General tactics – the few things we know.

Salmon fishing is really all about trying to make a fish that doesn’t eat to take a bite anyway. Simple, right? I mean it’s like in that Monty Python movie, even if you had a seven coarse dinner there’s always room for a tiny mint chocolate. Or is it?

The best chance to get a salmon to bite over a fly is when it is fresh from the sea and resting for the first time, after that chances decrease by the minute.

To make things easy for me I have divided my fishing for salmon into categories, mainly after season and water level and temperature.
Early season fishing.
In Norway the season starts around 15 May – 1 June. The conditions are often cold and high water due to snow still melting in the mountain and on the glaciers that waters the rivers. The first salmons entering the river are big, 20 - 22 lbs is a quite common size. The traditions bid you heavy sinking lines and big colorful flies for the biggest of salmons and that’s probably the best way to go. Fish the pools that are way to slow on mid season and normal water levels. The typical early salmon pool is quite wide and deep with an even and heavy flow. The surface reveals little or nothing about what the bottom looks like. You have to cover a lot of water with your casting and the fly should fish rather slow and deep. Casting at 45°perhaps with an upstream mend and a few steps downstream to increase sinking time is the trick. This is almost the only time I use this method, otherwise I think the fly should be fished rather fast. 
But for the resent years every now and then opening season shows low but still rather cold water. Some of the reasons have been less snow during the winter months and high temperatures in early spring. I think this phenomenon is going to get more usual as an effect of global warming. Low and cold water is always difficult, less fish is running up the river and the low water makes it shy. 
I think maybe the key here is to search the fish in the more typical mid summer and low water pool and also use more similar tactics as for mid size salmon in July.

The most heavy sinking lines could perhaps stay on the spare spools. Rather fish sink 2/3 and lighter. Fly size is always tricky but variation is as always a good hint. Also try to change the hours to fish. Most fishers spend their time at early morning through mid day. Then they have dinner and start to fish again during the evening and goes home at night. Try to skip mid day fishing and rest instead. Start your fishing in the evening and keep on throughout the night and the next morning.

Mid season fishing

At the end of June and beginning of July the large stock of the mid size salmon and also grilse starts running up the rivers. This is usually the peak of the season in Norway. The water level and temperature is ideal and salmons entering the pools are often quite willing to bite over a fly. The tactic is quite simple, 60° to 80°casts depending on the speed of the water using hooks size 4 up to 2,5” tubes. It never gets completely dark and you can fish 24 hrs, but still the most productive time is early morning, evening and the golden hour. The golden hour is when the first sunbeams are reaching over the mountains and hits the river.  Also when it gets as dark as possible one could have a productive fishing using large silhouette flies.
At the middle of July to the beginning of August the summer is at its peak. It’s warm and lack of rain often leaves the rivers with low water. Low water is always disturbing and a general pain and what’s worse it’s getting more common even early in the season. On low water less fish are running up the river and fewer pools are productive. Those long wide glides and necks can almost disappear.

My tactics for real low water, especially if it has been going on for a while, is to skip daytime fishing all together. Sure if a sudden bank of clouds sails in or perhaps a small rain squall appears it could really be worth trying. Otherwise I fish from evening, throughout the night and on to early morning. I also keep track of the tidal water and try to calculate when the salmons are arriving at my beat after the flood in the sea. 

Some stock of salmon always runs up the river after a flood.
On low water I seek the salmon through all water layers. I use all kinds of lines from float to sink3/4. My choice of flies are often small hooks, size 6 or 8, but I’m not afraid of using larger tubes as well to keep the variation going and not getting stuck. Maybe the best chance is if the salmons rising on flood arrives at your beat at the same time as the darkest hour of the night. If this should happen concentrate all you efforts to this using primarily floating lines and silhouette flies. 
But every now and then rain falls heavy and the valley is swept in the “Trondelag weather”. Water levels are rising and the salmons waiting and anticipating in the fjord runs up the river. When the rivers start falling back and the water gets that whiskey color the fisher man gets his grace.
A fresh run salmon resting on a neck for the first time is the salmon fishers penalty shot. All of a sudden salmon fishing is easy, not harder than traditional wet fly fishing for grayling just slightly bigger.

End season

It was middle of August in river Orkla, a claustrophobically low water level had been ruling large parts of the season. Even back home in the mountains a lot of the trout, char and grayling fishing had been spoiled by a very warm and dry summer.
But when we arrived at Orkanger the Orkla was running so high I couldn’t believe my eyes. We drew a great sigh of relief, when this water level started to fall the fishing would probably be unprecedented. My sigh of relief was also on the behalf of my fishing buddy. To make a long story short, he’s the John McEnroe of salmon fishing, when things are not going his way, rods are breaking.

Orkla went from 900 ft³  to 30 000 ft³  in a sudden, rain was pouring down the valleys and mountains and we started to worry about fishing at all. The river overflowed its banks in no time and the cow path beside our beat was drenched in 20” of water. But already on the second day of no rain the river was fishable and I caught the first salmon and it only got better. During the last 48 hrs I caught 4 salmons and jumped 4. My buddy saved at least one rod.

Of course this is far from standard measures but there’s usually a bigger chance for rains in August, and at its best they come in intervals. This makes the river variable in water level which in its turn make the salmon more prone to take a fly.
During the late season there’s more fish to aim at. Fish that have been standing in the river for a while starts defending its holds and fresh runs are fighting over them. This is why it’s so utterly important to vary the fishing in all sorts of ways. 
The speed, cast 90 – 45°; the depth, use every thing from float to sink4/5;
 the fly, everything from 6” to #10 hooks goes. 
When it comes to fly change, do it dramatically. Not from #8 to #6 hook or from brown to fiery brown. Change from #8 hook to a 4” tube and from a Silver & Silver to a Sierrakhorva.

But in general I would say that mid August to the end of the season around 15th   September means intermediate or Sink1/2 line completed with various leaders and not so very large flies, #8 doubles  to 2” tubes ought to do it. 
I think that it’s more important to fish the fly fast in late season than otherwise. Salmon that has been standing in the river for a while is quite tired of flies fished slowly on a floating line just above surface, it has already seen it for most part of the summer. But this depends on the conditions in general. If the river’s full of fresh fish that runs and runs, perhaps scared of big male fish, it could be wise to fish the fly slower and deeper. One trick to pull when the pool is full of leaping grilse but they show no interest in your flies is to tie on an Alleys Shrimp. Fish it quite fast on a sink1/2 line or heavier. This can result in that eagerly awaited pull at the end of your line. 
I usually fish quite big tubes at the beginning of a spate and then gradually switch to smaller ones as the river’s sinking. But every now and then I break the pattern by tying on a large tube, black or hot orange, to wake up salmons already accustomed to the spate.  
It’s not unusual that the water level is going up and down during the end of a spate. The reason is that water from the dewatering areas doesn’t reach the river simultaneously but rather differ in time. This is a fact to make use of, the salmon is almost always more willing to bite over a fly when the water level is variable. Sudden changes force the salmon to move around to find a better resting hold, fighting over spots with other individuals increase irritation among the salmons and they get more prone to take your flies.

