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Danny covers a likely lie with a cast aimed to drift back under the near bank.

the upper reaches of the Moonbah 
rarely see a fisherMan and the waters 

are as pristine as any in the country.

Danny Spelic visits a quaint hut 
on the Moonbah River  
near Jindabyne.  w

hen Thomas Pendergast first 
settled in the Moonbah Val-
ley with 400 head of cattle in 
1821, fishing must have been 
the last thing on his mind. In 
fact, he would have to wait at 

least another forty-odd years before 
trout were introduced to Australia in 
1864, and several more years before 
they became a serious angling propo-
sition on the mainland. The hardships 
faced by those early settlers are a con-
stant reminder of how lucky we are to 
live in this modern age. 

On a recent trip to Jindabyne, whilst 
walking through the shopping arcade 
at Nuggets Crossing, I noticed some 
photographs and old equipment on 
display that belonged to the Pender-
gast family. Spurs, stock whips, and 
pictures of the huts in the Moonbah 
Valley provided an interesting insight 
as to what life must have been like 
back in those early days. The some-
what dilapidated remains of their early 
residences still remain in the valley, 
and nowadays, trout thrive in the 
crystal clear waters of the Moonbah 
River (also known as the Mowamba, 
which stems from the Aboriginal word 
‘Moenbar’, apparently originating from 
the Ngarigo tribe that inhabited this 
area prior to white settlement).

THE HUT
Some months later, I found reference 
to a new hut in the area, advertised 
on the Internet as a retreat for anglers 
and skiers. Bordering the Kosciuszko 
National Park and a stone’s throw from 
the Moonbah, I was compelled to find 

Photographs by Brad Harris

Time on the Moonbah
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out more. After a short drive up the 
Barry Way heading towards Grosses 
Plain, I arrived at the Moonbah Hut 
and was greeted by the owner Brett 
Smith and his two border collies, T.B. 
and Beau. 

Brett has lived in the valley for 
years and first fished the Moonbah in 
the late 1970s with his grandfather, 

Jack Kemp. They would often stay in a 
hut on their property which was later 
occupied by Noel Pendergast (descen-
dant of Thomas), a legendary moun-
tain man who lived on the back of his 
horse. Brett spent many a night by 
the fire, talking and listening to Noel, 
while drinking Bundy Rum heated 
over the fire in a tin mug. 

Unfortunately, when the owner of 
the Moonbah Valley, Norman McGuf-
ficke died in 1987, the whole valley 
was subdivided and the original hut 
deteriorated badly. As a result, Brett 
built the Moonbah Hut, on his land, 
in sympathy. 

THE UPPER MOONBAH
Providing the perfect base for a few 
days of rest, relaxation and fishing, 
I booked the hut and made the 
return trip a few weeks later with my 
wife Libby. Rivers like the Moonbah, 
Snowy and Thredbo as well as smaller 
tributaries such as Rendezvous Creek 
are all within easy range of the hut. 
Of these, the upper reaches of the 
Moonbah rarely see a fisherman and 
the waters are as pristine as any in 
the country. 

From its source at the foot of Mount 
Leo (1875 m) at a place called Wom-
bat Gully in the Kosciuszko National 
Park, the Moonbah flows for approxi-
mately 30 kilometres (as the crow 
flies) and is fed by numerous springs 
en route to the Snowy River. Not far 
from the junction, the water is divert-
ed via an aqueduct recently com-
missioned to increase flows into the 
lower Snowy below Jindabyne Dam. 
As a result, flows have been reduced 
in the lower sections of the Moonbah, 
which hasn’t pleased fishing guides 
and lodges downstream of the weir. 
Fortunately, the upper reaches have 
remained untouched and the crystal 
clear waters provide perfect sight fish-
ing opportunities.  

Access to the upper portion of the 
river is limited and mostly through 
private property, although some pub-
lic access is available downstream of 
the junction with Rendezvous Creek. 
Here the river runs through open 
farmland and tussock country, which 
allows for relatively easy access to the 
meandering stream. Covering a kilo-
metre or two of river without moving 
more than several hundred metres in 

Carefully presented dries regularly attracted takes from unseen fish in deeper glides. a straight line gives you some idea as 
to the nature of the terrain and the 
fishing in this area. Undercut banks 
and deep bends are common and 
this is where most of the fish can be 
found. Weed growth is prolific in the 
longer, shallower sections of the river 
and nymph fishing can be difficult at 
times. In these areas, dry fly fishing is 
a much better proposition, particularly 
as the season progresses and hatches 
intensify. The Parachute Adams and a 
range of mayflies, humpies and hop-
pers are consistent fish takers.

