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Foreword


by Sandy Leventon





The first article Dennis Moss submitted to me as editor of Trout and Salmon was, I think, in the 1980s. Immediately I knew that here was no run-of-the-mill pot boiler. It was obviously written by someone who had thought long and hard about his subject, and whose ideas and recommendations had been the subject of intense personal scrutiny before he felt justified in committing them to paper.


Dennis’s honesty and integrity – no fly-by-night untested theories for him – shone from his typewriter and led me to ask him for more contributions, which I am delighted to say he duly delivered.


One can be certain, therefore, that whatever Dennis writes about – tactics, locations or fly patterns – has been exhaustively tested and examined. After cutting his fly-fishing teeth on our big reservoirs (and, for instance, enjoying astonishing success with big over-wintered Rutland rainbows), Dennis co-launched Wychwood Tackle, manufacturer of, among many other fly-fishing innovations, the collapsible drogue that was to earn him the gratitude of thousands of boat-fishers. After several highly successful years, Dennis sold the company and moved to the west of Ireland, where he now pursues his passion for wild fish in wild places.


With the publication of this book, Dennis’s vast experience and inquiring mind have been put to good use, and I defy any boat-fisher not to profit from it.




 





Sandy Leventon                     


Editorial Consultant              


Trout and Salmon magazine
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Introduction





Why choose to write a book exclusively about boat fishing? I could have written this book about lake fishing from the bank, or river fishing, but I feel that I would not have written to my strength. Boat fishing is my greatest interest. It is the many variables of boat fishing with which we have to come to terms if we want to be successful that so intrigue me.


There are those who believe that boat fishing is 90% luck. I would suggest that they have clearly never come to terms with a discipline that is rather more complex than it might appear. And yet to be successful requires little more than getting the basics right. These anglers fail because, quite simply, they do not apply themselves correctly.


Many of the methods we now employ on stillwater fisheries lend themselves to both bank and boat, indeed some of the tactics would have been devised for bank fishing – especially the imitative methods. For boat work these methods have simply been modified! Clearly, the angler must adjust his technique for fishing from a moving platform. But technique and tactics are not the only things we need to adjust. When pursuing wild fish we have to make allowances for the weather, its effect on both fish and fly hatches, stock densities and the fish’s behaviour patterns, particularly wild brown trout whose reactions are quite different to those of stocked fish – especially rainbow trout.


I firmly believe that lakes are more difficult to read, and therefore far more difficult to come to terms with, than rivers. Any angler with a good sense of watercraft will, given time, come to terms with both faculties, but an angler who has truly come to terms with lake fishing, especially on the bigger fisheries, will find the adjustment to river fishing much easier than someone doing the reverse.


I love river fishing and like nothing better than to fish a long beat on a good river working from pool to pool. To hunt fish on a river to the accompanying sound of flowing water, particularly broken water on a quiet summer’s evening, is so evocative – it is like a good piece of music, you want to hear it and experience it over and over again.


Atmosphere, emotion and the need to hunt are all part of my fishing. I can enjoy a day fishing a moorland stream for small under-nourished brownies just as much as I do fishing for the brown trout on the vast spaces of a large limestone lough. Both settings give me that feeling of wildness, remoteness, that are so important to me. But these emotions have nothing to do with reading the water and applying fishing tactics that might work. These skills we must learn if we are to be successful.


The tactics we use on rivers are much more circumscribed, so too is the reading of the water – the grey area between right and wrong is not so vast. If you are river fishing for trout you are hoping to time your visit to coincide with a hatch of fly and if you are after migratory fish you will look at the water levels. You will then cover a pool, working through the lies using a method that suits the conditions. You know instinctively where the fish are likely to be, which way they are facing, and how best to approach them in order to present your fly without being seen.


This is not so obvious on stillwater. Even if you time your visit to coincide with a hatch of fly, you are still faced with problems such as location, weather, method and the direction in which the fish are swimming. It seems to me there are always a lot of ‘ifs’ in fishing, but in stillwater fishing on wild waters the number of ‘ifs’ seem greater. That is why I feel some river anglers never fully come to terms with stillwater fishing for they cannot think problems through as rationally as they can on the river. What might appear obvious on a river doesn’t seem to be so clear-cut on a stillwater; it is as if, without a water current as a guide, the river angler cannot apply the same logic. So they assume there is a lot of luck involved. Well, when it comes to fishing, luck will always play its part, but in any type of fishing – river, sea or stillwater – you also need to do some things right and to do them right consistently.


The methods described here may not be cutting edge, so those wishing to learn the very latest techniques may be disappointed. But with wild fish or mature, grown-on stock fish, presentation comes second to location, and is I feel more important even than fly pattern.
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A beautiful 4lb brown trout from Lough Ree showing a distinctive yellow colouring, with the tiniest flecks of red amongst the dominant black spots











You cannot catch fish without first finding them. You then present an artificial to them without alarming the fish. Once you have achieved this you then work on the fly pattern, and here again keep things simple. I have caught the majority of my fish on a mere handful of fly patterns; presentation is far more important than the fly. That is why dry fly is such a good method for taking educated fish. It is the easiest method to achieve a good presentation. With wet fly, where movement and colour are the triggers, it is far harder to achieve a presentation that will fool an educated fish. That is why I place the wet fly third in my range of methods for fishing for the bigger trout and is now a tactic that I use more at the back-end with larger flies when the fish become more aggressive. Big trout are not necessarily the most cunning or wiliest of fish, but they will have seen many artificial flies. To catch such fish requires nothing more than a good understanding of the basic principles which I shall discuss – applying the correct method, in the right place, at the right time. It isn’t cutting edge, it is just common sense.
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Larry McCarthy returns a large Lough Mask brownie








IF I CAN DO IT, YOU CAN DO IT!


