
Gold Rush 
 
The repetitive calm of casting and stripping is brought to an 
abrupt conclusion.  An unseen force strikes and nearly rips the 
line from my hand. Surprised by the ferocity of the take, I still 
manage to connect, hook set and the fight is on.  The first leap 
confirms my hope. I am fighting pure gold.    
 

It is late October and we were fishing the Rio Parana, in 
Argentina, a massive river watershed that flows through south 
Central South America.  The course is formed at the confluence 
of the Paranaiba and Grande rivers in southern Brazil. From the 
confluence the river flows in a generally southwestern direction 
for about 619 km (385 mi) before encountering the city of Saltos 
del Guaira, Paraguay. This was once the location of the Sete 
Quedas waterfall, where the Paraná fell over a series of seven 
cascades. This natural feature was said to rival the world 
famous Iguazu Falls to the south.  

 

The falls were flooded, however, by the construction of 
the Itaipu dam, which began operating in 1984. The Parana, 
which means “like the sea” in the Tupi language, is the second 
longest river in South America.   Fittingly, it is home to the 
Golden Dorado, our treasured quarry and denizen of fevered fly 
fishing dreams. 

 
The flight from Buenos Aires descends through thick cloud to 
reveal an undulating and serpentine river carving its way 
through dense jungle.  We are going deep into the heart of 
nowhere to prepare for an encounter with this carnivorous river 
predator. 



 
Leaden skies and rain greeted us upon arrival in Resistencia. The 
drive to our lodge, Parana on the Fly, near Itati, seemed 
somewhat ominous as the 4x4’s haltingly negotiated deeply 
rutted and muddy roads. Creeks overflowed. Livestock were 
seen swimming in fields. Mud is barro in Spanish.  Mucho barro 
became the refrain for our drive. Was tough slogging going to 
be the metaphor for our week? 
 
We made it to the lodge and quickly shifted focus. Rods/reels 
were efficiently set up and gear organized.  Multicolored flies 
representing the entire visible spectrum were tied on to wire 
tippet. Our imitations had to be on the lighter side, as these 
would spend a lot of time in the air and water. Unbridled 
enthusiasm became the order of that afternoon. No soggy 
spirits would dampen our day. Down to the dock we slopped. 
 
To the unprepared, the Rio Parana is massive. The amount of 
water flowing is comparable to that of the Mississippi river 
delta.  Recent rains certainly helped.  Banks were overflowing, 
branches dipped into the fast moving current.  Soggy would be 
an understatement. Yet herein lies the beauty of this river for 
Dorado fishing.  It always fishes. 
 
Smaller rivers, such as those in Bolivia, while perhaps more 
scenic and conducive to sight fishing, would be absolutely shut 
down after heavy rains, and this effect can persist for days.   
Trips can be ruined and dreams shattered.  Not so for Rio 
Parana. If anything, the rains can stimulate more surface activity. 
 
Sabalo fishing boats were fired up and we took off.  Slicing 
through the turbulent waters, it felt like the beginning of a bass 
derby.  Lumbar spines be damned.  The river shore was choked 



with vegetation, an impenetrable wall of green, supporting all 
manner of bird and animal life. 
 
We slowed and approached a rocky cliff. Weapons of mass 
destruction were unleashed and sure enough, on the third cast, 
JR hooked a big’un and the game was on.  Our congenial host, 
Gustavo Hiebaum gave me a wry smile and indicated that it 
usually wasn’t this easy.  After a perfect hook set and fight, JR 
boated a gorgeous Dorado. High fives were exchanged all the 
way around.  The fun had begun. 
 
For even the most jaded and world weary of flyfishers, 
freshwater dorado, Salminus maxillosus, represents an alpha 
level gamefish.  It is hard to imagine beauty and ferocity so well 
combined, but this is indeed the case for dorado.   Not to be 
confused with “el dorado”, the saltwater “dolphin fish”, Golden 
dorado display an intense, golden-yellow hue with radiant black 
body stripes, made up of thousands of black dots. The pointillist 
painters never did it this well.   Dorado gill plates and the large 
striped tail are worthy of some macro photography.  You want 
trophy pictures with these fish. 
 
Lodge guides Marcelo, Andres and Pablo were congenial and 
gently persuasive. As full time cheerleaders, fish biologists, 
casting instructors and psychotherapists, they were blissfully 
unaware of the hazards our group presented.  This ragtag 
assortment of legal, business and medical A types, combined 
with a few trout guides and a bamboo rod maker had the 
potential to transform the most zen like of guides into a 
relapsing psychotic state.  Yet good humour and patience 
prevailed throughout. 
 



Each day brought more rain, but the fishing continued, as did 
our success. Our guides displayed extensive knowledge and 
understanding.  With fluent English and endless patience, they 
put us into fish.  The water clarity was limited as were the 
opportunities for sight casting. So the mantra was 
“cast…strip…(repeat ad infinitum)…cast …..strip…(punctuated 
by the occasional) SET THE HOOK!!”     
 
