Wild brownies

‘way out west

Stan Headley revels in the wilderness of an Isle of Lewis estate
where sport with pretty loch trout is fast and furious
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Stan Headley
has been
Jishing for trout
since hewasa
boyandis
author of Trout
& Salmon Flies
of Scotland
and The Loch
Fisher's Bible.

" ILDERNESS” HAS
BECOME a pejorative term,
implying nothingness and
areas to be avoided.

To 21st century town-
dwellers italso implies
‘ danger. We have areas of
wilderness in Scotland - ground thatlacks people and
abounds in wildlife. [ love them all.

On the Soval estate on Lewis, in the Western Isles,
almost all the estate land is wilderness, and is famed
for its grouse shooting, stalking and the impressive
runs of salmon and sea-trout in its burns and rivers.
Soval also has a mass of freshwater lochs teeming
with trout, an under-utilised resource, which
Iwas determined to explore.

Richard and Marie Kershaw own Soval estate, and
itis fully integrated into the Lewis comrunity as a

The view:south-
westacross the
moody waters of
Loch'Langabhaf:

resource for crofting and sport, and has been for the
better part of two centuries. Stalking, grouse y
shooting, salmon and sea-trout fishing take up the
late summer and autumn months. The troutlochs on -
the estate have dependable reputations for providing
quality sport, but are little known. My good buddy
Colin Riach and I were invited to do a brief recce.

We hoped the trout fishing, alongside the island’s
peace and sense of isolation, might offer those who
spend their working life among the din and bustle of
Commuterville a better remedy for the 21st century
malaise than anything a doctor can offer.

Itis tempting to stop on the track to Loch Langabhat
(pronounced Lan-ga-vat) and imagine that the hand of
man has hardly touched this landscape. It surprises
many to learn that thisis far from the truth. Before
man arrived in the islands they were covered with a
virtual forest of scrubby hazel, birch and willow. b
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Stone Age farmers quickly cleared much of the
natural growth, and the change in climate, which
such clearance brought about, did the rest. Along
period of cold and wet weather, which coincided with
the Bronze Age, produced the vast peatbogs and
heathery wilderness we see today. The landscape we
imagine as totally wild and natural is actually a man-
made environment, and a lot less fruitful because of
it. Many islands on these lochs still hold vestiges of
the natural vegetation that was eradicated so many
thousands of years ago. Itis surprising to think thata
prehistoric community of limited numbers could
have had such along-lasting and profound effect upon
the landscape that we see around us today. It is also
humbling to think that the trout and salmon
populations of that day, which would have had an
immeasurable effect on Stone Age
diet, still thrive to this day,
regardless of the effects of
modern-day demands.

Langabhat is a loch at the very end
of the famous Grimersta system, a
loch and river ensemble that
provides one of the best migratory-
fish habitats in the Western Isles.
Langabhatitself produces some
salmon to lucky anglers, butthe best of the fishing
takes place well downstream. So it is as a troutloch
thatitislocally renowned. Langabhatis the single
largest body of freshwater in Lewis. Itis more than
seven mileslong, running south-west to north-east,
butits width never exceeds three quarters of a mile,
with areas more than 70 ft deep, and itlies more than
two miles from the nearest public road. Soval estate
uses offroad vehicles to traverse the peat moss to
reach it; the Grimersta estate uses a combination of
Shanks’s pony and rowing boat to achieve a similar
function over a much longer route. It is therefore
obvious thatthe loch is not much visited by anglers.

Still on the Soval estate, Loch Trealabhal
(pronounced Tre-al-a-val) is in many ways a sister

“..the trout and salmon

that would have had an

immeasurable effect on
Stone Age diet still thrive...”

waler to Langabhat, but, on the whole, a lot shallower.
Its form is very irregular with promontories, skerries,
narrow channels and deepish basins. The loch is
about three miles long with a maximum width of half
amile, and an average overall depth of 9 ft. If you
could design a perfect trout habitat, this would be it.
The deepestwater is in the extreme western reaches
of Trealabhal and doesn't exceed 40 ft.

Both lochs are stuffed with troutand Langabhat has
char and waters deep enough to contain ferox. Both
supply rivers that have runs of migratory fish, so
there is always the opportunity for a surprise capture
in the summer and autumn. The major problem with
both lochs is that the vast amount of fishing area
would require two lifetimes to get to know thoroughly,
and even locals (such as our guide, Michael
Mackenzie, head keeper on the
Soval estate) tend to know some
areas very well and others not so
well. Even for the most determined
and diligent angler it would take a
lifetime to thoroughly investigate
either of these lochs.