One June 15th, nearly 20 years ago, a good friend persuaded me to go out for an evening of buzzer fishing on Lough Corrib. I caught two fish, both over 3lbs. Two days later, on the 17th, fishing from 9.30 to 12.30, in ideal conditions, I caught another brace: one weighing 5lbs 4oz and the other 7lbs 2oz. An exceptional brace of wild browns, but it didn’t end there. Buoyed by my run of luck and an infectious madness to go fishing, that only a keen angler will know, my friend persuaded me to go out the following morning to fish the caenis rise. With very little sleep between us we were out on the lough at 5am the next morning, June 18th, and I caught a further 3 trout from the caenis rise, the best fish weighing 4lbs. It was a window of quality fishing that, by the end of July, fishing either early morning or late evenings, ended with 42 fish. I have never been a numbers man, and I wasn’t after numbers, I was fishing for quality wild brown trout.


Fishing short sessions at the key times whenever the opportunity arose, I picked up one or two fish, my best bag from a single session was eight. And the average weight of those wild trout was such that I do not think I will ever better it. They will live with me for the rest of my life. Of the 42 fish, 20 weighed between 4lbs and 7lbs. The method was dry fly, a simple technique, with no frills attached, and we used our knowledge about the movements of fish. We sought trout moving in areas known to us, we fished particular times (the late evening for the buzzer, or early morning for the caenis). It was an unforgettable period of fishing.


Such a result is well within the scope of any angler and I hope that this book will inspire and help you to achieve this.
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A rocky shoreline near the outlet on Lough Mask.








CHAPTER 1


Boat Fishing Basics





I enjoy bank fishing, particularly on the larger fisheries where one is free to roam in search of fish. Working down a shoreline, systematically covering new water, can be a very satisfying and absorbing way to fish. Time becomes immaterial as I slip into an easy casting rhythm, leisurely searching the water for a feeding fish before taking a step forward following each cast. Not only do I find this style of fishing relaxing but it can also be very productive at times, particularly when the trout move closer inshore.


However, fishing different reservoirs from the shore can also be heart-breaking and it soon became obvious to me that to achieve consistent success one had to be prepared to go afloat. To any observant angler, the disparity between the catches of bank and boat fishermen over the duration of a season is quite clear and at certain times there is nothing a bank angler can do to offset this imbalance.


When conditions are against the bank fishermen there is little hope of any sport, no matter how far one can cast or where one fishes. I remember days on Grafham when the trout would not come within 100 metres of the shore and we, the poor bank fishers, looked forlornly on as the boat fishermen took fish after fish.


Haphazard stocking policies don’t help the situation at all. It can be either feast or famine depending on the season or when the next injection of fish are stocked to liven things up. For bank anglers there is always the early season bonanza when a glut of fish can be taken following the main pre-season stocking. However, the easy harvest doesn’t last long and invariably there follows a lean period until the weather warms and the trout start to move on the surface.


In late May and June there is the chance of some sport if the conditions are good and of course there is always the evening rise to raise our hopes. However, July and August can be desperate months, unless there is a summer stocking, until the fish move inshore again in September. As much as I love fishing, I do go to catch fish. If I was to achieve that aim and catch fish consistently then I felt there was no alternative but to leave the bankside and go afloat. Besides, messing about in boats looked like fun, certainly preferable to suffering another blank day on the shore.


BOATS – THE BEGINNING


Boat fishing presented me with a set of new problems to solve. On each visit to a fishery, the problem would change with the conditions and the season. To anchor or not to anchor, slowing the boat’s drift or using a boat’s drifting bias to fish a particular drift effectively were factors that I had never encountered or had to consider before. I soon realised that success wasn’t guaranteed just because I had chosen to fish from a boat.


We did catch more fish, which was the reason for going afloat. However, our success was purely because we were over more fish. There were occasions when we could and should have performed better, if only we had a better understanding of boat handling. Our failure to make the best of certain situations through our lack of experience fishing from boats was, to say the least, frustrating. My boat handling skills were going to have to improve. I needed to learn the fundamentals of boat fishing so that, given a certain situation, I could fish with confidence no matter what the weather conditions.


Knowledge and confidence grew, but it took time and experience. At first we used to habitually anchor because that is what the majority of the other boats were doing. We did not give due consideration to the prevailing conditions or how to position the boat to take advantage of those conditions. It didn’t take long for the penny to drop. I soon realised that these factors were important and that they could make a significant improvement to our catches. Armed with this knowledge, we began to capitalise on the advantage of being afloat. Fishing from boats had far more to offer than I imagined and I was eager to learn more.


Northampton Style


The 1970s was a period when the majority of boats on English reservoirs and lakes were anchored, with only a few drifting Northampton Style, bow to the wind, fishing lures on the swing. With the exception of Chew, one rarely saw boats drifting broadside with two anglers fishing a short line in front of the boat, akin to the traditional fishing of Irish or Scottish lakes. This was a style of fishing that appealed from the moment I first saw the method employed.


Traditional Style


But none of my friends fished this traditional style, so I had no experienced, old hand to learn from. I was very much in the dark. Opportunities to fish while on holiday in Scotland or Ireland were seized, particularly if there was an invitation to fish with an experienced angler or local boatman. Fishing traditional style, short-lining with a team of wet flies, for this was the way one fished from boats on wild waters, was great fun and productive too. While out on these trips I would try to take in as much information as possible but when it came to methods, they seemed pretty basic and were not as complex as the reservoir techniques.


Tackle would consist of a longish through-action rod of cane or fibreglass, a floating line and a team of three or four wet flies spaced evenly apart on a fairly short leader. A short line was then fished in front of the boat. Some anglers would fish a short cast using the rod action in one continuous lift and a hand haul to move the flies. The length of the cast was limited to the working length of line that could be fished with the one movement. This kept the flies high in the water and on its day – preferably one with warm, balmy overcast conditions – it was effective. But the method itself was very restrictive.


