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An introduction to the Bushmans River as a Trout River 

Source: 

The Bushmans, or Mtshezi, as it is known to the Zulus, rises in the neck of the Giant’s Castle 

pass at an altitude of 3,000 metres above sea level .   

Trout Water: 

Not unlike the Mooi, the Bushmans first becomes fishable as a Trout stream at an altitude of 

about 1,800metres ASL, which is about 3kms above the Giants Castle rest camp, although most 

anglers don’t venture above a boulder blocked area just 1 km above the camp. From the camp 

down, there is a further 7kms within the greater Drakensberg park, followed by 5kms in a 

privaye farm. From there there is approx another 17kms of water in the tribal area whioch can 

be considered viable Trout water. Below this point the river produces only occassional trout at 

ceratin times of the year, and is more populated with ywllowfish, but big Browns are reported 

all the way dpwn to the Wagondrift dam.  In years gone by Trout existed even below the dam 

but reports of such fish have largely faded from memory. 

Tributaries: 

Major tributaries include the Twee Dassies stream at the very head of the river a kilometre 

above the camp, the Mtshezana which joins just above the park gate, and the Ushiyake which 

joins the main river just before it enters the tribal land. Lower down is the Ncibidwane which 

joins at the clinic where the road crosses both this tributary and the main river (the road to 

Estcourt). Another notable tributary also called the Mtshezana joins towards the lower end of 

the 17kms of tribal water described above. All these tributaries have trout in them, most for 

limited distances up the tributary. The Ncibidwane is the exception, being a sizable stream, and 

trout have been caught 15 kilometres up this tributary.  

 

Accessibility: 

From the 1800m contour  down to the park gate, some 11 kms away (as the river flows) is all 

accessible with a day permit bought at Giants Castle. Below that, the public can book Snowflake 

cottage by contacts=ing the management of the Trout hatchery just belwo the park gate, to get 

access to that stretch of river (some 5kms)  Below the cattle grid, in the tribal area, fishing is 

possible with permission of the local tribespeople. Moves are afoot in 2018 to set up a 

functioning day ticket system for the benefit of the Amahlube people, in which members of the 

public will be able to buy day tickets, park in designated areas, and pay a regulated car guard 

fee to local youths to guard vehicles.  



Fish: 

The Bushmans is best known as a Brown Trout stream, but the hatchery has had various spills 

of Rainbos, and in some years Rainbows are plentiful, especially within a few kms of the 

hatchery . Trout are typically 10 inches in lenfth, but fosh of up to 24 inches are reported in very 

good years. 16 to 18 inch fish are not at all uncommon. 

Water Quality: 

The water quality of the Bushmans above the cattle grid is excellent, since the river flows 

through pristine mountain grasslands. From the cattle grid down, erosion and siltation due to 

wattle infestation and over grazing starts to set in. However habitation has been kept away 

from the river, so other poultants are not present, although in places the locals do wash clothes 

and taxis in the river. The water is more inclinedto dirty and stay off colour, the lower one goes 

in the tribal water. Down below where the Estcourt road crosses (below the junction of the 

Ncibidwana), the water is often soiled for weeks at a time in the height of summer, and 

generally fishing is done here in spring or autumn when clear water is more likley to be 

encountered. The Ncibidwana has a natural tendency to run dirty in high flow, but all the more 

so in its lower reaches, and so it is often the culprit dirtying the river below the junction.    

 

Wattle, bramble, gum, bugweed: 

The upper reaches of the river in the park as well as in the private water immediately below, is 

in pristine condition, and largely free from any alien encroachment. In the tribal area, the 

immeddiate river bansk are surprisingly clear too, being kept clean by both livestock and flood 

waters. However the hillsides in the valley of both the Bushmans and the Ncibidwana are thick 

with alien wattle trees in the tribal areas above the confluence. Below the confluence, bank-

side wattle infestation occurs on the Rockmount section.  

Aquatic Insect populations: 

The upper Bushmans has a good diversity of aquatic life.    

