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After a relatively short walk through 
the open paperbark woodland we 
reached a green fringe of thick veg-
etation signalling the presence of 
water. A tall stand of paperbarks at 
the entrance of the billabong cre-
ated an impenetrable barrier from 
the sun and a microclimate in the 
understorey, bringing some welcome 
relief from the midday heat. Butter-
flies fluttered overhead and leaf litter 
crunched underfoot as we made our 
way to a small opening between the 
paperbarks. 

Lily pads the size of dinner plates 
lined the water and archer fish could 
be seen patrolling the shallows, seem-
ingly attuned to the fact that lunch 
was about to be served. With the 
banks sloping towards the water at 
45 degrees and the ice-like leaf lit-
ter blanketing the forest floor, staying 
upright was going to be difficult to say 
the least. Added to that there was a 
total lack of back-cast space, an abun-
dance of green ants and mosquitos, 
and the constant fear of being eaten 

by a crocodile. Sipping an icy cold 
beer back on the Pikkuw seemed like 
a much more sensible proposition. 

I could now see why no one had 
ever cast a fly here before—as Tim 
had said, no one was mad enough to 
do so. Ridiculously challenging situa-
tions often call for equally ridiculous 
measures and as Tim surveyed the 
water, Brad and I hacked into a per-
fectly good sink-tip fly line, converting 
it to a full floater which would work 
better in the given situation. This was 
a unique opportunity in a very special 
place, and besides, the fly line was 
Brad’s, not mine! 

Saratoga, known as ‘snake fish’ by 
the locals, can best be described as 
part-snake, part-fish and part-lizard 
with a bit of billy goat thrown in. 
The snake and lizard analogy comes 
from the writhing antics and leathery 
skin, whilst the hairy chin would give 
Shannon Noll a run for his money. 
Prehistoric in form and inquisitive by 
nature, saratoga often toy with any-
thing resembling food, particularly 
terrestrials and other items found on 
the surface. They can often be seen 
testing their prey by nudging it with 
their nose, ready to pounce at any 
sign of life. Flies tied with rubber 
legs and marabou are deadly, as the 
slightest movement will bring these 
materials to life triggering the fish 
into action. 

The ’toga took no time in locating 
our offerings. Tim was first off the 
mark with a solid hook-up on his first 
cast using a spin rod and lure, but by 
session’s end had little to show for 
his efforts, after losing at least half 
a dozen courtesy of their bony jaws. 
Our surface poppers, equipped with 
oversized, wide-gaped stinger hooks, 
proved more effective, although cov-
ering the water was difficult with roll 
casts being the order of the day. 

I’m not sure if you have tried roll-
casting a large air-resistant popper 
on a 45 degree slope, with your toes 
pushing out the front of your sandals, 
but I wouldn’t recommend it for pro-
longed periods. Despite the difficul-
ties, landing my first saratoga on fly 
in demanding conditions was memo-
rable to say the least. 

 T
he prospect of being the first to 
cast a fly into a secluded tropical 
billabong was appealing to say 
the least. Add to that the pos-
sibility of tangling with a new 
species, and you have a combina-

tion that diehard fishing enthusiasts 
dream about.

I was on board the MV Pikkuw, a 
custom built mothership operating out 
of the remote aboriginal community 
of Aurukun on the western side of 
Cape York some 150 kilometres south 
of Weipa. Aurukun lies at the mouth 
of the Archer River, the largest in the 
120,000 square kilometre Cape York 

bio-region which extends from the 
eastern Great Dividing Range to the 
Gulf of Carpentaria. Together with 
the Watson and Ward rivers which 
also drain into the bay, it is one of the 
most pristine on the Cape. Over 40 
species of fish have been recorded in 
the Archer alone. Despite its ecologi-
cal significance, little is known about 
the area and the fishing remains large-
ly untouched. 

It was day five of our six-day char-
ter and the tides were finally right to 
make our way up the Archer in pur-
suit of the prehistoric northern sara-
toga Scleropages jardinii. 