Other anglers would favour a slightly longer cast which required a number of hand hauls before the rod was raised to lift the flies to the surface. This latter method, which was more versatile, allowed the angler to fish the flies through the upper layers and it was this technique which I adopted. A more productive method, it was this style of pulling flies, albeit on a short line, that has evolved into the modern loch-style methods we have today. Surprisingly, some of those early days resulted in superb bags of fish but I know now that luck played an important part. Never spurn luck!


Looking back, conditions always seemed to be perfect and the plan simple: just align the boat on a drift and fish a team of three traditional flies on a short line through the upper layer of the water. The method was simplicity itself. Casting a short line, pulling the flies back with smooth pulls followed by a long steady lift brought fish charging through the waves to seize the flies. Sometimes the final draw would entice a fish up from a deeper lie to make a head-and-tail rise over the top dropper.


Traditional drifting style was not only novel but great fun compared with the static boat fishing techniques we had adopted for the small reservoirs. Not only was it enjoyable, it was also effective for the wild browns. So I reasoned: if the method could take wild fish, why not reservoir trout? Also, with so few boat anglers drift-fishing broadside at this time on the reservoirs, traditional methods might give me an edge. It was worth a try.


The early attempts met with mixed results for several reasons which at first I did not fully understand. It was obvious that if I was to avoid further frustration, I needed to reassess my approach. Why was it that wild uneducated trout responded so well to the traditional tactics, but whenever I used similar methods on the reservoirs, my results were mixed? There had to be other factors involved.


Troubleshooting


I tried to rationalise where I was going wrong with my traditional approach. Firstly, I needed to consider the waters which, to my knowledge, were best suited to traditional boat fishing methods. To improve my confidence, a free-rising water was a necessity, which automatically ruled out one of the fisheries that I was familiar with and fished quite a lot at the time. Datchet, a deep reservoir, held some stunning trout but they required a more specialised deep water approach as the fish were poor risers. This and the haphazard stocking policies on some of the other waters could explain some of my early poor results.


As Rutland had yet to open, we were left with Chew, Draycote, Grafham, Farmoor and Pitsford. Of these, Chew was arguably the best water around for good quality surface sport but all these reservoirs could, provided you chose the right time to go, produce superb top-of-the-water fishing. And of course this was another point which I had in my eagerness overlooked. What was the best time of year or season for traditional wet fly fishing on the surface?
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The author with a 5lb rainbow from Rutland’s South Arm.








Some fisheries produce good surface fishing earlier than others but in the main the richer lowland reservoirs do not produce well until mid-May or later, unlike some of the wild brown trout lakes that I fish where good surface fishing can be had from late March onwards. Grafham never really used to get going until June but once the fish began moving on the surface, the sport could be memorable. So here again we had simple fundamental principles to learn that anglers now take for granted.


Old-style traditional boat fishing on the surface of rich lowland reservoirs that are predominantly stocked with rainbow trout is largely a waste of time before the waters have warmed sufficiently to encourage the fish to the surface. On many reservoirs this doesn’t happen until mid-May, even with the mild winters and warmer springs.


It is now common knowledge that throughout the season fish will move up and down through the layers. If we want to catch early season fish, we just fish with the right density of sinking line. But, when I started boat fishing on reservoirs, modern top water fishing was still in its infancy and when it came to sunk line techniques from a drifting boat, methods that we now take for granted, were only just being developed. We may have lacked an armoury of different methods, the depth of knowledge and the written information that many of our contemporaries now have access to. But our understanding or lack of it was more than compensated for by a vast pool of untapped grown-on fish on which to concentrate our efforts.


It should be remembered that the common tactic of the day was to fish lures, so an angler applying a thoughtful approach to imitative top water methods enjoyed a tremendous advantage. These fish provided some wonderful fishing and when Rutland opened in 1977, an opportunity presented itself which I feel may never be repeated. With my improving techniques and a huge stock of over-wintered trout, Rutland in the 1980s provided me with some of the finest surface fishing I have ever experienced on any reservoir in England.


There were several unique events in stillwater trout fishing that I regret having missed. One was Grafham in its early years and the other was Datchet, a water which I knew well but one which I neglected to take advantage of when it produced some superb grown-on trout. The downside for me of the Datchet fishing was that it was a deep-method water and this did somewhat reduce the interest.


However, in the Eighties I was fortunate to have experienced something unique, fishing Rutland with small imitative flies for a pool of seasoned trout that had basically from the time of stocking not been exposed to any angling pressure other than that from lure fishermen.


Anglian Water now stock Rutland with larger fish and there is a sizeable stock of trout in the reservoir. However, these fish are subjected to much greater pressure from anglers fishing small imitative flies over the well-known lies. Because of greater fishing effort and angler awareness of modern imitative techniques, the fish do not survive as long, and they are also educated to the danger of small flies much earlier. This restricts the pool of uneducated grown-on trout, further compounded by the small fly methods used by the competition anglers. They not only fish the competitions but also practice with flies that meet the size restrictions imposed on them by competition rules.


Also many of the anglers who now fish the reservoirs are well-informed about the areas which hold the better quality fish. Add to this the problem of cormorant predation and here are, I feel, the principle reasons why we will not see the type of fishing we experienced in the 1980s again. Even though I feel the reservoirs are now better managed.


BOAT DRIFTING



What I learnt about boat craft and surface methods on the reservoirs could also be applied to wild fishing. My fishing in Scotland and particularly in Ireland benefited as a result.


Although the basic principles are fairly easy to grasp, even some experienced anglers do not make the most of their opportunities through a lack of understanding about boat craft. It still amazes me even now, with all that has been written about boat fishing, when I see a boat poorly handled on the drift.


The majority of fibre glass boats drift with a bias towards the stern. This means that as the boat drifts with the wind, it doesn’t drift in a straight line but moves diagonally across towards the stern side. If you line a boat up to drift a line between two marks, this movement from bow to stern becomes most noticeable, so when lining up your drift you have to compensate for this sideways motion.


The action of the boat as it creeps sideways when drifting forward with the wind is called ‘crabbing’ – so as the boat drifts forward it also crabs across the waves. Not all boats behave the same. This crabbing action is worse with some boats than others but it does seem to be an inherent fault with fibre glass boats. 


Drifting Bias: the engine


A boat with a drifting bias is a common problem, which is made worse when the angler on the engine fails to switch the boat around through 180° to use the drifting bias of the boat effectively. This usually happens when the angler who is on the engine prefers fishing one side and therefore is not giving due consideration to his partner or to the prevailing conditions. Most right-handed anglers on the engine prefer to position the boat with the engine on their left-hand side. This avoids the engine interfering with their casting action but also gives them the advantage of the easier casting angle 9 to 12, provided they are prepared to cast over their partner’s head.


Traditionally, casting over one’s partner’s head would have been regarded as unacceptable. If this arrangement has been agreed to allow for these considerations, then that is fine. But every effort should still be made by the angler operating the engine to put both rods over the fish.
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The position on the right is undesirable as both rods are on the inside and will potentially tangle with each other. The anglers need to either swap positions in the boat, or turn the boat 180˚ around, as indicated by the arrow. This moves both casting arms to the outer edge of the boat, away from each other.








Recently I even read a recommendation that competition anglers should fish with the engine (ie. the stern of the boat) on the left hand side so as not to interfere with the drift of other competition boats. This regulation is very restrictive, and allows no consideration for the left-handed angler. With the boat lined up thus, with the stern on the left drifting with the wind, and the right-handed angler on the engine (stern seat) both anglers are positioned with their casting arms on the inside. If they both cast at the same time, there is every chance that they will cross lines with each other. This is a combination which is courting disaster and will lead to a frustrating day for both parties. Ironically, a right-handed/left-handed combination should be an ideal pairing. With a little thought this inconvenience can be easily avoided if the boat is turned through 180˚ or the anglers swap positions (see diagram). This way the casting arm of both anglers is on the outside, and neither will interfere with the other whilst casting. The only drawback with this arrangement is that one of the anglers would have to fish with their casting arm over the engine. A small price when there is so much to be gained – and after-all the boat is just a drifting platform.
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A brace of over-wintered rainbows from Draycote reservoir.








If we were bank fishing we would give careful consideration to the best position from which to fish off the shore. Depending on the wind direction, there will be favoured spots along any given shoreline and we try if possible, providing another angler hasn’t already taken the position, to select the most likely spot to produce fish.


The same applies to boat fishing. We position our platform to both anglers’ advantage wherever possible and if this means positioning the boat with the engine on the right hand side then you do that. If you are on the engine you do not position the boat with the engine on the left hand side and take that position every time: unless either the other rod has declined that position or you are selfish. There are no set rules as to which way round you position a boat, so if other boats out on the water have positioned their craft with the engine on the left-hand side then they are perfectly free to do so but if you feel that positioning your craft the opposite way round gives you an advantage, then you are free to do likewise.


I would always look at the prevailing conditions and position the boat accordingly, to take advantage of them. I would not look at what other boats were doing and follow the pack if I thought they were not covering the fish properly. Whether you fish with the engine on the right or left is irrelevant when it comes to other boats drifting nearby. What you must not do is drift down onto or across another boat’s drift: this would be bad form.
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Diagram 1 shows how the bow rod is favoured during each drift when the boat ‘crabs’ to the stern.








It isn’t always easy to line up a boat’s drift to cover a pod of fish which are known to be holding over a certain mark, and guarantee that both rods will have equal opportunities of rising trout. But with careful consideration of the boat’s line of drift and the way the trout are moving around over the lie both rods over the course of a day should enjoy success.


Boat Partners and a Fair Drift


To give an example I remember an early June day on Rutland sharing a boat with my business partner in Wychwood Tackle, Bruce Vaughan. We are both right-handed and the only concession was that Bruce preferred to cast over the outside of the boat as he didn’t like casting over his left shoulder or over the angler adjacent to him.


At that time we regularly fished Rutland. The fishing was as near to wild fishing as you could ever hope from a stocked water and the most productive areas were over shallow water particularly at the extremities of the two arms. This meant that the best line was invariably on the inside, casting towards the shore. Very rarely did we drift over open water. Consequently, the angler on the inside had more opportunities to cover fish. Realising this, no matter who was on the engine, we would try to split the day so that both had an equal share of the inside line, or if a concentration of trout had been located, position the boat so that both rods could fish effectively.


Now on that June day, the wind was north-west and very cool (10°C) for the time of year. Considering the conditions, we elected to begin up the North Arm under Burley drifting from the trees towards Tim Appleton’s. It proved to be a good decision as there was a huge concentration of fish over the shallow before the dead trees. The problem was, the wind blowing slightly onshore. Therefore if Bruce remained on the engine casting over the outside of the boat, he would always be on what in most situations would be the favoured inside line. 
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Diagram 2 shows how, by turning the boat through 180°, the boat follows a more favourable line through the fish for both rods.








However, on this day it was working against him as the boat crabbed inshore, leaving me to cover the majority of the productive water as we systematically worked down the shore. This is illustrated in Diagram 1 (opposite page). I could see what was happening and explained to Bruce that we needed to turn the boat around so that the engine was on the outside. The majority of boats, especially moulded fibre glass boats, drift with a bias towards the stern and we could use this bias to offset the effect of the slight onshore wind, thus holding the boat parallel to the shore for much longer. See Diagram 2 (above).


Seeing that my suggestion made sense, Bruce agreed so that is what we did and as Bruce did not like casting over my head we swapped positions. I went on the engine and turned the boat through 180°. Performing this simple manoeuvre would not only offer an equal opportunity to both rods to cover the fish-holding shallow, it would also allow them to fish the holding area for longer. Opposite this shallow was an old green bucket that had been washed up by the winter storms and whenever we drew alongside the bucket, action was assured. We had a great day fishing small imitative flies to moving fish catching a large number of trout, and once our desire to catch had been satiated, we left. It was uncanny the number of times we passed that magic marker with both rods bent double as we simultaneously played fish.