History 

Trout were stocked in the Bushmans river in 1890. In october of 1915 the Estcourt Trout 

Acclimitisation society and Estcourt Fly Fishers was formed and a further 10,000 fry were made 

available for distribution along the river. The book ‘Trout fishing in South Africa’ published by 

the railways in 1916 makes mention of the fact that visiting fisherman will need to set out from 

Estcourt in a “Cape Cart” with full camping gear, as no accomodation is available, adding that 

milk and eggs can be bought from the “natives” and that there is a store at Ntabamhlope. The 

scenery is described as ‘grand and rugged’ , and fish were described as “running up to 3 and 4 

lbs”.  fishing story by B Benion in his book “The Trout are rising in England and South Africa” set 



in about 1920, describes the river and terrain similarly but with little fact added to the record. 

Numerous black and white photos are contained in the 1936 book “Fishing the inland waters of 

Natal” in which the Bushmans is depicted. The banks of the river appear to be uninhabited, 

even in the tribal waters, and grass grows thickly. There is also much evidence in the farm 

names that suggest the Trout fishing was good all the way down to the town of Estcourt.  In the 

1925 book “Trout Fishing in South Africa” there is a picture of a woman fishing the Bushmans, 

as well as a woman fishing the “Nbidtwana River” at a spot which is recognisable as a a spot 

about 10kms up the Ncididwana. The Brown Trout season was from 1 Septemner to 30th April, 

and permits were obtainable in the town of Estcourt, where the Plough Hotel was 

recommended for accomodation.  The Ncididwana in its entirety as well as the “Umtshezana” 

reapeated , indicating both tributaries by that name,  and the “Ushayiake” from the “falls at 

Eland park” downstream, are all mentioned as Trout water and the river conservancy inspector 

was one mr QE Carter who lived on the farm bergvliet at Ennersdale right down near Estcourt.  

Here is a feast of images taken around the 1920’s and 1930’s : 

 

 



  















 



 

Maps:  

 

Where does the Bushmans run? 

 

  



The Trout water 

 

 

 

  



Books of relevance & Interest 

• Call of the Stream …by Peter Brigg 

• Trout fishing in Natal …by Bob Crass 

• My Way with a Trout …by Tom Sutcliffe 

• Life in the Country …by Neville Nuttall 

• Stippled Beauties …by Andrew Fowler 

• Fishing the inland waters of Natal (1936)…Natal Provincial Administration 

• Trout Fishing In South Africa  1916…South African Railways. 

• The Trout are Rising…1920… B Bennion 

 

Wildlife 

Some animal species you can expect to encounter on the Bushmans: 

• Leopard 

• Baboons 

• Bushbuck 

• Reedbuck 

• Oribi 

• Eland 

• Mountain Reedbuck 

• Vaal Rhebuck 

• Duiker 

• Cape Clawless Otter 

• Slender Mongoose 

• Vervet monkey 

• Bushpig 

• Porcupine 

• Black backed Jackal 

• Aardvark 

 

 

Overleaf:       Writings about the Bushmans by various authors: 
  



 

From “Trout fishing in Natal” by Bob Crass:



















 

 

  



From “Reflections on Flyfishing” by Tom Sutcliffe:





 



Excepts from the book “Stippled Beauties” by Andrew Fowler 

III The Bushmans and Ncibidwana 
The Bushmans is undoubtedly one of our most famous Brown Trout streams. It being just a little further 

afield for me than the Umgeni and the Mooi, has perhaps contributed to the fact that I have listed it in 

third place. Perhaps more significantly, it is popular, particularly in more recent years. In case you 

haven’t picked up by now, that means I am less inclined to go to a place.  The Bushmans is one place 

where I have bumped into other fishermen on the river. I have also come back from a day’s fishing to 

hear that so and so fished it the day before I did or after. As soon as it is possible to compare notes with 

another fisherman about a particular piece of water, my interest wanes just a little. Call me spoilt. 

That said, the Bushmans is a remarkable piece of water. Its quality is linked to the fact that it flows for a 

good long way in the berg nature reserve, and thereafter on the Brown’s superb farm, which to all 

intents and purposes is also a nature reserve. In other words there is no cultivation for a good long 

stretch of its headwaters. Of course below Chris Brown’s lower boundary, and Henderson’s cottage, the 

river flows through rural settlements, where great Trout fishing is to be had, but where it is necessary to 

make security arrangements for your car, and where you are likely to compete with the ladies doing 

their washing, and have a participative audience of small kids.  

