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Fly the beloved      country 

I t makes sense that South Africa’s 
most impressive mountain range 
should also be home to some of its 
best trout fishing. The high-altitude 

streams and rivers of the Drakensberg 
support self-sustaining populations of 
brown and rainbow trout, and the dams 
and lakes offer the widest array of still-
water fishing in the country. And you’ll  
be fishing for descendants of the very  

first trout introduced to South Africa!
The situation is not actually as simple 

as that. Today trout are considered an 
invasive alien species and Ezemvelo 
KZN Wildlife only stocks the dams at 
Highmoor, Kamberg, Lotheni and Royal 
Natal as a result. The populations of  
river trout in KZN are pretty much left  
to themselves.

It wasn’t always like this. Back in 1882, 

CASTAWAY. Matatiele Mountain 
Lake is close to town but it’s in 
a slight depression so you can’t 
see the lights or the surrounding 
mountains. It’s just you, the water 
and the fish. Perfect.

a certain John Parker realised that the 
Drakensberg had everything necessary to 
be a world-class trout fishery. He ordered 
10 000 ova from Britain and although 
none of this original batch survived, the 
seed had been planted. In May 1890 the 
first fingerlings were released into the 
Bushman’s, Umgeni and Mooi rivers.

The second half of the 20th century 
was the heyday of trout fishing in Natal: 
The river fishing was exceptional and Parks 
Board hatcheries ensured that trout lived 
in every dam, lake and pond that was cool 
enough for them to survive in.

These days (with the exception of 
Highmoor) you’ll have to look beyond  
the provincial reserves for top-notch  
still-water fishing, but there is still  
some excellent river fishing on state-
owned land. 

The best river fishing in the country  
is in the vicinity of Rhodes in the Eastern 
Cape, while any number of private KZN 
dams could make legitimate claims to  
the title of best still-water.

With fishing, as with life, you’re not 
going to catch anything if your line’s not 
in the water, so get out there and let fly! TO
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WORDS NICK DALL

The Drakensberg is home to some of the best fly-fishing in South Africa. You’ll 
find everything from fast-flowing streams to trout-filled dams that reflect the 
mountains. Here are our 10 favourite spots. 
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1 Giant’s Cup  
Wilderness Reserve

This private reserve near Underberg is 
a special spot. You can wrestle a trout 
from the only self-sustaining trout dam 
in the country or you can fish in the 
wild Umzimkulwana River, which is only 
accessible on foot. Be prepared to walk at 
least 500 m to the nearest fishing spot.

 Fishing: This is the only trout dam in the country 
that isn’t stocked. (The last trout was added in 1982!) 
The fish are wild and the fishing is fairly technical, 
which can complicate things if you’re a beginner. 
If you do manage to reel one in, you know you’ve 
worked hard for it.

About 60 % of the dam wall is accessible, but it’s 
better to use a float tube or rent a boat (R100 per 
day). The dam is open year-round, but the river is 
closed between May and August and other times 
of the year depending on the water level. Catch and 
release is encouraged.
Accommodation: Three self-catering units with 
down duvets and jacuzzis. All the units are next to  
the dam. Rates from R748 per night.
GPS: S29.43540 E29.22210
Cost: R100 per person per day.
Contact:  033 701 1511;  giantscup.co.za

HEAVYWEIGHTS. Test your mettle 
against the trout in the Giant’s 
Cup Wilderness Reserve. They’re 
wild and wily and you’ll need all 
your skills to land one.

2 Underberg-Himeville 
Trout Fishing Club

No discussion of trout fishing in the 
Drakensberg would be complete without 
mention of the UHTFC, which has been 
stocking local waters for almost 60 years. 
The club currently has 16 dams and 60 km 
of river fishing on the Umzimkulu and 
Pholela rivers. 

 Fishing: Over the years, some serious leviathans 
have come out of these still-waters. Lake Ringstead 
consistently produces big fish. Turner’s Dam, Lake 
Isabella and Finelands are other good options.
Accommodation: There is a plethora of options in 
the Underberg-Himeville area (see page XX).
GPS: S29.79676 E29.49988
Cost: Only three dams and one section of the  
Umzimkulu River are open to non-members –  
R120 per person per day. Non-members are also  
given last preference during holidays and over  
long weekends. 