BILLABONG TOGA
Our skipper and head guide Tim 
O’Reilly was shown a spot by an Auru-
kun local who once rode a motorbike 
through the floodplains and stumbled 
across a billabong after running out 
of fuel. The bike was still there (the 
local made it back after finally being 
picked up by boat two days later) and 
served as a marker for future expedi-
tions. After negotiating some shallow 
sand washes and rock bars on our 45 
minute boat ride from the mother- 
ship, we located the bike and headed 
inland on foot with the aid of Tim’s 
in-built GPS. 

Danny Spelic (words) & Brad Harris (pictures)  
relive an Aurukun adventure.

Billabongs & Beaches
The remote Aurukun coastline offers endless beach fishing options.

Danny’s first saratoga on fly. 

Heading back down the Archer River at dusk.
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deep water. I admit that I walked 
straight past the spot thinking that 
the water was far too clear and shal-
low to hold anything significant. I’m 
glad to report that I was wrong, and 
landed five fish in quick succession 
including my best barra for the trip 
and a big queenie, all in the space of 
twenty minutes. The rest of the crew 
all caught fish in the same area, and 
Hena Power pulled at least half a 
dozen the very next day. 

The Love River system, a large cir-
cular basin about 8 miles south of the 
Archer, also produced its share of fish. 
Our boat finished with a triple hook-
up in one action-packed afternoon ses-
sion lasting the best part of an hour. 
We also saw the biggest barra of the 
trip, a specimen which Tim reckons 
was well over a metre with a tail like 
a shovel. When a seasoned guide gets 
so excited you know it’s a fish worth 
getting excited about, but despite our 
best efforts it swam nonchalantly past 
the boat into deeper water, oblivious 
to our offerings. 

The first adjustment that one has 
to make when fishing for barra is to 
become accustomed to short, heavy 
leaders of no less than 30 lb break-

ing strain. Barra are not leader-shy, 
and slice through anything less with 
ridiculous ease. You don’t need expen-
sive mono or fluorocarbon. I used 30 
and 40 lb Schneider line which is 
available in bulk spools, and saved my 
more expensive leader material for 
the beaches and shallow sand flats. 

The stand-out barra fly for me on 
this trip was the Shaggy Dog, a Dog-
tooth pattern developed by Victorian 
angler Peter Coulson. It is bulky when 
wet, easy to cast and extremely dura-
ble—three attributes common to most 
good barra flies. Other patterns with 
these characteristics will also do the 
job, but be sure that the hooks are up 
to scratch as some of the hardware on 
the commercial varieties leaves a lot 
to be desired.

MILKFISH
For me, a return trip to Aurukun will 
be to settle a score with a milkfish. 
According to our guides, several had 
been caught only weeks before—isn’t 
it always the way!—and after scanning 
the flats in the Little Archer on our 
first morning, several positive sight-
ings confirmed their continued pres-
ence. Pods of milkies could be seen 

cruising through the waves on the 
moving tide, some over a metre long.

One of the pioneers in unlocking 
the milkfish puzzle at Aurukun, Steve 
Jeston, compared the fishing to the 
wind-lane trout fishing in Tasmania. 
I would have to agree. The only dif-
ference is that milkfish will peel 100 
metres of backing from your reel on 
the first run and repeat the perfor-
mance two or three times before they 
can be subdued.

BASIN BARRA 
For newcomers to the Cape seeking 
their first encounter with a wild bar-
ramundi, the Aurukun area is a good 
place to start, especially in the dry 
season. Although the build-up to the 
wet has traditionally been seen as the 
best time to target barra, the stable 
weather and reduced river flows in 
the dry create the perfect environ-
ment. They also make the whole 
experience a lot more comfortable, 
with average temperature and humid-
ity well down on what you would 
normally expect. The countless bays, 
creeks, mud flats and mangroves are 

ideal barra habitat, whilst the rocky 
headlands and beaches provide an 
alternative to the flat and somewhat 
featureless estuaries. 