Rainbows at Henderson’s 
In recent years, I have met blokes who, despite apparently having fished the Bushmans regularly, act 

surprised on hearing that it is a Brown Trout stream. This tells me immediately that their fishing has 

been concentrated on the beats below the hatchery, from whence these Rainbows come. That stretch, 

on Chris Brown’s farm, is a somewhat unique stretch of river to my mind. The channel in which it runs 

seems too narrow when the river is full in summer. From below the Ezemvelo area, the river surprisingly 

makes little use of the relatively open valley, rather confining itself to deep pathways through large 

pieces of rock, and the odd oversized boulder. In mid-summer, those chutes and runs flow strongly 

against your legs and wading is best undertaken with a mix of bravery and skill. 

It is in that fast deep water, with a heavily beaded fly, complete with at least some fly flash, that the 

Rainbows come to the net. It is however hard to believe that anyone could fish it and not catch a Brown. 

I have managed that only twice. The first time was back in the early nineties. I was visiting the farm on 

which the famous “Henderson’s Cottage” is situated, for some or other business reason, but I was 

invited to bring along a fly-rod. I accepted, but being a business visit, I was limited to about an hour’s 

fishing before I needed to be on the road again.  

It was in that hour that a feisty Rainbow obliged, and surprised me. The next time was when I took two 

visiting Australians up to Chris Brown’s piece. Of course I told them on the way out, that it was a Brown 

Trout stream, not bothering to mention the hatchery escapees, and in almost the same spot, within 

sight of the cattle grid, with the Henderson’s old vine bound cottage up on the hill above us, I got one 

Rainbow. A good strong fish a little over a pound.  

That was to be it for the day for me, the balance of my time was spent trying to teach some river craft to 

the younger of my two guests. It was quite a task, as he had not yet mastered fly casting, let alone 

retrieving line that incessantly floats back down at you, and threatens to sew you up in knots if you are 

not nimble enough to get it off the water quickly.  He later hooked a Brown, and got it close enough to 

see that it was a Brown, but never got a hand to it. In hindsight, it might have been better to take them 



down into the tribal water below the cattle grid, which while it still has deep pools, seems to have more 

wide gravel bars, fewer of those challenging Port Jackson willows, and just as many Trout. 

I can’t fish this stretch of water without marvelling at the life of the remittance man who once lived at 

Henderson’s and must have fished these waters daily. His tenure there is recorded in Bob Crass’ book 

(Trout fishing in Natal, RS Crass, 1971), and is one of few records that exist of the early fishing on the 

Bushmans and our other rivers. A visit to Henderson’s with its overgrown garden, and heavy stone walls 

and deeply recessed windows sets one’s mind wandering back to what can only have been glory years in 

this untouched country. Mind you, looking up this river valley, it is still undeveloped, and the veld is in 

excellent condition, such that the river runs clean most of the time and clears quickly when a big enough 

storm does discolour the water. 

In search of rest and cool water 
It was early December, and my journal records that I was at PD’s house to collect him at four fourty five 

am. As a schoolmaster he had been up to some or other end of term revelry the night before, and let’s 

just say that his was a slow start, albeit such an early one. 

We parked just above Snowflake Cottage on Chris Brown’s section, and started in at six am. At that time, 

despite the bright hot days of December, it is cool. Twelve degrees in fact, and my photos remind me 

that we started with jerseys on.  

I remember the water cool about our legs. This is especially so when your warm dry boots must first 

plunge into the crisp water. I often start out finding a lie approachable from the bank, in an attempt to 

delay the inevitable plunge into the invigorating water. But on these bluebell summer days it is hot by 

eight am, and this day was no exception.  