If you fish with a member you’ll only pay R80 per 
day, and you can fish any of the waters. Becoming 
a member might be your best option if you fish 
regularly: For R850 per year you get unlimited access 
to all of the waters, with no daily fee.
Contact:  082 636 3985;  uhtfc.co.za
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BEGINNER’S LUCK. If you’re new 
to fly-fishing, Kamberg is a good 
place to try out your rod. The two 
dams are regularly stocked. 
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3 Kamberg Nature Reserve
Kamberg used to be the jewel in the 

crown of Natal fly-fishing. With five well-
stocked dams, a flourishing hatchery and  
a delightful stretch of the Mooi River,  
you couldn’t move without bumping  
into a trout. 

Nowadays it’s lost some of its allure,  
but it’s still a great place for beginners.  
And the Mooi River is still a KZN classic.

 Fishing: Only two of the dams, Eland and  
Erskine, are regularly stocked, but they’re kept full 
enough that you should never have too much  
trouble catching a fish. The lawn on the banks of  
the dams is kept short, which makes casting much 
easier. If you’re having trouble getting your fly in  
the water, the jetties in both dams should solve  
your problems.

Agriculture and human settlements have had an 
impact on the Mooi River, but it’s still a good brown-
trout stream. Upstream nymphing is probably your 
best bet.
Accommodation: Choose between self-catering 
chalets in the main camp and the rustic Stillerus 
Cottage 8 km from camp (see page XX).
GPS: S29.38266 E29.66788
Cost: Day visitors R90 per day, guests R70 per day; 
seven-day permit R255. 
Contact:  033 267 7251;  kznwildlife.com

4 Matatiele Mountain Lake
Matatiele has a first-rate view of 

peaks like Drakenklip (2 726 m) and Three 
Sisters (2 639 m), and roads like Qacha’s 
Nek (2 168 m) and Ramatseliso’s Gate 
(2 409 m) that reach right into Lesotho. 

The town’s lake is set in a natural basin 
where water used to gather after heavy rain. 
After a dam wall was built on one side, the 
lake now stays full for most of the year.

The lake feels like a little world of its 
own. Even though it’s close to Matatiele 
you can’t see the town. The basin also 
obscures the Drakensberg to the north. The 
landscape swallows you whole: In front is 
tranquil water, above is the blue, blue sky.

 Fishing: The lake is home to rainbow and brown 
trout. Birders should look for the endangered 
Rudd’s lark.
Accommodation: A basic self-catering chalet (sleeps 
six) costs R425 per night. Camping R100 per tent.  
Fly-fishing Matat offers angling tours to the lake  
and in the surrounding area.
GPS: S30.40214 E28.81344 (hut)
Cost: Fishing R100 per day – get a permit from the 
municipality. Only fly-fishing is allowed.
Contact: Matatiele Municipality  039 737 3135 (to 
book accommodation); Fly-fishing Matat 

 083 779 3818 (David)

 WoLF’s 
 FavoURiTes 
Wolf Avni, owner of the 
Giant’s Cup Wilderness 
Reserve near Underberg and 
author of a number of fly-
fishing books, shares some  
of his favourite fishing spots.

In all modesty, Giant’s 
Cup is at the top of my list, 
but Riverlea Farm and 
Umzimkulu River Lodge  
also have lovely stretches of 
the Umzimkulu. Riverlea has  
a couple of good dams, too. 

The most pristine 
brown-trout headwater in 
the province is at Vergelegen 
Nature Reserve, but you have 
to bring everything you need 
and negotiate a horrendous 
road to get there. This is 
probably why the Mkomazi 
River is so good, but it doesn’t 
reflect well on the Parks Board. 