Had we left the boat drifting with the stern on the inside, I would most certainly have had the best of it, covering most of the productive water, thus depriving the other rod of an equal opportunity.


Of course it is a different matter when the fish are well dispersed, drifting open water and most of the action is falling to one rod. If this happens then the less successful angler should try to emulate what the successful rod is doing as closely as possible. However, skill or method count for little if one rod covers the best water as can happen with confined lies or inside lines. Therefore, when drifting over shallow, productive lies, it is important to position the boat so that both rods may have an equal chance of covering fish.


Shallow Drifting


Trout feeding over shallow water take well and often it is the first fly they see, provided it is well presented, that deceives them. If you share a boat with a fellow angler, gamesmanship should never come into play by intentionally making the fellow rod sharing the boat ineffective. In A Man May Fish, Kingsmill Moore exposes this sort of behaviour when he asked the squire, the owner of the Big House, what he thought of a famous classical scholar who came from the neigh-bourhood. “Not much,” the squire replied “He always tried to take the inside cast.” I think that sums it up nicely.


There are other situations where the bias drift of a boat can influence the results but they are not so critical as when drifting shallow lies. For instance when drifting a calm lane, a selfish angler on the engine could pull the boat off before the rod in the bows has had a reasonable chance to cover both sides of the calm lane. Without a boatman to hold a steady line, it is very often difficult to position the boat so that both anglers can cover a calm lane simultaneously. It is therefore much fairer to allow the boat to drift across the lane so that the anglers in the stern and the bow cover both sides of the lane before pulling across and repeating the drift again.


This way the boat will make a zig-zag course down the calm lane and once a concentration of fish has been discovered then the productive line should be drifted again, hopefully offering opportunities to both anglers. The same applies when the fish are tight in to confined lies such as weed beds or features, particularly at the back-end of the season when the fry pack into any cover they can find. Then very often there is only a limited number of chances of taking trout from such lies. Knowing this, a considerate angler aware of the drifting bias can position a boat so that it crabs into a confined lie, offering both rods the best opportunity of a fish.


POSITIONING THE BOAT TO TAKE FULL ADVANTAGE OF CONDITIONS


Just as the weather is forever changing, the versatile angler will also adapt to the conditions of the day. We have to adjust if we wish to maintain consistent results. With experience and an adaptable approach, the answers will come. There are no set rules that the fish will follow but there are situations where they behave in a characteristic manner and we can use the information to our advantage.


For instance when fish are taking surface fly, such as spent egg-laying adult flies, these spent flies will collect in certain areas, depending on the wind strength and direction. The calm water in the lee of an island, downwind of the main hatching area, is a classic.


But what are the effects of a calm lane on windblown terrestrials or adult flies? We are not talking here of emerging or hatching flies but a fly that is blown onto the surface of the water and encourages the trout to feed on the surface. In situations such as these, the bulk of the food will collect on the windward side of the calm lane and therefore the majority of the surface-feeding trout will favour this side of the lane. See Diagram 3 (above).


The same pattern will emerge for any surface-borne organism – snails for instance, when they rise to the surface, will collect on the windward side of a calm lane and the trout swim up and down this margin. How many times, when bank fishing, have you fished into a wind that is slightly onshore and observed the fish feeding on the far side of a wind lane that inclines slowly inshore? Very often these fish can remain tantalisingly out of reach as it is difficult to punch the line through the calm air above the lane and present your flies on the far side.
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Diagram 3: The shaded area shows the favoured line of the feeding fish – on the windward side of the calm lane where the surface food tends to collect.








Anglers who haven’t experienced trout moving to a fall of surface fly would not necessarily be aware of the influence of the wind and its effect on the fish. This would be particularly true of a lot of reservoir anglers who are aware of the strategic importance of a calm lane but in the main they would be fishing for trout that are feeding on emerging or hatching insects. Such food tends to collect along the edges of the lane or in the calm water itself and because of this the trout tend to move through or along both sides of the lane. Thus they do not favour a particular side, unlike the fish moving to surface food only. With experience an angler will know how the fish respond to situations such as these and will concentrate on the productive areas but this can only come from being observant and adjusting to the conditions. 


DO NOT DISTURB THE FISHING WATER


One of the simplest manoeuvres, yet much overlooked, is that of avoiding disturbing the water that is going to be fished before setting up the boat for a drift. Why so many anglers underestimate the importance of this task is a mystery to me. Yet I have shared a boat so many times now with knowledgeable fishermen who seem to give the matter of lining up the boat without disturbing the fishing water for the next drift little or no thought whatsoever. The most common fault is motoring up too close to the water about to be fished. Always give the fishing ground as wide a berth as possible, particularly when fishing for wild trout.
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Diagram 4: When fishing over open water, one should always approach the drift from the correct side, thus avoiding having to turn the boat around – an activity which unnecessarily disturbs the water








At least the anglers will then be fishing water that is undisturbed by the motion of the boat, from the moment the boat comes to rest. Although blindingly obvious, turning the boat upwind is a mistake I have observed many times, particularly when lining the boat up in the confines of a small bay: but there is no excuse for making this mistake over open water. The two fishermen are then faced with water that has been disturbed by the motion of the boat, which no self-respecting trout would enter. They then have to wait for the boat to drift through the disturbance before they can start fishing (see Diagram 6). With a little thought this can easily be avoided.
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Diagram 5: If it is absolutely necessary to turn the boat through 180 degrees (so that the fishermen are facing correctly downwind) then ensure that the boat has been taken as far upwind as possible before turning downwind through the turn.








When fishing sinking lines, the position in the boat can affect the depth of presentation, even when both anglers are using identical outfits. This only becomes noticeable if the depth of the fly’s path is critical. A drogue will offset this problem as it slows the boat down and corrects much of the bias drifting, so the boat drifts in a slower and straighter line. But without a drogue, the angler in the stern will be forced to recover line faster than his neighbour in the bow because he not only has to compensate for the quicker forward motion of the boat but also the exaggerated sideways movement as well.