Ilove to travel to the Western
Isles by boat. It's the only way, in my
apinion, even though it can involve
some serious road miles getting to the terminals.
Colin and I drave to Uig, in Skye, and boarded the
Caledonian MacBrayne ferry that would take us to
Tarbertin Harris. Colin spent the trip outside with his
cameras, hoping to get wildlife pictures (primarily
whales or basking sharks, which are regularly seen in
the Minch), but to no avail. I did my usual interior-
eyelid surveyin a quiet corner of the lounge. Iam
blessed that, when travelling, I can sleep like the
dead. There is something about the gentle rocking of a
ferry that plunges me instantly and deeply into the
arms of Morpheus. Mind you, after a 5'2-hour road
trip across Scotland, I didn't need encouragement.

Daocking at Tarbert, it was a reasonably short and
very scenic trip to Soval Lodge. We arvivedatthe
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lodge in the late afternoon and were soon delving into
cakes, shorthread and tea as a stop-gap to keep us
goinguntil dinner. Neen McKay looks after the food,
and she certainly knows what fishermen want and
need to keep the wolf from the door. Rib-sticking stuff
and plenty of it, as we were to find outlater.

Michael joined us in the evening to help plan our
forays. So, with maps spread out we got some insight
into the scale of our proposed endeavours. Langabhat
and Trealabhal are such massive pieces of water that
the shortage of our time on the island would, of
necessily, restrict our ability to explore them
thoroughly. Bearing this in mind, we downed a few
drams and headed for our welcoming beds with a
prayer to the fishing gods for good weather
and co-operative fish.

Michael turned up bright and cheery with an
Argocat on a trailer, and Colin and Tloaded our not
inconsiderable quantities of gear aboard. By the look
on Michael’s face I could see he was a “spool of nylon
and a box of flies” fisherman. Thad long ago given up
trying to justify the inordinate amount of tackle T
need to feel functional. [ usually just mutter “Time
moves onl” and leave it at that. When on exploratory
work, you can guarantee that the fly-box you leave
behind is the one you'll be needing before the day’s
out, no matter howunlikely the patterns enclosed.

A short drive along the main road led us to a sheep
track running down off the hill. Michael unloaded the
bog-buggy, and we jammed every spare cubic inch of
its space with motor, rods, boxes, boat seats, carneras
and dog... then we left civilisation behind. I dearly
love to fall out of a vehicle and straight into the loch
want to fish, butin the wilds the journey to the loch
edge can be as stimulating as the fishing. We saw
golden plover, grouse, snipe and a host of butterflies,

ABOVE

This Langabhat
trout took a
Ginger Rogers
on the dap.

BELOW

Stan kept

a brace of
breakfast fish.
This one had
been eating
sticklebacks.

moths, dragonflies, and some other less welcome
insects whose only desire is to feast on human blood.
Michael neatly avoided a bottomless bog from which
protruded a set of his abandoned waders. His story of
how he had avoided an unpleasant death by crawling
out of said waders as the bog did its level best to suck
him down raised the hair on the back of my neck. To a
lesser extent, I've been there and can easilyimagine
the dread and panic that can accompany such an
event. Wilderness has its downside.

About 12 miles from the main road and by the side
of Langabhat there is a boathouse/bothy, and by dint
of hanging on with hands, feet and teeth as the bog-
buggy traversed the ups and downs of bog, stream
and hillock, we got there - not without a sigh of relief,
it must be admitted. And it took next to no time
getting the boat out, the buggy into the boathouse,
and we were off into the wild blue yonder. -

Tt quickly became evident to Colin and me that
Langabhat was simply full of trout. Along the
shorelines and outin open water, fish queued up to
launch themselves at our flies, and it also became
clear that pattern wasn't critically important. Nor was
line density. Colin stuck with the floater while I
searched the water column for the bigger-than-
average specimen, using sinkinglines and
minilures. My efforts were in vain, though, and I put
that down to our lack of local experience rather than
the absence of big trout, but with fish averaging
10 0z-12 0z we were kept employed - and every fish
foughtlike a demon. Colin also had a go with the dap
to try to lure a monster from the deep, but his results
mirrored mine. The loch has an enviable reputation
for good trout, and though we both hooked fish that
were well above average, we failed to hold on to them
for long. More experience would have conie in handy.

Researching hydrographic maps later (maps.nls.
uk/view/74400523) it became clear that we
concentrated our efforts in one of the more shallow
regions of this massive loch. That this area was
within reach of the launch site probably accounts, in
part, for it being selected by Michael. This eastern
area would also be a likely spot to pick up a highly
prized salmon. However, I also suspect thathe
wanted us, and previous guests, to have continuous
sport. There’s nothing wrong with that, and he was
spectacularly successful in achieving his aims, butin
retrospect [ would very much like to visitsome of ¥
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still a very productive river, however, and in dry
summers the river is augmented by loch-water
release from a dam on nam Faoileag,

The trout fishing resource of Soval estate is real
“0ld school” brown trout fishing - a team of wet-flies
fished high in the water from a boat houncing down
the waves. Itis not only the vegetation and landscape
thatis redolent of past (and better?) days, the fish and
fishing style are also reminiscent of days gone by.

