The lost world
-  Richard Fishbourne

After a particularly uneventful autumnal nights zander fishing  on the river Severn and in spite of acute sleep deprivation I was keen to make the most of the sunny Saturday morning. The last 3 years had seen my wife and I resurrect a tumble down hillside shanty and in doing so create a lovely place to live, painting the facia board at the gable end of the house would see an end to this DIY vigil. Having got to the top of my rickety old ladder which should had been consigned to the wood burner years ago, I heard a chilling ‘crack’, and down I came. The next 7 days in hospital was an experience worse than plunging 25 feet horizontally headlong. A mix of operations and vivid nightmares fuelled by copious morphine, additional bruises from badly placed ‘painkilling injections’, pain, a jammed upright bed, more pain, overflowing pee containers and an enema to complete the misery, summed up my stint in Hereford County.   

The next 9  weeks saw me ‘working from home’, negotiating a stair case with one good leg and two crutches, one of which nursed a plaster encased left arm. During the course of what I imagined to be yet another day of difficulty and uneventfulness, my wife Sarah rang me on route to her office to say “quick Rich tune into Radio 4 I’ve just heard a couple of guys talking about Arapaima gigus”. Years of my talking about this legendary monster of the south American rainforests  had obviously made an impression. I caught the remaining moments of two intrepid BBC program makers talking about how this huge fish had launched itself skyward, taking the lens of a £4000 camera with it, during its manic objections to being hooked on the end of a partisan hand line on an isolated oxbow lake deep in the Guyanese jungle.  I e-mailed radio 4 to find out what the program was called and who I should contact to find out more. As luck would have it I had a response with the contact details of Huw Cordy, co-producer of Planet earth, amongst many other achievements. Within 3 days of writing to Hugh at BBC Bristol we had struck up an electronic rapport. Hugh kindly gave me the contact details of his guide, an English born, African raised 30 year old called Ashley Holland. Although Ash lives in an Amerindian Village he has access to the internet, thanks to an American researcher and his wife who have set up stall in his village,  and who Ash has spent many an hour over the last couple of years studying black Caymen in the Rupinini and Rewa river systems. Ash and I began to chat about my deep desire to catch an Arapaima on rod and line and although he had caught them previously on hand lines he was dubious whether such enormous fish could be tamed in piranha infested tree stump festooned waters, on the end of a fishing rod. It was enough for him simply to say “lets give it go” for us to identify the best time of year and make a plan. Because of the distance we had to travel, the height of water  in the rivers, along which we would push our way in 15 foot aluminium boats, needed to be high enough to travel quickly, predisposing fewer sandbars and sunken timber to negotiate. However it also needed to be low enough to reveal some of its fishy secrets! The general consensus amongst Ash and some of his neighbours, who previously fished for arapaima to eat when it was legal to do so, was that November was the month.  

The next 10 months gave my travelling companion James and I time to book flights and get together all the paraphernalia that 2 weeks in the jungle required.  

After 24 hours of travelling to get there, Guyana’s capital Georgetown was a fleeting experience. Eight hours after touch down we clambered onto a tiny plane, the rods were begrudgingly squeezed into the back. Two hours of flying over hundreds of miles of ‘broccoli’ came to an abrupt and bouncy end as we scrunched along a red earth runway.We were met by an enthusiastic Colin Edwards and a couple of attentive local Amerindian employees. Colin is the owner of Rock view, which although its existence is one of an oasis in the savannah region, its demeanour is surprisingly subtle and not  at all out of place. It is also one of very few tourist destinations in  a country  condemned by corruption .  That night we feasted on fresh veg from the lodge’s garden, fresher than perhaps it might be beef, and lots of local rum, made deliciously sweet with the country’s own Demerara sugar. The anticipation of what lay ahead kept us awake well into the night and chatting to Colin at an mahogany dinner table, strategically placed under a  mango   tree. The brisk winds encouraged bird pecked fruits to leave their tenuous attachment and crash to the floor all around us, one particularly close explosion involving 2 pounds of orange pulp inches from my head packed us off to dream about what the next day would bring. 

A tractor and trailer ride, with us and our worldly goods in the latter, ferried us across a 4 km stretch of savannah to meet our company of 4 strong Amerindians and our main guide Ashley. Hand shakes and warm introductions  set us at ease, before our luggage was strategically placed as back rests onto a pair of boats that were to feature greatly on our 2 week quest.  We were off. Having travelled for four hours with my having been duped into wearing an Elton John baseball cap (hes not my fave artist!) and plenty of excited conversation between Ash, James and I, we came upon  Rewa village. We pulled alongside a dugout canoe, a space hardly large enough to contain one man let alone one man, his wife, her niece and two dogs! Ash and Jo chatted in English, but in a dialect indecipherable to us. (This changed with time, although the mumbling of casual chat between a group of  men remained an impenetrable conversation). We had another companion;  Ash had asked Jo who had been on a piranha catching picnic, whether he would like to come with us. We had a look around Rewa village while Jo threw a change of clothes into a tiny bag. The village however was all but deserted, the inhabitants having taken advantage of an inter village ‘sports day’ a mere 8 hours paddle upstream! Back on board our modest craft we took the next left upstream into the Rewa river. Four hours latter we were slipping off the unforgiving metal  boat seats to set up our first camp. While the guys hacked into the jungle  to relieve some of the bank side understorey of its hammock hanging poles, we in turn hacked our way to the secluded oxbow lake which lay 800 yards from the river.