This sideways movement is pulling the stern angler’s line into his neighbour’s water and he is thus forced to recover line, whether he wants to or not. The angler in the bows will be drifting down and away from his flies.


What this means in effect is that if the stern rod were to cast his line well to his left, he has the opportunity to fish his flies deeper if he so wishes and will always cover the trout first. The bow rod cannot do this, as he would be casting into the stern rod’s water, but he can, by using the arc created by the sideways movement, fish a more attractive line and hang his flies for longer around the side of the boat. It depends on the season and the prevailing conditions which method will be the more successful. They all have their day.
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Diagram 6: You’ll be fishing disturbed water at the beginning of the drift if you manouevre the boat in this way.








ANCHORING



When it comes to anchoring, most anglers do not give enough thought to positioning the boat to obtain the best results. They think anywhere will do. They just simply drop anchor and hope for the best, with no consideration at all to the prevailing conditions or the area to be covered by their flies. Boats are not allowed to anchor in most competitions so we are talking here about pleasure or sport fishing with a friend or invited guest. Anchoring and gamesmanship or coveting the best areas shouldn’t be an issue. Yet there are times when most of the action, whether intentional or not, may come to one angler only.
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Several boats drift towards the shore of the South Arm at Rutland Water in a comfortable wave.








This may happen if the boat is positioned to cover a fish-holding feature that favours the successful angler’s side. In such situations, the anchor position can be adjusted to suit both anglers fishing similar methods and then hopefully the catch rate will even out. When anchored on a single rope, the boat will swing (or yaw) back and forth over a given area, allowing both rods an equal opportunity to cover fish. A boat, when tethered by a fixed rope, yaws back and forth like a pendulum and the distance of the swing produced by the yawing effect will be dependent on the length of rope and the wind speed. See Diagram 7 (below).


There are times when it can be advantageous to use the yawing action to cover a wider arc of water by intentionally anchoring on a long rope. I have used this ploy when fishing onto a windward shore, particularly during the early part of the season. The longer the rope the greater the length of shoreline I can cover on the swing. So, when trout are feeding on midge pupae that are being carried back towards the boat on the undertow of the waves, this can be a very effective fishing technique. Once I have exhausted a given area, the boat can also be made to swing further in the direction of the bow by adjusting the fixing position on the boat nearer to the bow end. So, from the same fixed anchor position, the rods can then cover fresh water. If I want to maintain the boat’s distance from the shore I would need to lengthen the rope to compensate for the change in swing. These little ruses avoid lifting the anchor to reposition the boat – which causes unnecessary disturbance and frightens the trout.


When anchoring a boat to fish down a shoreline along which the wind is blowing (see Diagram 8) the same principles of adjusting the length of anchor rope or the position on the boat to which the rope is fixed are useful ploys that can improve the catch rate. With a good wind blowing along or slightly onshore, it is preferable to fish with the bow of the boat pointing towards the shore with the rope attached to the gunwale off the middle of the boat, just as we would in the downwind position. Both anglers can then fish downwind covering the water within the arc created by the yawing action of the boat. Once that water has been thoroughly covered, then adjusting the position of the rope so that it is attached closer to the bow end will exaggerate the swing inshore at an angle, giving both rods a good line to fish and fresh water to cover.


The rod in the stern has the more favourable position in this instance, as he can swing his flies through a wider arc but the bow rod has the advantage of fishing into the shore. Many times I have used this method of anchoring a boat on reservoirs such as Rutland and Draycote to good effect. On Farmoor fishing the windward shore using a long anchor rope can be very effective as the fish are induced to take on the slow swing created by the yawing movement of the boat.




 





There was a time when I would have never considered anchoring on a wild fishery. It was taboo and anti-social, and quite unnecessary as it was thought not to be effective where wild fish were concerned. However, like many of the age-old beliefs, this old way of thinking has proved to be incorrect. There are situations on wild fisheries where anchoring can be of benefit; you just have to pick the right place and time.
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Diagram 7: Yawing action of a boat tethered to a fixed point. The longer the ‘tether’ the greater will be your coverage of the water.








When fishing for brown trout I have found it sometimes beneficial to anchor the boat to a feature such as a reef, weed bed, or stand of reeds. Anchored thus you can then fish the open water out from the feature in which the trout are moving. Anchoring the boat to or against a feature avoids disturbing the fish-holding water – a good strategy during the early spring when trout may be feeding on buzzers in shallow water. This tactic also works well when trout are moving in a confined area such as the corner of a weed bed, channels between weed beds, or where several reefs come together to form a right angle, a ‘v’ or a narrow channel. Because it doesn’t drift into their space, the trout are not usually disturbed by a stationary boat, and therefore, unaware of your presence, they will continue to feed confidently, allowing the angler to present his flies to the feeding fish with every prospect of a take.
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A fine Draycote rainbow with well-formed fins indicating that it has had time to adapt, grow and gain condition since it was stocked.








FISHING WITH ONE ANCHOR


I prefer fishing with one anchor. It is simpler and avoids excessive disturbance but there are days when it may be necessary to keep the boat even more stable, in a fixed position. Fishing from a stable platform allows the angler more control over his presentation but there are also fishermen who find it difficult to control their presentation from a yawing boat. Lack of control over the flyline when it is out on the water is a failure on the part of the angler who isn’t allowing for the swing of the boat. If control over the flyline isn’t maintained throughout the retrieve, the line will just meander across the surface of the water, thus making a natural presentation impossible.
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Diagram 8: When fishing from an anchor it is possible, by adjusting the point of its attachment to the boat, to ‘steer’ the boat nearer to where you wish to fish.








FISHING WITH TWO ANCHORS


For those anglers who find control over the line difficult, or in situations where a slow natural presentation is a problem, then it is advisable to use two anchors. To position the boat, two anchors are dropped simultaneously, one from the bow end and the other from the stern end of the boat, as the boat drifts downwind over the anchoring position.


