Scientific Anglers Mastery Tarpon Intermediate
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I was nowhere within a thousand miles of anything remotely like a tarpon, and the Australian ‘baby’ tarpon aren’t really what this line was designed for anyway, but for the work I was doing it seemed like the ideal ‘’heavy’ flats line.  I was up to my belt buckle in saltwater and working hard to punch a 1/0 Clouser into a stiff 25 knot southerly.  The amazing thing to me was that it was working.  It was my second trip up to fish the flats of Western Australia’s Ningaloo Reef.  On my first visit I worked my way through several line and rod combinations, including a few new-generation designs, until I fell back on a well-used SA Striper Intermediate.  My favorite saltwater line, it was pretty beat up, but the stiff braided core and hard finish seemed to take a lot of the work out of what was quite difficult fishing.

Back in town, I tried to buy a replacement Striper Intermediate but found it had been discontinued.  The nearest thing to it that I could find in a 10 wt was the Mastery Tarpon, but I was not disappointed. Out of the box, the feel and finish of the Tarpon were quite similar to my old Striper.  The stiff braided nylon Tropi-core feels like almost the same material, but the new compound tapers are a distinct improvement on previous Mastery saltwater lines.  Quick and assertive delivery of the fly to the target has clearly been a major concern in the design of this line. 

The over all length is 110 feet.  The SA spec sheet refers to the head length as ‘short’ but 37 feet makes for a decent amount of line carried outside the rod tip. The stiff shooting line isn’t particularly thin, so there is no ‘hinging’ even when you have extended the head well beyond the tip.   The 37 foot head allows you to load and fire a cast in short order, ideal for wading deep but a good fishing platform like a skiff would allow you to maximise the line’s distance potential. The short front taper and larger tip diameter makes for excellent turnover into a wind. The Tarpon’s sink rate is rated at 2-2.4 inches per second, although it seemed to sink a bit faster than that.  

Knowing how particular salties are about this kind of thing, SA have left leader and backing attachment as a matter of choice. I used a silicon-coated Albright knot for linking the 80lb gel-spun backing and I whipped a loop into the tip for quick leader attachment. I used commercial saltwater leaders much of the time, but simple leaders made up of a five foot length of 50lb nylon stepped down twice to a 20lb fluorocarbon tippet also worked fine.  The line’s aggressive front taper makes leader turnover a non-issue with either type. 
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The Mastery Tarpon Intermediate has either a ‘clear’ or translucent ‘surf’ coating over the visible braided core. 

What really impressed me, however, was the line’s handling qualities.  Most of the saltwater lines I’ve tried have never quite struck a happy balance between shootability and fishability’. Some fly lines really achieve distance if you get everything right, but I spend an awful lot of fishing time sorting out tangled shooting line. With the Mastery Tarpon I fished for three days with almost no tangling, and I wasn’t using a shooting basket.  With other lines I had to come ashore and stretch the shooting line an annoying number of times. I can honestly say I didn’t have to stretch the Tarpon line once. There’s something about the marriage of coating and core that makes this line a great choice for the shore angler. I haven’t tested the difference in slickness, if any, between the Tarpon and other saltwater intermediates, but in my opinion the few feet gained by a super-slick coating isn’t as important as manageability in actual fishing situations.  The Tarpon’s braided core makes the line ‘zip’ audibly through the guides, but it seems to have very low friction.

And another thing.  Wading deep with no shooting basket it was inevitable that a lot of shooting line was going to sink around my legs and make working out a cast difficult, but the head seemed to pull the sunk shooting line free of the water with ease. I’m not sure why this should be the case, but I made sixty foot casts all day with no such trouble and by shooting from coils in my hand I’d often do much better than that. The Tarpon line’s stubborn refusal to tangle made it possible to concentrate on the fishing and not just the casting. 

