


IN 1936,

an lcelandic schoolmaster named Halldor
hooked a huge Atlantic salmon in thal
country's Grimsa River. After an epic bat-
tle, he had just managed to steer the fish
into shallow water when the hook pulled
out of its mouth. The schoolmaster
dropped his rod, threw his person onto the
salmon, and thrashed around trying to
grasp it. The hard, bright body of an
Atlantic salmon being slicker than snot on
a doorknob, this proved impossible. So,
with his trophy about to escape, he bil
down on its tail and dragged it onto the
bank with his teeth, thus exemplifying for
the ages the passion, commitment, and
gquestionable intelligence commaon to all
dedicated Atlantic salmon fishermen.
What manner of fish could inspire a
story still being told after more than 70
years—Ilet alone be worth Halldor's
dental bill? Well, it is a marvelous-looking
silver bullet of a thing, ranging in size
between five and 50 pounds, that when
hooked can become a whizzing, leaping
frenzy of sell-preservation capable of

LOOK, MA, NO TEETHI

2ir Vigidsson and his son, Vivwi, pose witha
15-pound Aflantic salmaon thal Vvl caughtin
the Mliosund poal on the Big Loxa Rivar,

summoning coronaries. Prized by fanat-
ical anglers for this vivid disinclination to
be caught above all game fish, Atlantic
salmon return each spring from theseato
the North American and European rivers
of their birth. For those seeking to catch
them on fly rods, the most productive of
those rivers are in Canada, Scotland, Nor-
way, Russia, and Iceland. And there's no
better place to do so than in [celand.

Roughly the size of Kentucky, that aston-
ishingly beautiful little island nation has
nearly 100 rivers to which salmon return
annually. Cooperatives of local landown-
ers own the salmon-fishing rights to those
rivers and lease them out to be sold as rod
days to roughly 3,000 anglers each year.
During the prime months of July and
August, a day of fishing on the besi
rivers—nol counting accommodations,
food, and a guide—costs between $1,000
and £4,000 per rod, which puts it among
the priciest salmon fishing on earth. Until
recently, it looked as if it might also be
some of the last.

Over the past 34 years, habitat destruc-
tion, pollution, dams, and commercial
fishing have depleted the worldwide pop-
ulation of wild Atlantic salmon by two-
thirds. That decline would likely have
led to the fish’s exfinction were it not for
the Herculean labors of two relentless
and capable salmon-preservation organ-
izations, the American-Canadian Atlantic
Salmon Federation, and the Iceland-based
North Atlantic Salmon Fund. Since the
1990s, these two groups, funded primarily
by deep-pocketed salmon anglers, have
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bought out most of the commercial
salmon nets throughout the North
Atlantic—in both rivers and the open-
ocean salmon wintering grounds from off
Greenland to the Faroe Islands. This strat-
egy of paying commercial fishermen not
to fish has been so effective that some
North Atlantic countries have recently
enjoyed record-breaking runs of fish. The
2008 season was Iceland’s best ever.

The credit for this remarkable turn-
around belongs to no one more than
Orri Vighisson, a diminutive Icelander of
terrier tenacity and combativeness who
founded the North Atlantic Salmon Fund
in 1989, A knight by the Queen of Den-
mark, holder of a business degree from
the London School of Economics, and

this past summer, we leaped like salmon
al the chance.

THE DIVERSE PLEASURES OF A FISHING TRIP
to Iceland begin in Reykjavik—a merry,
lovable city of 120,000 that is home to
some of the best cuisine and most beau-
tiful women in Europe. [tshould be men-
tioned, however, that if you are given to
partying, sois Reykjavik. In the 24 hours
of daylight it enjoys during the summer,
your days and nights can tend to run
together into a sleep-deprived blur not ide-
ally suited for the rigors of salmon fishing.

Many fine rivers are within an hour's
drive of the capital city, but another of the
non-angling pleasures of a fishing trip to
Tceland is the drive up the west coast to the

THE SCHOOLMASTER DROPPED HIS ROD,

THREW HIS PERSON ONTO THE SALMON,
AND THRASHED AROUND TRYING TO GRASP IT.

owner of a premier vodka company, Orri
has been a tireless hellion of a salmon
saver for two decades, Raising tens of mil-
lions of dollars and preserving an esti-
mated five million salmon through
buyout compliances in Greenland, Ire-
land, Wales, and Norway, he has, like a
modern Halldor, dragged the fish away
[rom permanent loss in his square Viking
jaws. Orriis known throughout Europe
as Mr. Atlantic Salmon, and when he
invited photographer Tom Montgomery
and me to add two of his pet rivers to a
fishing itinerary we were planning for

northern rivers. Granted, the roads can be
narrow, precipitous, fogey, and without
guardrails, but they plunge through the
very Viking soul of Tceland—around Wag-
nerian fjords and rugged, windswept
headlands, and through lava deserts, (ree-
less valleys, and lush meadows full of
grazing sheep and stubby Icelandic
horses. After six hours of this, Tom and 1
arrived at Bergland, a small, unadorned
frame lodge above the Fljotaa River on one
of the country's northernmost capes.
Orri, who would meet up with us three
days later at another lodge, leases the



Fljotaa annually for family and friends.
The tiny river (no more than 15 to 20 feet
across in places) skips down a valley for
about three miles between a dam and
the sea and is divided into four one-rod
beats, A favorite of Orri's friend Jack Nick-
laus, it offers a good run of salmon for its
size, as well as some of the best arctic char
fishing in Iceland. In the late-July/early-
August high season, an angler can hook
five or more per day—assuming the
salmon have not turned sulky and unco-
operative by a monthlong warm and dry
spell, as they had when Tom and T arrived.

For the next two days, we were guided
by Arni Jorgensen, a newspaper editor
and childheood friend of Orri's who had
grown up on the Fljotaa. Two other

OFF TO FISH THE FLIOTAA

Tive outhor inalls guide Ami J

s they walk fo a Fjlétéa River pool
in the lote aoffemoon to try Their luck.

man: languidly gorgeous and with a dra-
matic mouth., A two-and-a-halF-hourdrive
west from the Fljotaa, it reaches the sea by
twin waterfalls that plunge into a majes-
tic estuarial pool. The Big Laxa Angling
Club sits just a few hundred vards from
that pool, and it was there that we met up
with Orri, the club’s chairman.

The modern 12-person lodge has
salmon-fishing rights to ten miles of the
Big Laxa, divided into seven beats—a
world of fishing on luscious water, in a
green valley ringed by picturesgque moun-
tains. The club’s water accounts for some

CASTING SMALL FLIES INTO THE SPARKLING
RUNS OF THE PETITE AND PERKY FLJOTAA
WAS LIKE HAVING A DATE WITH KATE HUDSON.

anglers were staying at Bergland, and
hetween the four of us, we caught count-
less fat char but just ten salmon, including
a 20-pounder that Arni released on the last
morning. But those numbers don't do
fustice to the experience: Wading in shorts
and casting small flies on a five-weight
trout rod into the sparkling runs ol the
petite and perky Fljotaa was like having a
date with Kate Hudson.

The Laxa i Adaldal, or Big Laxa, on the
other hand, was a bit more like Uma Thur-

of the highest annual catch totals and
largest salmon in the country, regularly
yielding 20 to 20 fish a year over 20 pounds
and a few aver 30. But like the Fljotaa, the
Big Laxa was in a no-rain, warm-water
slump, and we and the group of Brits,
Spaniards, Icelanders, Swedes, and a Finn
with whom we shared the lodge aver-
aged only about one salmon a day per rod
for the three days we were there. The
slow fishing, however, did nothing to
dampen spirits at dinner. Icelandic fish-
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