The silence splitting screech of a pair of scarlet breasted macaws high above the canopy conjured images from childhood hardback adventure books. As we crouched to watch a plethora of fishes chase  and splash , in his curious Irish come south African twang, Ash exclaimed “der  - big one floating”  . We had just watched one of several massive  arapaima  take a gulp of air during one of its habitual visits through the surface film - they were there!  

Jo used his handline, in a fashion that I can only describe as humbling, to catch our supper, whilst we negotiated the steep incline from the river to the forest to begin the ‘big drag’. After a significant loss of body fluids through the heavy tropical heat our boat lay in waiting, as did we, until first light the day after. The transformation of the quiet day to the cacophonous din of the nocturnal fauna was ever more apparent during  a restless night, swinging idly in a non the less incredibly comfortable hammock. The eerie  voice of  a troop  of howler monkeys orchestrated the dawn and our gathering together a pair of rods, set up just before climbing under our mosquito nets the night before.  Just before all  the other guys had hit the hay they had taken the boat out onto the pond armed with torch and bow and adeptly shot a brace of arawana, a slim scabbard like relative of the arapaima. Chopped into 3 pieces, a choice mid piece the size of a novel adorned my hooks.  We eased our way out into the busy pond and studied the water for the tell tale breach of an arapaima. Just off the end of a large tangle of wood we saw a couple of fish ‘float’. Within moments of casting out James’s bait was picked up, he wound down to set the hook but the giant on the another end was having non of it. It surged forward erupting within inches from the boat shedding the straightened hook and soaking us in the process. Moments latter it was my turn.

I was conscious of my heart pounding furiously  and after a  couple of disbelieving seconds watching my thick braided line slide from the reel, to my real disbelief I wound down and pulled into the immovable lump. It was there and no it was gone, “no its still their, oh its off, no its there”. Its hard to realise that 8 feet of scaled muscular fish can turn on a 6 pence but during repeated attempts to shed the hook this is exactly what  happened, consequently making me think, through immediate loss of tension, that it had done just that. The huge  arapaima leapt violently, sending shards of angry water across yards of space, whilst my thick rod, designed for stand up tuna fishing, bucked erratically in my exuberant grasp. Ash and Kevin (ex commercial fisherman) manoeuvred the boat skilfully, allowing me to lead the monster away from submerged timber whilst maintaining constant pressure in a bid to tire it. After what seemed like an eternity but was probably only about 20 minutes the fish began to bend to my will and we sought a suitable bankside retreat where we could take photos, unhook and release what had been up until that point a figment of my imagination. Photographing arapaima is no mean feat. Attempting to cradle these fish in shallow water is incredibly difficult. Their sheer strength means that the slightest head shake sends the captor splashing to regain balance in a thorn strewn pond bed. A smaller fish boated toward the end of our trip split our boatman’s Kevin’s lip with its head whilst we manoeuvred it to the cat walk, and James’s already poor sense of balance meant he was often digging palm thorns with sharp hooks from the hard soles of his feet.

Euphoric, with a catalogue of photos and having slipped an estimated 200lb legend back from whence it came, we paddled out once again. I lost 2 more fish, one of which towed us up and down the pool several times before effortlessly freeing itself, before James landed a spirited 100 pounder. We had landed and photographed 2 fish the likes of which epitomise an angling career before 8am! We spent 2 more days at ‘banana-sucker’ pushing out at first light for arapaima, before heading back to camp for breakfast. The late mornings were spent fishing for peacock bass known locally as lucanani. These guys are a ridiculously hard fighting fish which tested every knot and crimp as a hooked fish made for cover having grabbed a garish coloured lure cast into its lair; hoary, a meaty drab fish with far too many teeth; fox fish, a little long jawed acrobat; the onerous red bellied piranha and the surface scuttling arawana, the majority of which threw the hook on its first manic, writhing leap. At night we fished  in the river for redtailed catfish whose smooth skin and unfeasibly vocal disposition makes for a highly endearing character and tiger fish -,  another catfish with vivid white horizontal stripes and a shovel for a head. We negotiated the thrashing toxic barbed spine of skin rays, did battle with Jan ja, a fish punching well above its weight, and struck confusingly at false runs from river turtles. Amazingly we landed 2 other arapaima each from banana sucker before moving another 3 hours upsteam to the next camp and where a much larger pool lay waiting for us.

Because we were the first to fish these pools, which a few weeks previously had been mere drops in a flooded forest, the fish were completely naïve, non had seen a hook or  any of the ridiculous assortment of fish foxing plugs or spoons. Any bait sent into this crowded watery world was met with an aggressive resistance. Arapiama however wise up very quickly. Six years ago Arapiama were on the brink of extinction, a 5 year prison sentence or hefty fine, (the latter completely unachievable for an indigenous fisherman) meant that the arapaima was afforded the protected status it so desperately needed from commercial fishing. Whilst its no longer legal to kill them there is no law to say that they can’t be fished for, which is of course were we came in. ‘Kumaka’ began as a narrow inlet and opened up into what from the air might look like a quotation mark. Green Amazonian parrots flew frantically with equivocally frantic calls over our heads, whilst occasionally we noticed mobs of tiny squirrel monkeys chasing one another through the pool side forest, dropping impossible distances between branches and winging their deceptively tough little frames from one bough to the next. We sat and watched. 

Whilst we edged our way across to a couple of what Kevin was sure were a pair of big arapiama, a couple of giant otters moved along the bank parallel to us occasionally pushing head and shoulders up out of the water to get a better look at us.

Kevin had cut a long pole to stake us in place, we delivered a couple of accurate casts where we had seen the arched backs of unfeasibly large fish and waited. Bubbles emerged around the spot where we had cast, whilst nuisance piranhas did their best to strip the baits. We often wound in to find our baits gone. Again after a mere half an hour, my line peeled off between my fingers, I engaged the reel, the rod arched like yew bow and an enormous fully scaled fish threw itself into the air. Having found a suitable place to land the fish I leapt from the boat, rod in hand, and played it until it was ready to be manoeuvred to have its picture taken. As I tentatively negotiated its huge frame, that we estimated between 250 and 300 pounds, the inquisitive pair of otters dropped into the frame behind us. After unhooking the big arapaima swam off strongly toward the broad bobbing heads of an ever closer pair of otters. Kevin then showed us a real spectacle. Frantically splashing the water, and screaming like a banshee he was drawing the otters even closer, they in response went barmy, charging towards us, leaving behind huge bow waves whilst screaming and grunting, desperately trying to drive away what they saw as  an invading threat to their territory.

After losing 5 more fish the following morning, all of which managed to throw the hook, we packed up and headed toward our last pool destination, appropriately called ‘Fishpond’. The camp here was made on what would have once been a high river cliff. Conveniently this gave us a superb lookout. We had crept across Fishpond so as not to spook any of its arapaima but even so we observed one particularly massive fish crashing, using its tail as a beaver might, to warn other occupants of trespassers. This is exactly what had happened at  Kumaka. Having lost those five fish, subsequently, wherever we went on the pool and no matter how subtly we had approached a breaching fish, they always moved away, well out of casting distance. They knew! 

We caught many different species at fish pond and in the surrounding river but nothing like the arapaima that was to be the last of our trip. Kevin had seen what he thought was one large and one small fish floating on the far side of the pool, just out from a  small reed lined bay. James and I hadn’t seen these fish and to be honest I was sceptical but I was certainly not about to ignore his inclinations.  We paddled idly toward where we had seen a fish heave and placed our baits somewhat accidentally, about 6 feet apart. Invariably as we sat on the boat waiting for our baits to be snaffled, a bee, similar our own common carder bee would turn up and relentlessly circle us, it would then be joined by another bee and the pair would vie for position with a high pitched buzz, not dissimilar to a battle between Lorenzo and Schumacher. Having put together a few sound bites of jungle noises and an interview with Ash to chat over the discovery of a Caiman’s nest, I pulled my i-pod and mic  from my bag to record these barmy bees. As I switched the thing on, I heard my reel click. I was in again. I threw my i-pod down and secured my rod as taught braid began to spin away. When this fish came to the surface we realised it was significantly larger than any that had gone before it. Its massive bulk was intimidating. My powerful rod creaked and seemed to make little impression on this immoveable force that towed us effortlessly toward one tree infested area to another. Eventually I seemed to be gaining the advantage.

We managed to negotiate the fish into a pocket of space at the ponds edge and with cameras clicking furiously, I leapt in. I, accompanied by Kevin, attempted to manoeuvre what was evidently a truly enormous fish so that I could get my grimaced expression alongside its wonderfully patterned 18 inch wide head. I cannot put into words the feeling of utter disbelief and jubilation that I felt. We estimated this 9 feet long two foot wide arapaima at around 400lb,give or take!

I had gone to Guyana in the hope that we might at least see an Arapaima. Being stung in the back at night by three inch long wasps whilst fishing for catfish, bitten savagely by army ants having stepped into their path, whilst blundering about in the dark in search of the toilet, (hole in the ground) and eating whatever we caught or shot, made this a trip not for the faint hearted, but it exceeded any expectations that I had in a million ways. I’ll be back!