If you like to fish in a dam, 
consider Lake St Bernard 
and the luxurious Sani Valley 
Lodge. Sani Valley has the 
biggest privately owned 
dam in the region and it’s a 
seriously tricky water on which 
many beginners have come 
unstuck. For hard-core (and 
well-heeled) still-water fundis, 
however, it’s a must.
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5 Rhodes
The trout in Rhodes and the trout in 

KZN are the same, but the fishing industry 
in the Eastern Cape highlands is better 
due to a dedicated fishing organisation 
(the Wild Trout Association) and the 
buy-in of most private landowners and 
farmers in the area. As a result, Rhodes 
and surrounds offer some of the best river 
fishing in South Africa.

 Fishing: There are more than 200 km of trout-filled 
rivers within an hour’s drive from Rhodes. A drought in 
2013 killed most of the smaller fish so 2014 should be 
a good year for big fish.

Bookings can be made through the Wild Trout 
Association at Walkerbouts Inn. Owner Dave Walker 
can also tell you where to fish. You can fly-fish at any 
time of the year, but winter can be bitterly cold. Locals 
recommend visiting after the rain in late summer  
or autumn.
Accommodation: Walkerbouts Inn is the only hotel 
and restaurant in town (rates from R445 per person 
sharing). Self-catering accommodation in town and 
on surrounding farms from R225 per person. There is 
also a municipal campsite with hot showers but no 
power (R50 per vehicle).
GPS: S30.79520 E27.96420 (town)

Mlambonja is technical and challenging. March and 
April are usually the best months.
Accommodation: 22 self-catering cottages (see 
page XX). 
GPS: S29.74858 E29.26646
Cost: Fishing is included for all guests. No day visitors 
are allowed. You can keep as many fish as you like at  
a cost of R20 per fish.
Contact:  033 701 1236;  lakenaverone.co.za

7 Highmoor Nature Reserve
Highmoor is Ezemvelo’s premier 

still-water trout-fishing destination. It 
has two dams above 2 000 m in altitude 
that are often stocked. The high-altitude 
conditions are perfect for trout and the 
lakes regularly produce trophy fish. There’s 
a limit of 500 day permits per year, so  
book ahead.

Be careful not to disturb the resident 
wattled cranes – they’re one of only 60 
breeding pairs in the country.

 Fishing: Between 1 March – 31 June and  
1 September – 31 December. These open seasons  
are flexible so phone ahead to check.

Both the larger Salmo Dam and the Kamloops 

Cost: R150 per person per day.
Contact:  045 974 9290;  wildtrout.co.za;

 rhodesvillage.co.za

6 Lake Naverone
Just about every private establishment 

in the foothills of the Drakensberg lists 
fly-fishing as one of its attractions, but 
Lake Naverone – with its two well-stocked 
dams and 7 km of river frontage – has a 
legitimate claim. Even a beginner should 
be able to drag something out of the dams, 
but the wild river rainbows will separate  
the men from the boys.

 Fishing: The smaller 3 ha dam is probably easier to 
fish than its 23 ha brother, but both are stocked often. 
The banks are manicured, jetties add yards to your 
cast and each cottage comes with a complimentary 
rowing boat. 

All of the bigger fish are rainbows (the record is 
3,75 kg), but they have recently stocked some small 
browns. If you see a shoal of absolute monster fish 
that won’t go near your fly, they’re almost certainly 
Asian grass carp, which were introduced 35 years  
ago to control the weeds.

The river fishing in the Umzimkulu and the 

Dam are only accessible on foot. In spite of the 
2 km walk, most people still opt to use a float tube, 
although bank fishing is an option, too. There are 
some big fish (browns and rainbows) up here, but 
there’s a bag limit of two fish per person per day.
Accommodation: Sleep in a cave or pitch your  
own tent (see page XX).
GPS: S29.32068 E29.62161
Cost: R80 per person per day.
Contact:  033 267 7240;  kznwildlife.com 

8 Giant’s Castle  
Nature Reserve

Giant’s Castle is one of Ezemvelo’s flagship 
resorts and it’s also where trout fishing in 
Natal began. The Bushman’s River remains 
one of the premier brown-trout streams in 
the country. 

The views are big, the fish are small and 
picky, and – if you’re prepared to walk a bit 
– you’ll have it all to yourself.

