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Devil
in a Blue

lake
Obsessed with

catching an elusive
and vicious

South American
fish, the author

traveled 5,000
miles to face his
golden nemesis

"Givemethegoldlure,"I
demanded."No,"saidmyguide,Sergio,
wagging his finger with

Argentine don't-cross-me

machismo. "It is not the time

for gold."MaybeIwasdelusionalfrom
too many nights of being fed
fried catfish under a leaky tarp on
the shores of a piranha-infested
river. Whatever the reason, I had
become fixated on the idea that
Sergio-a big, warmhearted,
extremely controlling kind of
guy-was actively preventingmefromrealizingmyboyhood
fantasy of catching el dorado.Letmeexplain.Longbefore
I ever cracked the spine of aPenthouseoraPlayboy,Ifedmy
young lusts on a steady diet ofexotic-fishingporn.Aphotoofa

leapingsalmoninField&Stream,aspreadinSaltWaterSportsman
of a pole bent double under amarlin'sweight-thiswasthe
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eroticatapedtothebackofmy
locker. And while unattainable

things with fins were eventually

replaced by unattainable thingsinbikinis,therewasonefishthatremainedlodgedinmy
subconscious through all theflowingandebbingofmyother
passions. That fish is called el
dorado, "the golden one," and I
have wanted to catch and killoneallmylife.

Unlike the mythological South

American city fashioned from

pure gold, el dorado the fish
is very real and made of solid
muscle. Uncompromisingly

golden in color, it is so savage
that attempts to raise it in
captivity have sometimes
resulted in cannibalistic
bloodbaths. Its Latin name,Salminusmaxillosus,means"the
troutlike fish with the massivejaws,"andwithitstworows
of razor-sharp teeth, the fish,

somewhat fittingly, has earned

thenickname"rivertiger."Once
hooked it is fiercely resistant to
capture, a trait that prompted
the legendary fishing writerA.J.McClane(oneofthemajor
studs of 1960s fishing porn)
to call el dorado "one of themostbrilliantaerialacrobatswe
have encountered."Andnow,aftertraveling
5,000 miles by plane, bus, and
rickety motorboat deep into
the interior of the northern

Argentine province of Corrientes,IwasbeingthwartedbyadisagreementwithatypeA
fishing guide over a $6 lure.Admittedly,therewasacertain
amount of local pride at stake.ThebraintrustbackatmyNewYorkCitytackleshop
had insisted that I buy three
sparkling-gold lures for the job.
Sergio, however, had green,
red, and white ones. Sergio's
were tested past performers
and had the teeth marks to

prove it. Mine hadn't a scratch.
But for four days his stuff hadgottenmenowhere,andIwas
getting desperate.Atthebeginning,I'dhadnodoubtsaboutSergio.Our
first morning together, his boat,

the Redopla, had seemed a

fine dorado-hunting machine.
The skiff had flown across the

floodplain where the Corrientes

and Parana rivers meet, a

two-mile-wide labyrinth of
mud-brown water and root-

gnarled islands.

Ananglerreelsinadoradoat
Ibera Marsh; left, the golden
one, captured.Ourfirstactioncameearlyon.
Sergio clipped a red swimmingplugontomylineandpointedto
a chute of fast water. I cast where

he indicated, and a few secondslatertherewasadisturbancebehindmylure.Somethingthat
looked like a two-foot gold ingot

charged so quickly in the murk
below that it seemed as if shotfromasubmarine.Allatonce,therewastheswipeofabright
pink tail, a bulge in the water.Thennothing.EIdoradohadseenmylure,chasedit,buthad
clearly decided no mas.Andfortwodays,thatwas
pretty much it.Sergiowasundulysolicitous
during those fishless times-a

tough and tender combination
of Hemingwayesque hunter
and Jewish mother. When a

boy dressed in rags wanderedoutofthemarshwithhisarms
wrapped around a catfish as big
as a German shepherd, Sergio
offered to buy it and cook it
for me, Milanese-style. When
a capybara, the world's largest
rodent, forded the river with its
cute, bowling-ball-size head
sticking out above the surface,
Sergio offered to shoot it. "Mwaf"
he said, gesturing with his fingers
to his mouth. "Delicious."

