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 W
e’ve all heard people lament 
about the good old days, when 
the waters were thick with big 
fish that had never seen a line. 
What terrible times they must 
actually have been, without the 

excuse to explore, to search for that 
trophy fish and to find that last undis-
covered bastion of unfished water!

There are various notches against 
which we measure our ascent from 
beginner to guru. In years gone by, 
a metre-plus barramundi was one. 
Today things are a little different, but 
it’s not all doom and gloom. Thanks 
to the hard work of stocking groups, 

metre-plus barra are now within reach 
of almost everyone. The fact that fish 
of this calibre are now more common 
than ever doesn’t diminish the experi-
ence or the achievement, but it does 
now find me looking for ways to make 
the old things new again. 

One of my favourite lakes to chase 
big barra is Peter Faust Dam. It con-
tains almost as much timber as it does 
water, giving the illusion of fishing 
skinny backwaters rather than a vast 
man-made ocean. The timber pro-
vides structure for the fish, but also 
adds significantly to the challenge. 
Anyone who’s ever locked horns with 

a metre-plus barra around the snags 
will be nodding knowingly right now, 
but shredded lines, broken rods and 
bruised egos are the challenges you 
face only after you’ve hooked one of 
these behemoths. The wind, waves, the 
constant squeal of the electric motor 
adjusting position, and the scratching 
of unseen branches along the hull all 
chew at your nerves like a rat on a 
power lead. In the unrelenting heat 
and humidity of North Queensland 
this adds significantly to the challenge. 
The potential to hook the fish of a life-
time is there, but you earn every strike 
and they don’t come easy. 

BarraFloat Tube
Josh Davis introduces a different style 

of impoundment fishing.

Big barra are a real handful. 
Note the results of inevitable high-sticking. 
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I recently travelled with a group 
of mates to try a technique almost 
unheard-of in northern Australia, 
particularly where metre-plus barra 
are concerned: fly fishing from float 
tubes. Float tubes allowed us to posi-
tion around a snag to fish it from a 
range of angles, working the snag 
much more thoroughly than would 
otherwise have been possible. We 
were able to get closer without fear 
of bumping into the snag or spooking 
the fish with the motor. This made 
repeated casting into the heart of the 
timber a lot quicker and easier. Hav-
ing our legs in the water also kept us 
cool throughout the day and while 
everyone else was crawling back to 
shelter from the sun, we were out 
there making the most of it. 

Being closer to the fish made hook-
ing them easier, but fighting them 
was another story. Ski-tubing behind a 
Hilux through a cane field is probably 
a fair analogy, then as you burst out 
the other side of the snag you get to 
test the carrying capacity of your ten-
uous little bag of air by adding anoth-
er 20 kg covered in razor-edged gill 
plates and pencil-thick spines. There’s 

adventure anywhere you choose to 
seek it.

We were making a film on this 
maiden voyage of ours, and to help 
give us a fighting chance we put a fair 
bit of thought into our approach. The 
most important aspect was rod length. 
Instead of the typical 9 to 10 footers 

used on rivers and lakes, we opted for 
gutsy little 8-ft sticks from ProAngler. 
These rods loaded quickly with 11-wt 
weight-forward lines, and allowed us 
to punch casts through snags in areas 
where you would be afraid to wave 
a longer wand. Our recklessness was 
bolstered by the knowledge that each 
had a spare tip section and a lifetime 
warranty.

We weren’t fishing deep, so floating 
lines, sink-tips and intermediates were 
the lines of choice. Braided mono 
loops made replacing leaders quick 
and easy when the going got rough, 
and the leader was simply an 8 ft 
length of 60 lb mono straight through 
to a 6/0 bushy-profiled baitfish fly. 
We used G4 reels, which cut down on 
the weight but still had a pretty mean 
drag system. They were packed out 
with backing, though more to fill the 
spool than to keep connected to the 
fish—in these close-quarter tussles, los-
ing line meant losing it for keeps.

Our flies were the usual baitfish pro-
files—Fat Boys, Bush Pigs, Barra Boof-
ers and Gold Bomber-styles. These 
all sank slowly and pushed plenty of 
water to let the barra know they were 
there, and give them time to come 
and say hello. Keeping a close eye on 
the line after the cast was important, 

...shredded lines, broken rods and bruised egos are the challenges  
you face only after you’ve hooked one of these behemoths.

Andy tightens up on another bulldozer.

Float Tube Barra . . . continued

Ed with his first barra on fly.  Wrestling any barra from tight cover is a real achievement.
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Neil head to head with 105 cm of impoundment barra.
Add fly, float tubes and heavy cover to the equation and you’re in for a wild ride.
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as many fish hit the fly as it sank into 
the snag. Regardless of any diligence, 
keeping the fish connected was a 
game of chance and we lost at least 
three for every one that we kept the 
hooks in.

We were floating through a forest 
of perfect snags, so each cast was 
executed with bated breath, each 
strip of the line made through tightly 
clenched fingers. The barra would 
signal their intent before you would 
feel anything on the line. Sometimes 
the water would boil up, sometimes 
it would be a heart stopping boof felt 
through the flippers, a shaking of the 
branches as the fish muscled its way 
through the snag, or just a silent six to 
twelve inches of line stripped back as 
the fish inhaled the fly. 

Once connected we leant back and 
hit reverse to try to drag the fish out 
of the timber and avoid an afternoon 
picking splinters. When this worked 
we then faced the challenge of slog-
ging it out with these brutes as they 
powered deep from snag to unseen 
snag. Keeping their head up was a 
challenge and only encouraged the 
fish to jump, increasing the risk of the 
hook being thrown or the line being 
cut on the opercula plate. Seeing these 
fish dance atop the water is something 
beautiful, but terrifying at close quar-
ters. All going well, you eventually 
end up with 20 kilos of unrelenting 

barra close to the tube and in these 
final stages, you either need patience 
and quick reflexes, or a good friend 
with a tackle shop, as high stick-
ing becomes increasingly unavoidable 
and the breaks spectacular!

Lure tossers who try to wrestle these 
fish from the snags will tell you about 
the super case-hardened, ultra-heavy 
gauge treble hooks they have straight-
ened. Fly hooks need not extend to 
such extremes, as there’s less leverage 
applied on a single hook. Just make 
sure they’re sharp, high quality and 
barbless—you’re likely to lose some, 
and if they end up in you, believe me 
it’s a lot less fun with a barb.

Lip grips are the sensible choice for 
managing the fish when they’re lying 
by the tube. They keep your hands 
away from the protruding hook, and 

once locked on are more secure than 
even the most determined thumb. 
The best I’ve found are Fish Grips 
made in the US by Norton Brass Rat-
tler. Being moulded plastic, they are 
infinitely lighter, but just as strong. 
They also float, which is a definite 
plus when your hands are trembling 
over deep water.

Our crew had all caught barra 
before, but to do so from a tube was 
an incredible experience. The fishing 
opportunities opened up and we were 
able to stalk more fish than we ever 
imagined. We pulled fish off snags 
we’d just paddled onto and retrieved 
snagged flies from, and we literally 
bumped into fish in the shallows. 

If you’re looking for the next adven-
ture, you can travel the globe, or you 
can make old things new again, by 
experimenting and considering new 
approaches. F L

Sometimes you need all the help you can get.

Keeping a straight line limits missed strikes.

Float Tube Barra . . . continued