 Fishing: What the fish lack in size, they make up for 
with guile and fighting spirit. The stretch between the 
camp and the confluence of the Bushman’s River and 
the Tweedassiesspruit is heavily fished, especially over 
weekends. If you want a quieter spot, try the sections 
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NUMBER ONE. Most fly-fisher-
men will agree that the streams 
around Rhodes offer some of the 
best trout fishing in the country. 
In the Bokspruit (pictured) you’ll 
find small but pretty fish.

TAKE A SEAT. Lake Naverone has 
two dams and 7 km of riverfront 
where you can fish. Surprise the 
family with fresh trout for supper. 

 WHaT aboUT 
 THe WeaTHeR? 
River fishing is always depen-
dent on the weather. Frequent 
droughts have a severe impact 
on fish stock and summer 
storms cause flooding that 
often leaves rivers unfishable. 

In general, autumn is the 
best time for the rivers in the 
Drakensberg (but like all rules, 
this one can be broken). The 
dams in the Berg can be fished 
all year-round (except after 
exceptionally heavy rain when 
the water is murky). Spring 
is often productive for still-
water fishing.
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WILD WEST. The Khubelu River 
in Lesotho is full of wild rainbow 
trout (above). This area is so 
remote you’ll probably be the 
only people there.

below the camp and above the Tweedassies. 
Be warned: This is ultra-light tackle fishing for the real 
fly-fishing aficionado. If size matters to you, cast your 
line elsewhere.
Accommodation: A variety of comfortable chalets 
(see page XX).
GPS: S29.27199 E29.52070
Cost: R50 per person per day.
Contact:  036 353 3718;  kznwildlife.com

9 Lotheni Nature Reserve
The Lotheni River is another quint-

essential KZN brown-trout stream. Visitors 
to the nature reserve have more than 16 km 

of riverfront to choose from. The fish – just 
like this pocket of the southern Berg – are 
ridiculously pretty, even if they are wily and 
not particularly big. 

 Fishing: The Lotheni is scenic and technical. The 
stretch below the camp has some deep pools and 
is best suited to subsurface nymphing. If you’re after 
dry-fly action, hit the water above camp, which is 
chock-a-block with runs, riffles and pocket water.

There’s also a dam at Sime’s Cottage, which is 
stocked with decent rainbows and browns and 
reserved for guests of the cottage. This is all well and 
good, but I wouldn’t make the pilgrimage to Lotheni 
to fish a stock pond.
Accommodation: You can sleep in an old-fashioned 
rondavel, your own tent or the rustic Sime’s Cottage 
(see page XX).
GPS: S29.43808 E29.51736
Cost: R50 per person per day or R255 for a seven- 
day permit.
Contact:  033 702 0540;  kznwildlife.com

 ON ThE WISh LIST 

10 Khubelu River, Lesotho
This little-known tributary of  

the Senqu has got it all: gin-clear water  
that is great for sight-fishing; wild-
spawned rainbow trout and a remote, 
scenic location. 

 Fishing: The low biomass of this high-altitude 
river means that the fish aren’t enormous or overly 
plentiful. But what fish there are have seldom seen 
humans (let alone fly-fishermen) so they’re prepared 
to rise to a well-presented dry fly. A good fisherman 
should catch between five and 15 fish per day.

Do it with a tour operator. Tourette Fishing offers 
a five-night fishing trip. Park your vehicle at the 
police station of the Letseng Mine (the closest town 
is Mokhotlong) and travel to the river base camp in 
a Unimog. Each day you’ll hike about 4 – 5 km, fish 
upstream and sleep in a new camp every night. 
Ponies lug the tents and heavy equipment; you just 
carry a daypack and fishing tackle.
GPS: S28.98030 E28.92529
Cost: Rates from R7 930 per person for a group of 
four. This includes ponies, porters, guides, tents and 
sleeping mats, but excludes sleeping bags, fishing 
tackle and food. The fully catered option costs R190 
extra per person but take note: They’re fishing guides, 
not chefs!
Contact:  033 343 2182;  tourettefishing.comkE
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