apa Hemingway may have dubbed them the green
hills of Africa, but they look distinctly brownish as
our light aircraft flits over them towards the Zambezi
valley. A chap in a Manchester United T-shirt
emerges from a tin shack and gives a friendly wave —
this is air-traffic control Zambian-style. By the time
I’'m installed in the Sausage Tree Bar built out over
the river, I already feel like an old Africa hand.
Most folks fly to the Royal Zambezi Lodge for the
game-viewing, and quite right too. This is a grande
luxe camp on the Zim-Zam border, with good tiffin
and plenty of wildlife, but our group of four was there
to tackle something more elusive — the fabled tiger fish.

Hydrocynus vittatus (striped water-dog) is a kissing
cousin of the piranha clan and derives its name
from the black accents that stripe its chrome fuselage.
It is also sabre-toothed. The hellish dentition consists
of jaws with an unique front hinge that allows the
aperture to adjust like a nutcracker and 14 teeth that
fit into slots outside the mouth. The tiger fish kills by
clamping its prey: its saliva contains an anticoagulant,
so the victim bleeds to death. (It works on humans
too.) Larger specimens — mostly females, wouldn’t you
know? — are said to eat baby crocodiles. In the
Congo, where a Goliath species dwells, the word is
that they attack swimmers and have ‘a predilection for
biting off their genitals’. Talk about nutcrackers.

The alfresco rod rack at the lodge is merely a row
of buffalo and crocodile skulls. My hands are quaking
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as I string up my tackle, while an elderly baboon
gives me the same contemptuous gaze that I normally
get from the gillies of Speyside. I'm a tackle tart,
and have brought along loads of tony gear —a new
Sage fly rod and a whopper-stopper to use for spinning
— but I wonder if it will be strong enough. Douglas,
the guide, takes me and my host, Adrian Dangar, out
for our first session aboard his big pontoon boat,
while the renowned American angler Tat Starr and
his wife Maysie head upstream.

The river here is low and meanders rapidly. There
is an agreeable breeze that keeps the bugs away,
the heat of early afternoon has gone, and the shoreline
is loud with chittering insects and the reassuring >

Top left, Tat Starr
and Garth Hovell (with
tiger fish). Above,
canoeing at sunrise
onthe Zambezi.
Below, Chiawa camp,
inthe Lower Zambezi
National Park
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<1 voice of the red-eyed dove, seeming to call: ‘Drink
lager, work harder.” As the boat drifts rapidly

with the current, you have to fire your big, flashy
fly into the nooks and crannies where lurks your
ferocious quarry. It is surprisingly hard, because
there are lots of overhanging branches and grabby
thorns, but it’s precisely such ‘structure’ that make
an ideal tiger motel.

The fly sinks fast, so your retrieve must be speedy
too — by the end of the week, you’ll have biceps like
cantaloupes. I am just admiring a wallow full of
hippos when it seems that my lure has been struck
with a steam hammer. The rod wrenches round.

A silvery missile erupts, rattles its head in a demented
slam-dance and bolts for cover. With some effort,

I hustle it to the boat after five minutes of ballistic
aggression and find he weighs just three pounds.
What a 20-pounder would be like, I can’t imagine.
But I am thrilled. There he lies, burning bright on
the deck, my first tiger.

Up close, he is undoubtedly a handsome brute,
with a fearful symmetry that combines thick muscle,
fins of singed orange and a dramatically forked
tail. He strikes like stored lightning and when you
realise that the inside of that mouth is as hard as
a saucepan (selflessly, I let Douglas handle him), it’s
small wonder you land only one in six that strike
your lure. We are lucky and manage several more
before the dashing Dangar decides to cool off in the
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nearby shallows.
Call me Caspar
Milquetoast, but I
stay safely aboard.

The dangers are
quite real. When
bank-fishing, I
was several times
warned not to
venture too close
to the edge
because of crocs.
Only a month
ago, on the far
side of the river,
a woman had been
torn from her canoe; she was never found. After dark
you are escorted to and from your tent, and more
than once we were stranded in the bar by interloping
elephants. The organised game drives and foot
safaris are quite safe, however — it’s the stuff in the
walter you can’t be sure of.

From an angler’s point of view, this is paradise.
We cast worms for chessa, nkupe and tilapia,
and there’s a hundred or more species here (it’s
best to avoid the electric barbel). One night, after a
fine four-course dinner, Steve, the camp manager,
suggested we try our luck for a mighty catfish called
the vundu, a creature so big it deserves its own