But helwouldn't budge on the
golden lure.
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SoIlefthim.Terribleasitfelt

to betray Sergio, I traveled 200
miles north to the Pira Lodge,

oneofseveralritzynewdorado-

fishing compounds abutting

the emerald green Ibera Marsh,
one of South America's largest
wetlands.

Myhandsweretremblingwith

excitement when the Pira guide

beached our boat, for I could

see dorado flashing everywhere
in the Ibera's crystal waters. I

tied on the one gold lure I had
smuggled off the Redop/a and
cast it into the confluence of

twofastcurrents.Doradotails

slapped the water right and
left, sounding off like a string
offirecrackers.Icastmoreandmorefrantically,whippingmy

head every time I heard another

one jump. Suddenly, I felt myself

jerked forward. I looked ahead

andsawmylinestraighten.Thenthewaterexplodedingold.A

dorado shot three feet into the

air, shaking its head violently.
It jumped a second time and a

thirdtime.Onthefourthjump,itturned,lookedatme,andspat

the lure all the way to shore as
if to say, "Feh."

Ilosttwomore,eachonebiggerthanthenext.Mygolden

lure had bite marks allover it.
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Anacrobaticdoradosurfaces;
7eft, the beast up close.

Onmytenthcast, five different

species swarmed, including the

carplikesabalothatgrabbedmy

lure and wrapped itself around a
downed tree trunk. "No!" I cried.

Iwasalmostreadytowadein

after it when a gang of dorado

and piranha converged on the
sabalo, tore it to shreds, broke

myline,andmadeoffwithmylure.LikeSergio,myPiraguide

had all kinds of lures, but nothing

gold.Noneofthemworked.Myminddriftedtomyreserves

of bullion-two gold lures that

Sergiohadsnatchedfromme

and tossed unceremoniously

intoabucket.Therewasnoother

choice but to return to him.

I rendezvoused with Sergio

the next day under a bridge on
the Corrientes River. And when I

said, "Please, Sergio, please give

meagoldlure,"hesawthatIwas

close to inconsolable.

"Allright,"hesaid,"trythisone."Hehandedmeaseven-inchnumberwithdumbyelloweyes,

bristling with hooks.
Nothing happened at first.Wefloatedwiththecurrentfortwohours,gettingevercloser

to the village of Esquina, where

mytripwouldend.Thecloudsfromthepreviousnight'sstorm
burned away, revealing all the

Casting for dorado at IberaMarsh,aSouthAmericanfishing
mecca.

green-blue glory of Argentine
big-sky country. I could see
Sergio itching to snatch the
goldlureaway.Butjustasmyresolvewaswavering,thelurewasstoppeddeadinitstracks.Thenthelinewentslack.Iwasabouttoslamdownmypolein
disgust when Sergio shouted,
"No, he's there! Reel, reel, reell"
I cranked in the line as fast as I

could. The line tightened and

then angled under the boat. We
both turned and watched the
water part as the dorado burst
outinarage,soclosewecould

hear the hooks rattle against

the lure's plastic. Sergio poled

the Redopla around and cleared
the line from the keel. Then the
dorado showed what it had in

speed. It took off in a flying rundowntheriverandthenwent
airborne again.

I can't sayitwasthebiggest

dorado ever.Notbyalongshot.
ButwhatIcansayisthatofall

the fish I've ever hooked, this
seven-pounderwastheonlyone

thatwasmoreexcitinginreallifethanitwasina

Field &Stream

centerfold. It jumped, it ran, it

tail-walked,anditdovemore

times than I could count. And

whenitfinallycameboatside,

pulsing gold with its pink fins
flickering-beaten but somehownotdefeated-therewasno
question about what to do next.
Sergio, sensingmydecision,
slipped the hooks gently from

the fish's teeth. After holding

it briefly for a photo, he put
it back in the water and then

watcheditshootdown into

the darkness.

From that point on, the lure
rocked. Twelve fish hit it, four of

whichmadeittotheRedopla's

gunwales. And Sergio's pride in
theluregrew.Hepraiseditasifitwerehisown.

That evening at Sergio's
father'shouse,EIDoradothe

lure, peeled of most of its paint
and bearing the deep gouges

ofcombat,waspassedhandto

hand around a table piled high
with catfish kebabs and giant
rodent steaks.

"It's a very good lure," Sergio
said."Youshouldtakethislurehomeandframeitnextto

your photo."

I thought it over. "Maybe you

should keep it."-PAULGREENBERG
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