These predatory game fish like to ambush their prey, so they 
were often lured by precise casts in front of structure.   
Submerged logs, overhanging branches, rocky inlets and caves, 
tail out pools and back eddies were favored targets for a well-
aimed and presented fly. 
 
Make no mistake, you are casting all the time, two people per 
boat, usually around 40 – 60 feet, so there should be no 
downplaying the effort and skills required.  Baseball pitchers get 
more rest (and are better paid). Sore wrists and shoulders 
progress with the week.   We never hesitated to reach for the 
Motrin, washed down by a robust Malbec.  
 
Fighting these bad boys and girls is not for the faint of heart. 
Dorado takes are ferocious and they are wild leapers, once 
hooked. They also like to go on blistering runs. Ranging from 5 
pounds – 35 pounds, their fight can be prolonged and intense.   
As a top-level river predator, Dorado feast on small – midsize 
bait fish, armed with a row of razor sharp teeth.   The sobriquet 
“River Tiger”, as they are known in Argentina, is most deserved. 
 
Long days bled into even longer evenings.  All that exertion and 
focus was happily dissipated with tannin rich wines, sumptuous 
appetizers and lots of carne. As is the custom in Argentina, 
dinner was late and typically involved generous portions. 



Vegetarians beware, tofu is a banned substance in this country. 
Moderation was simply not an option when it came to dining or 
fishing. 
 
Like Cinderella, the Golden Dorado also has stepsisters. 
As the days started to warm up and several Dorado had been 
cradled, we started to target Pira Pita and Pacu. 
 
Pira pita are part of the characidae family and can be a great 
way to diversify the experience.  They are omnivorous and  
hangout near trees and overhanging branches.  Lighting fast, 
they will explode on a streamer, and even dry flies under 
favourable conditions.  Pound for pound they are fantastic 
fighters and fun to engage. 
 
 
Strangest of the lot is the Pacu.  This forlorn fishy critter gets 
“No respect”, but undeservedly so.  It is known for its overall 
wariness and keen senses.  Also omnivorous, Pacu eat fruit, 
vegetation, minnows and insects.  Essentially the jungle version 
of permit, the real fun lies in presentation of the fly.  A fruit fly 
no less.  No, this is not the Drosophila from genetics class. 
 
Rather, this is simply a round orange or purple ball, roughly 1 cm 
in diameter with some added weight so that it sinks.  With an 
arcing cast, one tries to land this near to vegetation so as to 
create a distinct “plopping” sound when it hits the water.  The 
intent is to rouse all Pacu nearby and create a race to the 
forbidden (they don’t know that) fruit. Upon hookup, they put 
up a game fight.  But in the end, this trip was about the Gold. 
 
 
 



 
 
 
There exist from each fishing adventure certain memories that 
fuse into one’s being.  Connection with the natural world in all 
its wild essence generally does the trick.   In the midst of driving 
rain and wind, with no one but Pablo and me, we spot several 
beauties surface feeding in a large back eddy.  I cast and 
connect, a solid core rattling strike.  This time there is no jump, 
just a screaming run and then a plunge into the murky depths.  A 
wild creature in all its fury takes me well into my backing, and 
we play with each other. There is nothing else. 
 
Time and patience reward us with a 25+ pound female, solid and 
muscular. 
 
The size means nothing.  It is the opportunity for intimacy with 
the natural world.  To have and to hold this wild creature, albeit 
briefly.  Sweet dreams are made of these. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
IF YOU GO… 
 
Gustavo Hiebaum of Andes Drifters will tailor an itinerary to 
your specific needs.  He is congenial, helpful and reliable.  For 
the more ambitious and those with time, he can coordinate an 
additional trout trip to more southern latitudes. 
 
www.andesdrifters.com        
 
 
 
Seasons 
 
January thru May and September/October 
 
Health 
 
No specific vaccinations needed  
Check with a Travel Health specialist for the latest updates 
 
 
Rods 
 

 8 wt  9 foot rod 
 7 or 8 wt spare rod 

 
Reels 
 

 Two good reels with working drags; should balance your 
rods and be loaded with 150 yards of 30 lb backing 

 
 



Lines 
 

 Ist choice  RIO Tropical Intermediate  WF  8 I/I 
 2nd choice  RIO  Red Fish line  WF 8 F 

 
 
Tippet Material 
 

 Saltwater Fluorocarbon  20/25/30/40 
 Rio Wire Bite  40 lb 

 
Flies 

 Dark patterns that produce great silhouettes in tannin-
colored waters are usually most effective. However, It is 
wise to carry a mixture of brighter colors. All flies should 
be tied on strong 2/0 to 4/0 hooks. Streamers can be made 
from 4 to 6 inches long, or longer. However, it’s important 
that they’re light enough to cast, because you are doing 
that all day.  Therefore use hydrophobic materials to repel 
water and lots of epoxy/glue to create durability. 

 
 
 
 
Travel Gear 
 
For flights within Argentina, passengers cannot carry rods on 
board aircraft, so plan accordingly. 
 
The usual quick dry shirts/pants, buffs and sun gloves, rain and 
warm weather gear, polarized sun glasses are recommended. 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 


