
Popper fishing for giant trevally 
is tough at the best of times, 
but it goes to another level 
in the shallow reef lagoons of 
New Caledonia...
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ference. On a visit last year to the northern 
part of Grande Terra, I put in six days on the 
water without seeing another fishing boat. 
The one angler we did see was a fly fisher 
chasing bonefish on the flats in the far north 
of the island—and that was it! My recent 
trip coincided with a public holiday on the 
Friday and on both that and the Saturday 
we spotted less than a dozen boats around 
a major coastal holiday destination. So even 
during the busy times, life is fairly laid-back 
and stress-free in New Caledonia... That is, 
until you pick up a popper rod!

Every little island in this large lagoon 
seems to have a fan—if not a full fringe 
shelf—of coral reef around its circumfer-
ence. Those with a partial reef system are 
usually blessed with white sandy beaches 
running into gin clear water in the lee of the 
weather. The expanses of the lagoon vary in 
depth and start becoming shallower within 
about 300m of the inside of the barrier reef, 
where bommies of huge brain corals sit just 
below the surface. Water depth reduces to 
keel depth as you get closer to the reef.

On my recent trip our first day was met 

with 25-knot east-south-east winds. The 
wind blew at least 30 knots day and night 
from the same direction for the following 
three days. It was strange to experience 
such a constant wind stream for so long 
without even a few seconds respite. The 
result was a swell coming onto the reef 

which the New Caledonian version of our 
Bureau of Meteorology measured at 5m. 
It kept even the most hardened surfers on 
dry land!

While these swells pounded the outside 
of the reef, at low tide the inside was a 
millpond of crystal clear water with barely a 
ripple to contend with.

The boiling surf simmered to an efferves-

cent drench that trickled across the 100 or so 
metres of flat coral. Some of the areas of the 
reef were slightly lower than others and the 
nutrients became concentrated due to the 
extra volume of water. The marine growth 
through these shallow drains was obviously 
thriving more than in other areas and the 
sands on the inside of the reef showed more 
live corals and grasses and as we found out, 
predators of the extreme variety.

Amazingly, in such clear water just a metre 
or two deep, we couldn’t see the fish hid-
ing among the coral bommies—until a lure 
was cast! It took a well placed popper the 
size of a beer stubby, cast from afar and 
blooped with as much snap to the rod tip 
as physically possible to realise what ‘fishing 
to the max’ really means! Casting short was 
futile—getting too close hoping to save on 
shoulder strain would spook every fish at the 
front of the drain.

There was no easy answer, you just had to 
tough it out!

Typically, a long haul cast was punched as 
far as possible. Fifty-kilo braid flicking off the 
gloved finger and the lure’s descent to the 

E
xTREmE: “faRTHEST removed 
from the ordinary”, “going to the 
utmost lengths”, “exceeding the 
bounds of moderation”; quote in 

part; Macquarie Dictionary.
Look as I may I could find no reference 

under ‘extreme’ to stretched rotator cuffs, 
aching arms, backs and shoulders. Come 
to think of it, there was no mention of New 
Caledonia either. Oh well, that dictionary is 
30 years old; perhaps it needs to be rewrit-
ten to reflect the most recent extremities 
discovered in New Caledonia, a place where 
target fish species creep into the bracket 
classified ‘leviathan’.

Predominantly French speaking, this 
country was settled by French colonists post 
Captain Cook’s discovery of the landmass 
on the eastern side of the Coral Sea. French 
folklore tells of Cook landing but leaving 
before he officially staked the English 
flag into the ground claiming it for 
the Queen. (They like to think he for-
got; perhaps a senior moment?)

 The French subsequently did so 
for their homeland, and many settlers 
colonised the western side of the long 
main island, called Grande Terra. It 
features a high mountain background 
with rich deltas running adjacent to a 
full length, relatively sheltered lagoon.

With prevailing weather coming from 
east-south-east, high rainfall proved a 
boon for stock feed and cattle became the 
mainstay of the early meat industry.

As the weather pushes up over the moun-
tains and condenses, the rainfall torrents 
feed extensive thick rainforests along the 
eastern seaboard, where the majority of the 
population are Melanesian.

The most prominent marine feature on 
the western side is a barrier reef that pro-
tects the long lagoon. It has a few shipping 
channels cutting through its length. These 
create daily surges of concentrated nutrients 
flooding in and out and the shallow warm 
waters of the lagoon are a haven for many 
species of sedentary and pelagic fish.

So, in an island paradise where fish plays 
an important role in the diet of all its resi-

dents, why is the angling so good when 
one would think constant pressure on stocks 
would take its toll?

Most likely, steady pressure rather than 
concerted effort would be my guess as to 
why it is so good. From what I could derive 
from a French local, commercial fishers are 
allowed only one, 20m gill net with approxi-
mately 100mm mesh; and recreational may 
have one, 15m net with the same mesh size, 
provided he has a licence. This makes lots 
of big fish in the coastal areas too large to 
become entangled in that small mesh size. 
Comparatively, our Northern Territory has 
net allocations in 1000m lots, mesh size of 
approximately 150–180mm and one opera-
tor may have three or four allocations. They 
kill everything!