THE FISHING
Early in the season, the deeper runs 
and undercuts call for small nymphs 
and light tippets. Size 14 Pheasant 
Tails are as good as any although you 
will need to ensure that your knots 
are tied well as some fish are surpris-
ingly large for a river of this size (as 
both Libby and I found out). Damsel 
flies were out in force during our visit 
(early October) and it pays to have a 
few patterns for the weed-filled slower 
pools where fish can often be seen 
mooching around in the shallows late 
in the day.  

Finding the first fish in each pool or 
run improves your odds of catching 

fortunately, the upper reaches have reMained 
untouched and the crystal clear waters provide 
perfect sight fishing opportunities.Time on the Moonbah . . . continued

Catch-and-release is the recommended approach, so others might enjoy these wild mountain fisheries.Danny wrestles another good fish from an awkward spot between the bushes.

This actively feeding fish was easy to spot in clear water with dappled sunlight.
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fish further upstream. A spooked fish 
will send alarm bells ringing, which 
can make for a frustrating session on 
the water to say the least. In this situ-
ation, walking further upstream and 
well away from the bank is the only 
solution until some undisturbed water 
can be found.

As the river winds its way up the 
valley and past the hut, the bank-
side vegetation becomes noticeably 
thicker, which makes fishing from the 
shore difficult. Access to this area is 
through private property only and 
permission needs to be sought from 
the landowners. 

On a return trip to the Moonbah in 
late November, we found good hatch-
es of caddis flies and black spinners, 
which made for some fantastic dry 
fly fishing in the deeper pools. Inter-
estingly enough, most of the action 

occurred in the middle of the day and 
only a few fish were found rising to 
spent spinners late in the afternoon.

THE OPTIONS
If ‘twig’ water tickles your fancy, 
Rendezvous Creek (source at Little 
Boggy Plain) runs into the Moonbah 
not far from the Hut. The Rendezvous 
is a very healthy stream that always 
holds good populations of river fish 
up to 2 lb, with the vast majority in 
the 1 lb range. This is twig water at 
its best and, according to Brett, it’s not 
uncommon to land ten fish or more 
in a morning session. When crossing 
the Rendezvous on the way to the 
hut, don’t be discouraged by the lack 
of water under the small timber road 
crossing. This creek is also spring 
fed and rarely suffers in periods of 
drought.

The Thredbo and the Snowy are 
also within easy reach and provide 
excellent sport, particularly in the 
upper reaches in late spring and early 
summer. As far as river fishing goes, 
the hut provides a perfect base to 
explore some of the best waters in 
the region. 

If you enjoy time spent on lakes, 
then Jindabyne, arguably the best 
sight-fishing lake on the mainland, 
is only minutes away. And there are 
several smaller stillwaters within the 
Kosciuszko National Park itself. Like 
most alpine lakes, the scenery in this 
area can be just as rewarding as the 
fishing.

BEST OF BOTH WORLDS
It’s nice to spoil yourself every now 
and then and get away from the 
hustle and bustle of everyday life. 
To spend a few days in a mountain 
hut is something that the Pendergast 
family probably took for granted. 
For city folk like me on the other 
hand, it’s an experience to cherish. 
Add to this some of the best river 
and lake fishing in the region and 
you have a combination that is pretty 
hard to beat. Fortunately, due to the 
foresight of landowners like Brett 
Smith, Pendergast’s legacy lives on. 
As conservation minded anglers, let’s 
make sure that the same applies to 
the fish that inhabit these wonderful 
waterways.
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For more details on the Moonbah Hut 
visit www.moonbahhut.com 
Mowamba River Lodge offers guest 
accommodation, and houses the 
Jindabyne Fly Fishing School, ideal 
for those seeking fly-fishing tuition
www.flyfishing.com.au

A handsome example of a hgh-country trout.
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Overhanging banks, bubble lines and channels in weed-beds were all likely places to drift a fly.

Time on the Moonbah . . . continued
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