Jerseys were quickly discarded, and wet longs became an asset. It was a day in which the Browns were 

very much on the prod. The water was startlingly clean, and the fish were out and about, so we startled 

a lot more than we ever landed. By ten thirty we were up at the hatchery already, having fished quite 

quickly, and skipped water as soon as it became evident that we had put down fish. Of course that is the 

way to do it. If you have blundered upon a fish, and it has darted off up the pool, common sense needs 

to prevail, and you can either do this by resting the pool, or by simply moving on. Our river fishing is 

such that we are never crammed onto short beats, or between other fishermen, so in our case one had 

might as well move on up, rather than sit and watch the pool for half an hour or more.  

So it was this approach that saw us at the top end of the beat early enough to double back and give it all 

a try again. That is exactly what we did, and in the later part of the morning, although we didn’t quite 

double our catch, I landed a twelve inch fish, and PD got one of fifteen inches, making the additional 

walking all worthwhile. By midday we were in bright unforgiving sunshine, and the fishing had slowed 

down, which I suppose one should expect in the case of Browns. We stopped at the vehicle and fetched 

our sandwiches. Back at the river we found an open white rock, and we sat there, with the sound of the 

rushing stream convincing us that it was cooler than it really was. The previous evening was catching up 

on us. After some refreshments we both sat there staring at a spot where the rock had worn into a 

smooth chute, and a clear stream of water rushed through, its white wake pushing rhythmically 

backwards and forwards, up the water plume and back down. 



There was a long silence, and then one of us remarked “This water is strange stuff isn’t it”. That can 

happen if you look at something too long. Especially after a night out. We packed it in and went home 

for a well-earned siesta. 

 

 

On a clearing river 
 

Mike and I cut down from the potholed tar road, through a gully and over a headland, marked by a 

Church. We paused there, and I muttered something about the colour of the water. I had been 

oscillating between comments like “It’s dirty, but definitely fishable”, and “Hell, I don’t know, it’s looking 

pretty damned murky!”, uttered in a grumbling manner. From our high vantage point I was on the latter 

comment. We pushed on anyway, striding a little further downriver, where we paused to tackle up. 

Mike and I both started out with tungsten bead rigs. This arrangement involves a heavy bead on the 

point, and a light fly on the dropper above. I began with a small bright caddis, with a garish, shiny belly. I 

figured they might see it. Later I changed to a size twelve Woolly Bugger with some crystal flash, figuring 

they would see that a little easier. 

One fish did see it, and its capture after more than an hour on the water lifted our spirits a little. Then as 

I glanced upriver I saw Mike trying to get a hand to a small fish, but it wriggled free. From the same spot, 

he hooked a second one, and this time he brought it in. We celebrated the small victory across the 

rushing milky water with a raised thumb, and one in reply. Back up near the Church I waded into a spot 

where in drier times the locals park their taxis in the river to wash them. There I flicked and swung the 

Woolly Bugger repeatedly. The water was looking a tiny bit better. It was still milky and half grey, half 

brown. You could see your boots when waded in just above the knee, but not when you got waist deep.  

It was not as dirty as the Ncibidwana which we had crossed on the way in, and which was pure milky 

coffee and pushing big volumes into the lower Bushmans, but it was a lot higher than the Little Mooi, 

which we would cross later, and which was clean after its recent flood had abated.  

The heavy bead takes some flinging. I was using a four millimetre one, and Mike had on a three. Either 

one is a lobbing load on a delicate three weight, and detracts from the lightness of the venture. The 

weight was necessary in the fast water. Even with the bead, one’s placement had to be right to get the 

fly dragged down. Once it was down you could almost feel the bead bumping the bottom. Maybe it was 

more imagination, I don’t know, but I fished with confidence in the sure knowledge that the fly was 

getting down deep to where the fish would surely be hugging the bottom. I would let the line straighten 

out below me, and stretch the rod out, pointing it as far downstream as I could. Then in a single 

sweeping movement, letting the current load the rod well, I would bring it forward in a single 

movement, letting the fly travel upstream, or up and across slightly, without any false casting over the 

water. One can do this in clear water to avoid lining fish, to great effect, but I was doing it here to avoid 

having to false cast all that tungsten on my little river wand.  The water colour would have ensured that 

overhead false casting was less of an issue on this occasion. My mind was a little numbed in the routine 

of this. I was on a good-looking stretch, and my focus was forward. The drift out behind me was not time 



spent fishing, and I became a little impatient at that repeated wait. I was jolted from my deep thoughts 

by a fish that slashed at the fly as it swung below me. That got my concentration back! 