The fixing points for the anchor ropes should be kept as far apart as possible with one rope attached towards the bow and the other towards the stern end of the boat. Keeping the fixing point of the ropes apart will help stabilise the boat and this can be further improved by spreading the anchor positions.


To spread the anchor positions it is essential to motor the boat at low revs across the wind over the anchoring point and then drop first the stern anchor and then the bow anchor at least three lengths of the boat apart. Cut the engine just before lowering the bow anchor and pay out rope until the forward momentum of the boat ceases. This will ensure that the anchors only start to dig in once the boat is pushed downwind. With the anchor points spread, rope is recovered until the desired position is achieved. To avoid damage to a boat when attaching an anchor rope or a drogue rope to the gunwales of a boat it is advisable to attach the rope to a G clamp rather than the rowlock or the thwart seats.


When anchoring, wind strength doesn’t deter me so long as it remains constant. In, fact we have had some very good days in big winds that would have made drift fishing uncomfortable and ineffective. If I was given a choice of weather conditions for catching quality over-wintered fish in April or May, I would choose the third day of a period of strong winds blowing from the same direction.


Wind direction or temperature would not bother me so long as both conditions had remained steady for several days. Some of my best bags have been taken following a weather pattern of strong, raw, easterly winds – conditions that many anglers would say were all wrong for a good day.


And where are the fish in such conditions? Close in on the windward shore feeding hard on midge pupa or daphnia. It is important when fishing the windward shore in such weather that the water doesn’t colour up, as not all waters produce well in these condition. But on those that do the fishing can be superb.


If you are going to fish imitative patterns in a big wave it is essential to anchor to obtain the best results. In a strong wind a good anchor is a necessity to hold position and can make all the difference between a good day and a poor one.


An anchor that will hold in any wind is essential. If the anchor slips, a lot of valuable fishing time and a great opportunity to take a good bag of fish could be wasted. There are times when at the end of a day’s fishing I curse the weight of my anchor and although I may stop taking it with me once the weather warms and we start drifting in earnest, I most definitely wouldn’t be without it during the early season fishing.
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Diagram 9: Two possible anchoring positions for a wild fishery. The arrows show the likely movement of the trout.








THE DROGUE



As the weather warms and the fish become more active, and move towards the surface, a mobile approach is preferable to the sedentary methods of fishing from an anchored boat. There will still be the odd day when an anchor may be necessary but these will be few and far between as the season progresses from late spring into early summer. Mid-May to late June can provide the cream of reservoir fishing and there is no finer way to enjoy the full potential of traditional flyfishing than from a drifting boat. Although I have experienced some superb days fishing at anchor I find it hard to compare them with a good day drift fishing which to me is the very essence of our traditional sport.


CONTROLLING DRIFTING SPEED


With drifting, it is essential to have control over the boat and to be aware of how the craft drifts to maximise the full potential of a drifting platform. Controlling the speed of the drift is essential and is best achieved by the use of a drogue – which are available in many shapes and sizes. The other point to be aware of is the ‘drifting bias’ and how much the boat crabs across the wind, as discussed earlier.


Once familiar with the way a boat moves before the wind it should be possible to line up a drift and determine the line the boat will follow over a given distance. Even on long drifts a good angler should be able to determine the position where his craft will finish and line it up so that the drift covers productive water. This can be so important when, for instance, a pod of fish have been discovered in a tight area over open water and we need to follow the same line again.


If there are no obvious features to pinpoint the location of the fish then you are reliant on remembering the line you have just drifted to cover the same water again. So always try to remember landmarks or bank-side features that were used to line up the original drift.


Also, if you come across some very localised fish when on a long drift over open water, you can save a lot of time if the location of the trout can be pinpointed precisely. Noting any distinctive shoreline marks or features will help you to pinpoint the location so that you can repeat the successful drift. By doing this you do not have to go to the beginning of the initial drift. Instead, you can begin much closer to the productive area, shortening the drift and bringing the boat down onto the trout without wasting a lot of time drifting over what you already know to be unproductive water. Sounds basic, but this type of boat handling can be extremely useful when fishing for daphnia-feeding trout where you want to repeat a drift line quickly and connect with the fish before they move away.


Controlling the speed of a drifting boat relative to wind strength is at times essential: the stronger the wind, the greater the need for speed control. Modern stillwater trout anglers are now aware of this and appreciate that slowing the speed of the drift down can improve results. It was the success of competition anglers controlling the speed of the drifting boat that created an awareness among reservoir fisherman of the importance of this tactical manoeuvre. As with many new innovations, the anglers fortunate enough to know the benefits of using a drogue well before they became popular, experienced a tremendous advantage in certain situations.


 OLD-FASHIONED DROGUES


When I first began reservoir boat fishing, anglers rarely used a drogue and those that did invariably made their own from sheets of square canvas. Some of these early drogues were made with a hole in the centre which served no functional purpose, but no one ever seemed to ask why the hole was necessary. Even when drogues became commercially available they still sported the ubiquitous hole in the centre and we blindly fished with similar designs until well into the late Eighties.


The big disadvantage with the conventional drogues was the single main running line which was attached to a swivel or ring. To this ring or swivel was connected four short lengths of cord, each of which was connected to a corner of the square canvas sheet. As a means of slowing the boat’s drift, these drogues fulfilled that function. But when it came to pulling the drogue back into the boat at the end of a drift, they were absolute drudgery, because with a single main line one had to haul against the drag of the opened drogue. This was made worse in a strong wind as one had to contend with the increased drag created by a faster drifting boat. And if we were drifting onto the shore we had to start hauling the drogue back much earlier than we would have liked because of the time it took to retrieve it.