To borrow an analogy once used 
by a Tasmanian fishing guide about 
brown trout in Tasmania, the barra 
here are like ‘underwater rabbits’. The 
place is literally crawling with them. 
On their annual migration from the 
upper estuaries and freshwater reach-
es to the beaches and headlands, they 
become concentrated in the lower 
extremities of Archer Bay Basin and 
occupy almost every drain, snag, rock 
bar and mud flat leading into the Gulf 
of Carpentaria. 

Although tides play a significant 
role in the daily feeding cycles of the 
barra (with the run-out tide being the 
best) the sheer number of fish in the 
area means that most stages of the 

tide are fishable and productive. Brad 
and I managed some beaut specimens 
fishing the mangroves and drains, 
many of which were caught in no-flow 
situations and in less than ideal tidal 
conditions. The other two guides on 
our trip, Dave Bradley and Shannon 
Kitchener demonstrated the effective-
ness of the annoyance factor with 
slow stop/start retrieves and ‘ripping’ 
actions, turning a seemingly lifeless 
snag into a writhing mosh pit with-
in minutes. Inert presentations also 
worked well in the slack water. Light-
ning fast strikes and short, powerful 
runs would often come unexpectedly, 
resulting in some serious line burn as 
the fish motored for cover. 

Another memorable barra session 
came on our fourth day on the beach 
when Dave located a school of fish 
amongst some broken rocks in knee-

OUR BOAT FINISHED WITH A TRIPLE HOOK-UP  
IN ONE ACTION-PACKED AFTERNOON SESSION LASTING 
THE BEST PART OF AN HOUR. 

Billabongs & Beaches  . . . continued

Milk and cookies. Shannon Kitchener with more than a metre of milkfish, taken on his ‘Cookie’ fly.

Sometimes it was just too easy!

With the sun barely up, Danny wrestles the first barra of the day.

Not bad for a beach barra.
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Snot Flies, Cookies, Milky Dreams, 
call them what you will, but dead-
drifting a fly that resembles a min-
iature algal bloom is the preferred 
technique. As described in FlyLife 
#49 there is nothing fancy about the 
flies—presentation is the key. This is 
where you pull out your favourite out-
fit and expensive leader, as everything 
needs to be in your favour if you are 
to be in with a chance.

Leading the fish and presenting the 
fly dead-drift is easier said than done, 
especially when they are moving at 
speed and the tide is pumping over the 
flats. It’s a bit like fishing for carp with 
bread flies—they may have a brain 
the size of a pea, but they know that 
breads don’t move. Milkfish are the 
same. Some subscribe to the theory 
that a slow retrieve can also produce 
results at certain stages of the tide, but 

on this trip the only two hook-ups we 
had came from dead-drift presenta-
tions. For me the jury is still out. 

The first fish, of well over a metre, 
came on the morning of our first day 
and was caught by Shannon whilst 
showing the boys how it should be 
done. About an hour later it lay on 
the sand and we all had a greater 
appreciation of why milkies are so 
revered by fly anglers. Fly fishing for 
milkfish is perhaps best summed up 
by a friend who once said “It is per-
haps the most ‘technical’ of all forms 
of fly fishing—you are constantly on 
your toes and at wit’s end, chasing 
silver bullets that resemble bonefish 
on steroids.” After spending a whole 
morning casting to them on the flats I 
couldn’t agree more. 

On our last day, Brad and I decided 
to target the milkies exclusively and 

I finally managed to get something 
right. More by good luck than good 
management, I momentarily hooked 
a nice milky which came out of the 
water like a ballistic missile and parted 
company with my metal-laced lump 
of scum. Brad didn’t say a word until 
I suggested we give it up and hit the 
barra one last time. Besides, when fish-
ing at Aurukun, you’d be mad not to 
chase the barra, and the saratoga, and 
the jacks, and the goldens, and the 
queenies—and the list goes on—and of 
course the milkfish when the moon is 
aligned, the tides are right, and the fish 
gods are smiling upon you.

For charter details: 0407 575618 
www.aurukunfishingcharters.com 
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Billabongs & Beaches  . . . continued

Several of our group had not fly fished the salt before.  What an introduction!

Queenies are sometimes in plague proportions here.

This goldie latched onto a Shaggy Dog.