Further up, Mike had drifted his fly through a few excellent runs without luck. Then we saw a fish move. 

“That’s it” I told Mike. “I am changing to a hopper”.  I figured that they still needed to see the fly, but 

that with a few slower stretches coming up, maybe they would come up and get it off the surface. 

My hopper went undisturbed, but at the next pool, in some much slower water a small fish was rising. I 

changed to a delicate Klinkhamer and had a few careful throws. I put the fish down. 

At a spot higher up, Mike was at the head of a wonderful pool. I asked if he had fished the tail. He 

hadn’t. He had left it for me. And as we were talking, a fish rose, and then another. I returned to the 

Klinkhamer. It is a little size eighteen with a dull dun look to it, but a bright white post.  Positioned on 

the bank just above where the fish were rising, allowed me to perform a quartering down and across 

delivery. In a pool where an upstream cast would have the lip current pulling your line and dragging the 

fly away, this is a better approach. As long as one throws enough slack into the cast, you can get a long 

downstream drift before the line pulls around and you retrieve the fly up against the near bank. This 

approach saw a number of attacks on the fly. While several of them failed, the pool remained largely 

undisturbed, allowing me to eventually hook and land two fish of around ten inches in length. It is 

always good to get them on a dry. 

At the bend near the road, I hooked a strong twelve inch fish in the deep dark current. It was a current 

that I suddenly realised had a deep green look to it. Not brown. The river had cleared, and I had scarcely 

noticed until now. Deep green means clean!  

A storm was building over the Berg at an alarming rate. It had been hot and bright and humid earlier, 

but a deep purple mass had accumulated suddenly over the mountains, and we started receiving the 

odd drop of rain down where we were on the fringes of it.  But it wasn’t raining yet, and the lightning 

was still a long way off. I suggested that we skip the piece near the road, where there was a string of 

locals with assorted fishing gear and an unabashed inquisitiveness that had me wanting to move on. 

Fishing to a gawping audience who occasionally bug you for hooks, was not in my game plan. 

We cut out a stretch, leaving ourselves just enough river to fish before we came up to Henderson’s 

bridge at the top of our beat. We timed that well. As we strode to the parked car forty minutes later, a 

few heavier raindrops began to find us, but we were two Trout richer by then.  Quickly changing and 

stowing our wet longs and boots, we were in the dry comfort of the cab before it really came down. We 

had been on the river for something like eight hours. Mike reminded me of that the following day, but it 

hadn’t seemed like that. It was just a quick and fleeting visit. One that started out with us feeling a little 

bleak at the water conditions, and ended up feeling like a blessing. A treat. An interlude spent in a 

rushing river, with a sprinkling of pretty Brown Trout thrown in for good measure. 

  



From a magazine article by Andrew Fowler in “The Complete Flyfisherman” December 2016













 

  



From “Reflections on Flyfishing” by Tom Sutcliffe: 





 



An Article by Andrew Fowler in a British magazine in 2020:











  



 

 

Bushmans River conservation: 

Probably the greatest need on the Busman’s is for community engagement in the tribal area to ensure 

sustainable land use in the catchment.   Community members have been engaged in various education 

and development initiatives over the years, but there is more that can be done.  

Currently the amaHlubi people run a very successful community flyfishing project, in which members 

can buy a rod ticket from the king’s secretary.  

 

 

 

Half of the estimated annual tickets are paid for by the Natal Fly Fishers Club, in exchange for which 

their members are entitled to book for free, provided that they accept the “first come, first served” 

basis.   

The community provides a uniformed car guard for an agreed daily fee. 

Beat markers and parking signs are unfortunately vandalised at times, but the publicly available maps 

(https://www.nffc.co.za/day-tickets)   go a long way in guiding anglers to the correct parking and beats. 

Moves are afoot to put more secure (albeit less visible) signage, by way of painted rocks. 

https://www.nffc.co.za/day-tickets


 