The volume of fishers also makes a dif-

“ Amazingly, in such clear 
water just a metre or two 
deep, we couldn’t see the 
f ish hiding amongst the 

coral—until a lu re was cast ”

u  CoNTACT
To get yourself stretched, contact  
Ocean Blue fishing adventures:
David Noble
Email: info@oceanblue.com.vu 
Web: www.oceanblue.com.vu
Tel: +61 2 9280 1405

The Proper Hardware Store

Tough gear such as Saltiga Dogfight reels and 
Halco Roosta Popper Haymakers are necessary to 
land New Caledonia’s massive GTs.

Imagine the physical effort required 
to land this GT in such shallow water—

and then imagine having to face 
another cast just after releasing it!

Long-nosed emperors 
were fun lightweights and 
welcome relief from the 
barrage of trevally.

The ‘French Connection’ is an 
excellent set-up for targeting 
strong fish on a heavy drag.

u  TrANsPorT ANd 
ACCommodATioN
Our trip used a couple of surf 
camps: the Ouano Surf Camp, 
near the Ouano headland; 
and the Nekweta, at Bourail, 
about an hour drive north. 
The hospitality was good and 
meals excellent; you have to 
try their home grown beef. I 
can’t remember eating steak 
that nice.
Bourail is about two hours drive 
from Tontouta airport, the 
main air strip an hour north of 
Noumea, the capital city of New 
Caledonia. Air Calin run services 
to New Caledonia from Brisbane 
and Sydney with flying time 
one-and-a-half and two-and-a-
quarter hours respectively. 

NeW CAl-ibre
• Don’t kid’ yourself, only  

quality tackle will land the  
big GTs, so take the best  
you can afford.

• It might sound silly, but 
consider doing weights and 
endurance training in the  
weeks prior to your visit. The  
fitter you are, the more fish  
you will be able to catch. 

• Speak to your guide about  
including light tackle spinning with 
soft plastics and smaller poppers 
in the reef lagoon—it’s a hoot and 
a good break from the heavy stuff.

• Take deep water jigging tackle. 
It’s certainly no rest from the 
heavy popper work, but offers 
remarkable possibilities for big 
models of various species. 

• Talk to Ocean Blue before you 
book to ensure the time of year 
you have planned is best for the 
type of fishing you want to do 
during your visit.
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edge of the reef signalled the need to retard 
line coming off the big Saltiga Dogfight 
reel, to ensure not too much slack occurred 
between angler and lure. A hard bloop or 
two was enough to wake the reef residents 
and then the inevitable explosion erupted 
under the big popper. With boat in gear and 
backing away from the reef, the spool—with 
drag so strong it was impossible to pull line 

without hands gloved—spun with ease. A 
metre and a half of 300lb Shogun trace 
with what I call the ‘French Connection’ was 
strained to the limit, staying attached to a 
popper with massive Owner trebles and 
300lb split rings.

The disaster of being bricked in the main 
reef was avoided with skilful boat handling 
while second guessing what an out of con-
trol fish would do next. The fight then shifted 
to an arena with scattered corals. Hemmed 
in by bommies, there was no whooping 
and congratulations until the giant trevally 

(GT) nudging 50kg was somehow hoisted 
aboard for a quick photo. The mighty fish 
was swum to fight another day; the angler 
was too buggered to savour the conquest! 
Picking up a camera was trouble enough, 
let alone a rod after such a bout, but the 
residual adrenaline to get over the finish line 
was enough to kick-start the hunter-gatherer 
desire for another fish.

The GTs are not all 50kg, there are plenty 
in the 20–30kg class. Smaller fish such as 
long-nosed emperors and coral trout break 
up the monotony of mega Caranx Ignoblis. 
In fact, little fish are welcomed between the 
hard slogs; sort of like a massage!

One day we went looking for bream 
(shoulders were sore) and while we didn’t 
nail any up the estuaries that run into the 
hills, we found smaller trevally, wolf herring 
and what looked like trumpeter (similar to 
what is found in South Australia). It was a 
good break to re-energise the casting arms 
with small sticks rather than mega popper 
poles. The cooler month of August is the 
time for bream, apparently.

Ocean Blue Sportfishing Adventures has 
hand-picked this new operation in New 
Caledonia under the guidance of local 
guide Etienne Picquel. You will not find a 
more dedicated and proficient guide any-
where, full stop! He has a good grasp on 

the English language and more important-
ly, Aussie slang! And he can find big fish.

Just as a footnote, I have just got wind of 
another destination that Etienne is accessing 
on the eastern side of the island. The pop-
ping is better than extreme, it’s scary! Stay 
tuned to Modern Fishing for coverage of 
that hot spot in next month’s issue!

“ The GTs are not all 
50kg, there are plenty 
in the 20–30kg class” 

The GTs were 
all released so 
you can catch 

them again on 
your visit!

The coral trout (main) 
were a relaxing break 
from the brutal, 
popper-crunching 
GTs (inset).

u  GeArboX
Line: 80lb braid minimum; 100lb is a 
better option.
Leader: 300lb Shogun.
Rods: We used French-design-
Japanese-built Illex rods that 
belonged to Etienne. 
Reels: Shimano Stella 20000 or Daiwa 
Saltiga Z6500H. This is no place for 
anything that might have a hint of 
weakness. 
Spares: An extra reel, spools of 
braid and leader, and spare lures are 
advised.
Lures: We played with a lot of 
poppers and some couldn’t handle 
the big Owners and 300lb split rings 
we attached. The star performers 
were Aussie-grown Halco Rooster 
Haymakers. Personally, that’s all I 
would take in a variety of colours, 
other than some heavy jigs for when 
you get outside the reef and some 
light tackle if you need to recuperate 
for a day inland.


