She has made a number of TV appearances - including alongside Paul Whitehouse and Bob Mortimer (forthcoming episode of Gone Fishing) and Giles Coren, among others. Marina is committed to encouraging more and more young people to take up fly-fishing, as well as championing the importance of preserving rivers for future generations.
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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 out,’ our guide had told us on the first day of the trip. For that week I felt as if it had swallowed me whole; so intense were the colours and noises, so vast and foreboding the dense landscape, it was sometimes hard to imagine anything could exist beyond its epic reaches. Macaws screeched overhead and the humid air seemed to hum with swarms of tiny sandflies (I had already been bitten red through the mesh holes in my leggings earlier in the week). While we fished, bright butterflies would land around us in a confetti stream of flying colours, uncoiling their feeding tubes to sip the salt.

This was the Sécure River, a tributary of a tributary of a tributary that flows into the mighty Amazon. For days we had been traversing it via wooden canoe, through narrow stretches where the banks closed in and the canopy enveloped us, to wider ones where the trees retreated to let the water run wide, round boulders that pockmarked its surface, each one a potential hiding place for the dorado. Most of the banks were rocky but some were beachy; the guides told us to shuffle our boots through the sand, warding off any stingrays that may be buried below its surface.

With my fishing partner and guide further up the pool, I felt completely alone in this wilderness, my boots gripping the bank’s smooth stones, gazing into water made cloudier than it would normally have been by a recent flood. After my brush with the sandflies, I had started wearing long, thin trousers, which clung to my legs in the sticky heat.

Yet even in such intense immersion, I could not banish the thoughts I had come all this way to escape. While I had come to Bolivia in search of the golden dorado, I was also desperately running away from something. My marriage, less than two years old, already seemed destined to fail.

I had retreated to the jungle to get away and lose myself in the most extreme fishing environment there is. But I couldn’t concentrate. The serenity that angling usually provides was now like a radio signal dropping in and out, a burst of self-recriminating static regularly interrupting the calm. Even in this remote setting, thousands of miles from my home in England, the questions had followed me. How had it come to this? Could it really end so soon? What would people say?

When finally, under a broken tree trunk dipping into the water, I saw the hint of gold, part of me knew I should wait. Back home I was accustomed to using simpler knots, but I knew that here I would need to make the teardrop shape of the perfection loop, the knot needed to attach the fly securely enough to withstand the dorado’s brutal bite. I could just see Lucas, our guide, but he was too far away to call out to. I knew that this was my tiger, the fish I had come here to land, and I didn’t dare let the moment pass. Instinct kicked in and my fingers went to work on an improved clinch knot, taking the end of the line, threading the fly and wrapping it five times round itself. Then through the loops, first small then large, wetting the knot in my mouth before pulling both ends tight. It was really a knot for trout or salmon, but it would have to do.

Fly tied, I made a quick cast under the target and stripped the line back with my right hand until I felt the reassuring thud of the fish locking its jaws on to the lure. Not yet the ferocious tug I was expecting – that would come once I had ‘set’ my hook, securing it in the mouth of the fish to begin the process of reeling it in.

If this were a trout, I would only need to smartly lift the rod tip, a single vertical motion. But in the hard, unforgiving mouth of the golden dorado, something more was needed: a ‘strip strike’, a hard, lateral tug on the line with my hand to exert maximum pressure and fix the hook firmly in place. I got ready, bracing my feet to take the full weight of the fish’s resistance, expecting to feel the satisfaction of the set.

But suddenly I felt only slack. The trees still towered, the butterflies still hovered and the macaws still called, but the fish had gone.

Just as quickly, the hot, humiliating realisation dawned. There had been no failure of casting technique, or in how I had tried to set my hook. The problem was more fundamental, with the knot I had so hastily tied, rushing to seize the opportunity rather than waiting for help to arrive. It had simply snapped under the strain. It was an embarrassing error, at the worst possible moment, like a runner tripping over their own untied shoelaces as they leave the starting blocks. Minutes later Lucas was there, giving the rueful smile of someone who had seen this all before. ‘Why didn’t you wait for me?’

The snapped fly was more than a catch lost, more than a bucket-list fish slipping from my grasp. It was a wake-up call; I was making bad decisions, my mind as out of control as my life was starting to feel. So often fishing had been my one guarantee against this – a chance to unhook my mind and take respite from the thoughts thrashing around as I stumbled through each day, trying to pretend that everything was normal and I could function perfectly fine.

But now, with my marriage curdling even before reaching its cotton anniversary, let alone something more precious, the one door I had always been able to barricade myself behind no longer held. Months of denial were catching up with me. The strain had become too great.

And even as fishing appeared to fail me, it still pointed the path forward. Until now I had been suspended in a state of fear and doubt, unable to take a step forward or back. Now I had clarity. Even as I felt the frustration flood through me, for the fish I had desperately sought but somehow let slip, for the marriage I had so believed in but had now lost faith in, I knew what I had to do. It could be delayed no longer.

The day after I got home from Bolivia, the decision was made, the knot untied.

It would not be the first time that fishing had helped pull me out of desperation, throwing out a line onto which to cling, and helping me find the answers I could not find anywhere else. Nor would it be the last.
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