Unfortunately for Colin and me, these wild isles
lochs really need a good blow and a reasonable wave
to produce their best, and we had neither during our
stay at Soval. Mediterranean weather plagued us and,
while wonderful for the average sightseer, it reduced
our ability to see a good cross-section of what the
lochs had to offer. But even in the poor fishing
conditions that we encountered we couldn’t complain
aboutalack of sport, and the facilities were of a very
high order - Argocats to getyou there; fine, safe boats
to fish from; and the wonderfully comfortable and
well-appointed lodge to return to at night. It may
be wilderness fishing, but there is no reason
why it has to be uncomfortable. TRS

ABOVE Michael and Stan launch the boat on Loch nam Faoileayg/Trealabhal.

BELOW A bonny fish from Trealabhal that took Stan’s white-headed Muddler. sovalestate.co.uk

Arather calm
start to the day
onlochs nam
Faoileag and
Trealabhal:

SOVAL ESTATE on the .
Isle of Lewis offers P "

accommodation for up to ’ j
15 people in seven double
bedrooms with breakfast, =~ 01
packed lunches, teasand =
evening meals. Visit: k

BOOKING

Richard and Marie Kershaw, The Dene House,
Great Budworth, Nr Northwich, Cheshire
CW9 GHB. Tel: 01606 891 743.

Or (business) Richard Kershaw, c/o Joseph
Holt Ltd, The Brewery, Empire Street,
Manchester M3 1JD.

E-mail: mariedkershaw@hotmail.com or
richard.kershaw@joseph-holt.com
MICHAEL MACKENZIE (head keeper),
Roineval Cottage, Lochs, Isle of Lewis

HS2 9JR. Mob: 07747 052 220.

LOCAL TACKLE-SHOP
GOFISH, proprietor lain D. Murray, Stornoway.
Tel: 01851 703 491. Website: gofishfly.com
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the western reaches where varied depths may have
produced less quantity but, hopefully, better quality.
Studying the bathymetric map, there are two little
bays on the south side of the westernmost extension
of the loch where water depths range from

3 ft-:30 ft, and look as though they could be the

sort of varied environments that could

reward diligent investigation.

But what should always be borne in mind is that
fishing in the wilderness is an adventure. There is no
comfortable accommodation by the waterside; no
well-trodden paths; no signs of modern civilisation or
humanity; the over-riding impression is thatyou go
where no man has gone before; and most
importantly, no fish with human
finger-prints all over them. These
impressions may be questionable,
but powerful nevertheless.

Ikept one fish for two reasons, [
wanted to get a gut-analysis and
tomorrow’s breakfast - two birds
with one stone. The gut-analysis
showed sticklebacks, and the
breakfast - trout fillets with bacon -
was sublime, and set me up for Loch Trealabhal.

Trealabhal lies east of Langabhat in a more gently
undulating landscape. Basically one follows the route
of the River Laxay back to its origins in Loch nam
Faoileag, which is really only the eastern extension of
Trealabhal. A similar boathouse to that on Langabhat
was our destination, and on our way there by Argocat.
we were again witness to fascinating wildlife. I was
chuffed to get my closest-ever view of a golden eagle
asitworked a ridgeline looking for lunch. And when
we were afloat, prime views of one of my favourite
birds, a black-throated diver. Trealabhal is a splatter
of aloch, almost a series of lochans with narrow

“Trealabhalis a splatter
of a loch, almost a series of
lochans with narrow
channels linking them™

BELOW
Michael takes

. the oars beside

Stan’s dog
Dratsi on
Loch Trealabhal
and L\och nam
Fauileeg.
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channels linking them. A small drop in water level
and it would hardly be aloch at all; a small rise in
level and it would be a massive, multi-featured water
extending for miles. So, itis largely very shallow with
the odd deep lagoon - prime trout habitat.

Again, Trealabhal has a solid reputation for good
trout, and again we failed to boat one. This time we
blamed the weather (a good excuse is always readily
available) but we had superb sport to a variety of
tactics. The sky was blue, the breeze light and the
temperatures surprisingly high for early summer in
the Isles. I was well served by general wetfly tactics
while Colin stuck with dry-flies for most of the day.
Everywhere we fished produced hectic sport from
some of the prettiest, most
colourful troutyou’'ll see anywhere,
butagain, lacking the time and
means lo investigate the further
reaches of the loch saddened me.
Trealabhal is sublimely attractive
and almost welcoming in spirit.
Small, and larger, islands dot the
bays, clad in the ancient trees and
bushes of Stone Age origins. We
pushed through a shallow neck of water from nam
Faoileaginto Trealabhal proper, and fished our way
along shorelines, among skerries and round isolated
rocks, catching trout after trout. I can’timagine
anywhere better to introduce a beginner to the
wonders of wild trout fishing,

In the later months of the season salmon and sea-
trout flood up the Laxay and spread themselves
through the loch system. “Lax” means salmon in old
Norse, and I can only imagine the number that this
loch/river system would have produced before man's
reckless habitat destruction reduced our salmon/sea-
trout stocks to their present state. The Laxay system is