A NEW DROGUE DESIGN


These disadvantages became irritating particularly if we were drifting onto a productive shoreline we wanted to fish out, to the very last moment. With the conventional design this was impossible as the drogue took too long to haul in. Something had to be done.
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Classic attachment position for the two-stringed Para drogue








In 1989 Bruce Vaughan and I were fishing the north arm on Rutland when, after several seasons of trying to find a solution to the problem, the answer came to me. It was staring me in the face. In fact it was actually falling out of the sky but I didn’t realise this immediately. The seeds had been sown a few weeks earlier at an air display to which I had taken my eldest son. While at the display, the RAF Falcons made a parachute drop and as I watched the descent through a pair of binoculars it became apparent that one of the team members was finding it difficult to hold the formation line. His animated hand movements could clearly be observed as he worked hard pulling the cords to bring himself back into line with other members of the team.


At the time it did not dawn on me that here was the solution to our drogue problem. But while fishing with Bruce on Rutland, another air display was taking place at a nearby airfield, and it came back to me. The wind was blowing from the south and it was around mid-day when the RAF Falcons made a drop from a Hercules aircraft that had passed overhead. The parachutists disappeared over the back of Burleigh in a perfect descent. Watching them come down I recalled my earlier observation and how hard that team member had worked to bring his chute into line.
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A rainbow, with colourful gill marking, comes to the boat at John Barnes’ fishery, Oxfordshire.











The Eureka Moment


I don’t know what brought my thoughts around to the drogue; perhaps Bruce had cut his hand on the drogue cord. He had a habit of cutting his hands and drawing blood on the drogue cord, anchor rope or the pulley cord of the outboard, an act that would always have the pair of us roaring with laughter at the sight of his blood-splattered hands. Anyway for whatever reason, suddenly I wasn’t looking at a chute with a man attached pulling on more than one cord, I was looking at a drogue.


And it wasn’t the square drogue with a single cord attached to a swivel with four cords connected to the four corners of the square. Instead it was a rectangular drogue with a continuous length of cord each end of which was attached to webbing loops which in turn were attached to the two corners each side of the drogue. So instead of a single cord stretching out from the boat to the drogue we would have two, and by pulling on one of the cords the side would collapse allowing the drogue to be dragged in with little resistance.


Good in theory but would it work in practice? I had a prototype made which was 60" width x 40" height and we were on Rutland the following week using this new prototype drogue. As a first trial with a prototype design, the drogue could not have worked better. Being rectangular in shape, the drogue dug in and held position much better than the conventional square design. When we came to the end of the drift, one sharp pull on one of the cords collapsed the drogue and it could be quickly hauled in. There was none of the drudgery of hauling against a dead weight and we could fish the drifts right out with confidence, allowing the boat to drift right into the marginal shallows before putting our rods down.


We were so pleased with the results that only minor alterations were required to the original prototype design. Having established that the drogue worked without any hidden problems we launched this unique design as a commercial product through Wychwood Tackle and called it the Para Drogue.


It has proved to be a huge success throughout the nineties and is one of the most popular drogues used by English boat fisherman, requiring only one alteration (in 1998) when we increased the size from 60" width x 40" height to 72" width x 50" height. We increased the size because modern stillwater techniques demanded slower drifts and the larger size met this requirement admirably. The larger-size drogue slows the boat’s drift to such a level that the angler can fish the slowest of retrieves for nymph techniques with confidence.


No Point in the Hole


I must admit that, at first, I had reservations about the design concept as the image of anglers struggling with the two cords conjured up all sorts of horrors in my mind. However we received positive feedback from anglers all over the country and surprisingly enough the one aspect of the design that caused the most consternation was the omission of the central hole. We explained that the object of a drogue is to slow the boat’s rate of drift down and therefore it is essential to present as large an area of resistance as possible. Putting a hole in the middle would only reduce the drag factor.


Most people went away happy with our explanation but occasionally you would get someone who couldn’t accept it despite the fact that they themselves could give no rational reason as to what function the hole served. They had always used a drogue with a hole in the centre, and that’s how they thought it should remain.


Surprisingly, the two cords presented few problems so it would seem that when using the drogue most anglers used their common sense and didn’t get in a tangle. The one thing to remember after pulling on one of the cords to collapse the drogue is to make sure that the two cords remain separate.


To achieve this, simply keep pulling the cord and let it fall into the boat, then pull in the drogue and drop the drogue onto the cord or lay it on a thwart board or the side of the boat then pull the other cord in and lay that on top of the drogue.


To set the drogue up at the beginning of a drift, just grab the top cord and the drogue and throw it over the side. The remaining cord will follow and once the drogue is at full extension it will dig in and bellow out. 


SAFETY


In this chapter I have covered:




	slowing the boat’s drift


	anchoring


	drifting bias and using that bias to advantage


	setting the boat up for a drift without disturbing the water to be fished


	observing conditions when applying boat craft





Experienced boat fisherman will be aware of these points but anglers new to boat fishing or beginners will be well advised to try and understand these fundamentals if they are to take advantage of fishing from a moving platform.


Life Jackets are Essential


Lastly, for anyone considering going afloat, always remember to wear a life jacket. You will see from the photographs in this book that I wear a life jacket and have done so for at least twenty years and I am indebted to Vaughan Lewis, a very good friend, for making me aware of self-inflating lifejackets that inflate to a minimum of 150 Newtons when immersed in water. They take very little time to put on and do not inconvenience the angler with bulk or weight so there really is no excuse for not wearing one.


This harness-type of lifejacket is far more versatile than a lifejacket that is incorporated into an angler’s jacket or coat. The harness type can be worn over any type of clothing, from shirt sleeves to full foul-weather protection gear.


It is surprising even now how many anglers I still see out on the water or in magazines not wearing any form of life-support system and yet these same fishermen will gladly spend 3 to 4 times the cost of a lifejacket on a rod. They obviously place a higher value on the fishing tackle they use than on their lives.
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A light breeze enables these two anglers to progress steadily across the water without recourse to a drogue. The oar left trailing in the water can be used if the boat needs a minor adjustment at any point.
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