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An introduction to the upper Umgeni River as a Trout river. 

 

Source: 

The Umgeni River is said to flow from the Umgeni Vlei which lies at an altitude of 1870 

metres  on a plateau not far from Fort Nottingham. It could also be true to trace any one of 

the streams flowing into that vlei and declare one of them the true source. This has been 

done, and of course gives rise to controversy.  There are three main streams which contend 

for the status as ñthe oneò and depending on whether one selects the longest one, the 

strongest one, or that which roses at the highest altitude, you will get a different answer. 

Suffice it to say that these streams drain the ñSpioenkop mountain that one sees to the south 

east of the Lotheni Road, (close to where the tar ends and the turn-off to the Kamberg valley), 

and the high ground to the south of that on the cusp of the Inzinga river valley. The Umgeniôs 

upper catchment boundaries abut those of the Mooi River and the Inzinga. 

 

Trout water:  

Either way, from the vlei, the stream is barely able to sustain Trout until it enters the gorge in 

which it falls from the plateau, and at the base of that gorge where it flows under the district 

road (D290), it becomes a definable stream, in which one can fly fish. It maintains that status 

as a fly-fishable trout stream for some 17kms until it reaches the Dargle falls just below the 

main Dargle Impendle road (P134). Below the falls Trout are still caught, but they compete 

with Natal scaly and smallmouth bass, all the way down to Midmar dam, along which route 

there are ever more rare reports of trout being caught. 

 

Tributaries:  

Significant tributaries include the Poort Stream, which rises from the vlei land on Ivanhoe 

farm, and joins the river just below the gorge at Umgeni Poort Farm.  The Furth Stream is 

also a major tributary coming from the high ground around Rainbow Lakes and beyond to the 

South. It joins the river on Brigadoon farm.   Further down, Barnettôs stream joins from the 

north East where it rises on Warsash farm and joins at Chestnuts farm. 

 

Accessibility:  

The river flows entirely through private farm land and is accessible only to the farmers and 

their invited guests, but the Natal Fly Fishers club has access to some 12 kms of the 17km 

stretch. 

 

Fish: 

The water was one of three streams stocked with Loch Leven strain brown trout in 1899 and 

this population breeds and persists until today. No yellow fish or other species of interest to 

anglers are found above the Dargle falls.  Trout are typically 8 to 13 inches in length. Fish of 

up to 18 and 19 inches are not uncommon at all.  

 

Water quality:  

The stream flows over a largely rocky bed, but with a mud bed in many places too. The water 

is known to dirty quite quickly in summer spate and take a while to clear, unlike other berg 

trout streams that are inclined to run clean at all times other than briefly during severe spate.   

In normal high summer flow the river runs a very slightly ñginger beerò colour. 

 

There are no immediate threats from dairies or piggeries discharging directly into the river, 

and there is very limited habitation in this upper catchment. Riverside cultivation is also very 

limited due to the topography. Plantations are however an influence, as they are often the 



source of unchecked runoff and siltation.  Scrub wattle and gum are a bigger problem than 

formal plantations. 

 

Wattle, bramble, gum, bugweed: 

All of these alien invasive species are problematic. The wattle and gum in particular inhabit 

patches of unplanned scrub land where erosion is problematic, and silt load contribution can 

be high.  There are moves afoot by organisations such as the Dargle conservancy, DUCT, 

WWF and NFFC to eradicate wattle, gum and bramble, both alongside the river, and in large 

groves on the hillsides and in the valleys. Several of these projects have already achieved 

considerable success. Ongoing maintenance is a problem, and a considerable task, and gains 

made on projects are at risk of being lost if continuous follow up work is not conducted. 

 

Aquatic Insect populations: 

Generally the stream has a healthy population of all 6 major aquatic insect species: Mayflies, 

Caddis Flies, Dragonflies & Damselflies, Stonefly and Midges. However mini SASS 

assessments done in 2013 suggest that the scores are not as high as they could potentially be. 

In areas inundated by wattle, anglers have tended to encounter populations dominated by the 

hardy heptagenidae mayfly clingers and not a lot else. Areas of better biodiversity and grassy 

banks are considerably better. It is hoped and expected that removal of the wattle canopy and 

trees on the immediate bankside will bear dividends in this regard. 

 

Trout as aliens: 

There is considerable controversy around the fact that Trout are alien in South Africa, and 

there is a small band of scientists determined to eradicate trout at all costs. 

 

It is strange that other species, such as largemouth bass, which are virulent and spreading like 

wildfire, have not been targeted to the extent that trout have. One website makes the bold 

statement that ñResearch conducted in South Africa has conclusively found that trout eat 

indigenous fish, amphibians and invertebratesò . We hope that the research didnôt cost too 

much money, they could have asked a fisherman, who would have confirmed this, as well as 

providing a long list of other creatures which eat the same food, including some venerated 

indigenous species! 

The range of trout is actually in retreat, due to worsening water quality and global warming, 

and there are no known areas at risk of invasion by trout in South Africa that were never 

previously inhabited. Furthermore alien vegetation encroachment is a considerably more 

severe problem, with significantly more dire consequences for water resources and erosion in 

particular. Coupled with this, fly-fishermen are widely understood to be conservation minded 

custodians of landscape, and aggressive moves by advocates of fundamentalist, extreme, 

biological purity have met with dismay from the flyfishing fraternity.  Trout fishing has been 

the catalyst for expenditure of over R120,000 on alien vegetation removal along some 7kms 

of the Umgeni river over the last 3 years, and the work is ongoing. If trout were to be 

eradicated from the Umgeni, this work would stop.  In the USA, environmentalists 

understand this.  For example the environment and economy in the Driftless area of South 

West Wisconsin  has benefited from expenditure of $45 million by ñTrout Unlimitedò over 

the last 13 years, in restored streams for the benefit of angling species, including those that 

are non-native. 

 

 

 

 



 

Maps: 

 

Where does the Umgeni run? 

 

 

 

The ñTrout waterò 

 

 
 

 

  



A famous old map of Chestnuts farm, just above the Dargle falls, included in Neville 

Nuttallôs book, ñLife in the Countryò : 

 
Andrew Fowlerôs map of the lower reaches of Brigadoon farm, and included in his 2015 

book ñStippled Beauties: Seasons, Landscapes & Troutò 

 
 

 

 



Map of recent wattle clearing on Brigadoon/Furth: 2014, 2015 and 2016 

 

 
 

 

 

 

River profile:  

 

 
 

 



 

 

Books of relevance and interest: 

My Dargle by Brian Griffin 

Stippled Beauties: Seasons, landscapes and Trout by Andrew Fowler 

Trout Fishing in Natal by RS Crass 

Life in the Country by Neville Nuttall 

ά¢ƘŜ /ǊŜŜƭέΧŀ ŎƻƳǇŜƴŘƛǳƳ ƻŦ Ŏƭǳō ƴŜǿǎƭŜǘǘŜǊ мфтн ǘƻ мфуоΥ  bŀǘŀƭ Cƭȅ CƛǎƘŜǊΩǎ /ƭǳō 

Hooked on Rivers by Jolyon Nuttall 

 

  



 

 Wildlife: 

Some animal species you can expect to encounter in the valley: 

¶ 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 upper Umgeni by various authors: 



From Bob Crass:  Trout Fishing in Natal:




