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Shortly after I joined Eden 
Rivers Trust (ERT) in 
2009, I stumbled across 
a photograph of a very 

large stuffed salmon that had 
been exhibited at Tullie House 
Museum in Carlisle. I asked my 
new colleagues what they knew 
of the fish and I was told, “Oh, 
that was a claimed English record 
for a fly-caught salmon”. It turns 
out that the fish was caught by a 
Mr. Lowther Bridger on the River 
Eden in 1888.

As is often the case with 
historical captures of very large 
salmon, the story has evolved and 
is now the subject of much debate. 
Reports that a bigger fish was also 
caught on the same day elsewhere 
on the Eden fuels the myth around 
the record... which continues to 
this day.

Whatever the truth of the matter 
is, two facts remain certain: 1) that 
this was a very large salmon of 
50lb+; and 2) we don’t get good 
numbers of fish like that in the 
Eden, or come to think of it, any 
of our salmon rivers anymore.

The record fish is part of 
the Natural History Museum 
collection and lives in a crate 

deep in the bowels of that iconic 
Victorian building in South 
Kensington. I made a mental 
note to myself that there was an 
opportunity to bring this fishy tale 
back to life at some point. 

More on this later.
About this time, we also started 

to see a very worrying decline 
in the numbers of rod-caught 
salmon on the Eden. This mirrored 
a trend elsewhere in the North 
West; not that this made us feel any 
better. A fisherman’s connection 
to their home water transcends 
that of sporting enjoyment alone. 
We have a deep emotional and 
personal connection to our 
rivers – these are the special places 
where we’ve spent time honing 
our skills, enjoying red letter 
days, experiencing the precious 
solitude of just being there, and 
the company of good friends. It’s 
hugely worrying when something 
you cherish so much is not in the 
best of health.

The reasons for the decline of 
wild Atlantic salmon are often 
complex and not fully understood, 
but on the Eden, marine survival, 
habitat loss, and poor water quality 
are three of the major causal 

factors. This has been a decline 
driven by long-term pressure 
on the river and it has happened 
by stealth. Whilst it is extremely 
difficult to affect positive change 
in vast marine environments, there 
is much we can do to improve 
the survival chances of salmon 
when they return to the Eden, 
for example by removing weirs 
(upstream adult and downstream 
smolt migration) and restoring 
habitat (spawning/nursery). 

Despite the best efforts of many 
organisations, salmon are now 
classified by the Environment 
Agency as ‘at risk’ on the Eden. 
There has been an improvement 
in the spring fishing over the last 
two seasons, but we are nowhere 
near to the runs of salmon a river 
like the Eden should be capable of 
sustaining. I cannot quite believe 
that, during the 35 years that I have 
been a fisherman, we could now 
be facing the possibility of Atlantic 
salmon reaching the point of 
extinction in my lifetime.

Just pause and think about that 
for a moment. The wild Atlantic 
salmon – an iconic keystone 
species of global ecological and 
cultural significance – being 
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With the help of a monster fish caught on the Eden in 1888,  
Simon Johnson describes how Eden Rivers Trust hopes to 

encourage people to back a call for widespread and co-ordinated 
recovery efforts to save our wild salmon.
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Artist David Williams-Ellis putting the 
finishing touches to his incredible Eden 
salmon sculpture which will hopefully 
raise much-needed funds for wild Atlantic 
salmon conservation
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confined to the pages of picture 
books of species that once were.

You would hope that the  
public would be demanding 
action to save such an important 
species. But the sad truth is that 
very few people really seem to 
know or care about our wild 
salmon crisis outside of the 
world of fishing and fisheries. 
Most folk come across Atlantic 
salmon as a domesticated animal, 
readily available in supermarkets, 
cheaply priced, vacuum-packed 
and pre-prepared in a sweet chilli 
and lime sauce. As a society we 
have decoupled ourselves from a 
magnificent and wild species. How 
many folk out there know that the 
Atlantic salmon undertakes one 
of the world’s truly great species 
migrations? I’ve asked, and I can 
tell you it’s less than five per cent.

I passionately believe that rivers 
without salmon should be no less 
acceptable to the British public 
than woodlands without birds.

Fishermen, our representative 
organisations, and rivers trusts have 
done a tremendous job in doing all 
they can to help save our salmon – 
but it’s not enough. We now need 
to upscale our efforts to a mass 
participatory level – e.g. engaging 
the public and motivating them to 
take action. If we are to win the 
hearts and minds of the Springwatch 
generation, we will have to 
broaden the current conservation 
narrative and develop a campaign 
that also majors on natural heritage, 
cultural importance and ecological 
significance. We could also connect 
to and co-ordinate that campaign 
with our fellow international 
salmon communities in the semi-
circle of North Atlantic countries, 
stretching from Spain to the USA. 
We could do this!

Anyway, back to the stuffed fish. 
I kept a picture of the fish on my 
desk and over the next five years 

kept coming back to the same 
question: how could we turn  
a Victorian gentleman’s display of 
sporting vanity into something  
a bit more useful?

Then one day, a crazy idea 
popped into my head. I decided  
to turn that fish into a sculpture to 
both raise awareness of the salmon 
crisis and generate funding to take 
practical action now. 

It just so happens that a good 
friend of mine, David Williams-
Ellis is a sculptor, and not just any 
old sculptor, a world-renowned 
one. So I went to see David in his 
studio which overlooks a stunning 
vista of the Eden Valley and the 
North Pennines and, over a beer, 
told him about the crazy idea I had 
come up with. The conversation 
went something like this: 

David: “I reckon that would 
work.” Me: “Really?! That’s good...  
but there’s just one more thing.” 

David: “Oh, what’s that?” Me: (long 
pause) “I want to do the sculpture 
as a pair.” David: (longer silence) 
“That’s a crazy idea... I’m in!” 

The reason I wanted to do the 
sculpture as a pair was to use them 
to symbolise the massive scale of 
wild salmon migration the river 
was once capable of in the hope 
that we can return the Eden back 
to being a great salmon river. One 
tiny detail that I had forgotten to 
mention to David was that I didn’t 
actually have any money to pay for 
the sculpture!

So, the next move was to 
share my crazy idea with some 
important folk and to ask them 
if they would support the project 
and consider underwriting the cost 
of producing the first sculpture, 
which would be an edition of 
seven. Quite an ask! Then came a 
breakthrough, in the shape of  
a truly amazing benefactor (who 

wishes to remain anonymous) who 
shares ERT’s passion and vision for 
wild Atlantic salmon conservation.

Our benefactor thought that 
it wasn’t such a crazy idea after 
all, and subsequently made a 
significant donation to ERT to 
allow us to commission David  
to start sculpting. This involved  
a trip down to the Natural  
History Museum’s legendary  
Tank Room where David could 
take measurements and sketches 
of the 1888 specimen to aid the 
sculpting process.

The sculptures would be cast 
in bronze, be life-size and a 
third, weigh around 120kg and 
be available to buy for £70,000 
each. After the initial euphoria 
of commissioning such a work, 
the enormity of what I had done 
hit me! However, such is the 
magnitude of the task in terms of 
raising awareness of the salmon 
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crisis and raising the money 
needed to take action to halt 
it – that you simply have to upscale 
the ambition. If you think big, you 
have to be prepared to fail big.

As such, all money raised from 
the sale of each sculpture will be 
used to improve habitats, remove 
barriers inhibiting migration, 
nurture spawning grounds, and 
target sources of pollution. On 
their own these sculptures will not 
be enough to save our wild salmon. 
ERT’s plan is to use them as focal 
point to start a movement of folk 
to back our call for widespread 
and co-ordinated recovery efforts 
to save our wild salmon and the 
catchments that support them.
Before it’s too late.

The Eden is an incredibly 
beautiful and diverse river and it is 
a real pleasure to fish. At its best, it 
can still rival any salmon, trout and 

grayling fishing offered elsewhere 
in the UK, and we have great 
fishing hotels, professional guides 
and ghillies, and readily accessible 
and affordable beats, all the way 
from the intimite upper reaches to 
the sea.

Yes, this sculpture is all about 
saving salmon, but it’s actually 
bigger than that. For me, this  
crazy idea symbolises the fighting 
spirit of a band of super-dedicated 
folk who care enough about the 
Eden to pull on their waders and 
try to make a difference. What 
we are doing is taking positive, 
practical, here and now action that 
benefits the river and its tributaries 
and becks, all its fish, wildlife, 
anglers, riparian owners and clubs. 
It is my hope that we can raise  
a tremendous amount of money to 
do all we can to keep our river in 
the rudest of health.

The first bronze in the edition 
of seven will be unveiled at the 
2016 ERT fundraising dinner at  
Askham Hall on November 5. 
You can find more details about 
the dinner and watch a film 
about the idea at 
www.edenriverstrust.org.uk/
saving-edens-salmon

Private 
viewings of 
the sculpture 
can also 
be arranged. 
Please contact 
ERT on +44 (0)1768 866788 
or office@edenrt.org to make 
an appointment. “The sculptures would be cast in bronze, be 

life-size and a third, weigh around 120kg 
and be available to buy for £70,000 each.”


