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get wet & wildMa r c h / A p r i l

A
splash of 
water off 
the boat’s 
stern...
dorsal fin!...

sturgeon!? It’s gone in 
an instant, having eluded 
our bait of salmon roe.

On this chilly day on 
the Harrison River, just a 
90-minute drive from the 
commotion of Vancouver 
city life, there are few 
people and no traffic 
jams, but there’s a riot of 
activity.

On the river highway, 
deadheads of spent 
sockeye salmon bob 
by, hooked jaws open, 
gasping their last breaths. 
Hundreds of majestic 
bald eagles and gulls 
use the gravel shoals, 
churned up by spawn-
ing salmon, as their 
personal airstrip. Water 
seeps from the gunmetal 

sky. Wind sucks the last 
leaves from poplar trees, 
casting them aloft, ochre 
outlines swirling against 
sky-scraping conifers 
and the snow-cone peak 
of Mount Cheam in the 
distance. 

the rawness is spell-
binding, but it has made 
tony nootebos, our 
sturgeon-fishing guide, 
antsy. although the river 
itself appears calm, all this 
wind, rain and bounty 
of sockeye carcasses is 
a brew of bad news for 
hooking a prehistoric 
fish. a member of the 
Fraser River sturgeon 
Conservation society, 
nootebos says that 
46,000 white sturgeons 
have been caught and 
released in the Harrison 
and Fraser Rivers since 
1999. “several of those 
fish have been re-caught 

19 times,” he says. these 
wild sturgeons can live 
for more than a century. 

One of the fishing 
rods starts to twitch. 
nootebos seizes it and 
starts reeling. the exhila-
ration soon fizzles; debris 
has been snagged by the 
hook. It’s to time to move 
farther upriver. 

there are about 
3,000 sturgeons in the 
waters below our boat, 
says nootebos, and on 
average, his guests land 
a sturgeon an hour. But 
three hours have faded 
away. We’ve become 
suspended in the water-
colour scene, our repose 
rendered in a wash of 
melancholic grey and 
blue strokes. 

a lone seal barely 
gives us a glance before 
disappearing underwa-
ter. the wind ruffles the 

fine feathers of a great 
blue heron perched on a 
piling. eagles congregat-
ing in “ghost trees” look 
like big baubles bedeck-
ing a lacework of bare 
branches. 

this reverie is 
snapped as a fishing rod 
is pressed into my hands, 
and I’m thrust into a tug 
of war. the rod curls 
dangerously, and the 
fish pulls me forward. I 
heave the rod back, and 
reel in a few feet of line, 
bringing the beast closer. 
the struggle continues 
for another 10 minutes 
before my arms turn to 
jelly, and I pass the rod to 
another guest. nootebos, 
now elated, finally steps 
in to bring the dino-
fish to the surface and 
guide it in into the sling 
attached to the stern. 
Within minutes he’s 

slipped the barbless hook 
out of the beast’s maw, 
scanned its bony back for 
a tag, and measured its 
girth and fork length—an 
impressive 71 cm and 171 
cm, respectively—before 
releasing it back into the 
river where it can thrive 
for decades to come.  
— Janet Gyenes

IF YOU GO Harrison Hot 
Springs (and the surrounding 
villages of Kent, Agassiz, and 
Harrison Mills) is a 90-minute 
drive east of Vancouver and 
three hours north of Seattle. For 
year-round sturgeon fishing, 
contact BC Sport Fishing Group: 
bcsportfishinggroup.com. Make 
your base at the Harrison Hot 
Springs Resort & Spa: Harrison-
Resort.com, or the Sandpiper 
Golf Resort & Rowena’s Inn: 
www.sandpipergolfclub.com. 
Take a self-guided farm tour: 
circlefarmtour.com.
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Soak + Spa Follow-up a day stalking big fish with a soak in one of the five mineral pools at Harrison Hot Springs Resort & Spa. Then stroll to the spa for a 
rejuvenating massage. Counting eagles Take part in the Fraser Valley Bald Eagle Festival by joining a walking tour with biologists or exploring the river by boat: 
fraservalleybaldeaglefestival.ca  Land of miLk + honey In this fertile region, farmers produce everything from dairy and cheese to hazelnuts and honey. Drop by  
The Back porch to sample some coffee and see how it’s roasted on-site in the century-old roaster. And spend some time with cheese-maker Debra Amrein-Boyes at 
The farmhouSe naTuraL cheeSeS. Explore the world of cheese-making and pick up a selection of aged Cheddar, blue, Brie, fromage frais from the on-farm shop.


