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One afternoon my host and I went to pay Mr. Shanks, of Craigellachie, a visit. We found the veteran angler and fly tier wonderfully well for his age, for he was no longer a youth when the great flood of August, 1829, swept down the valley of the Spey. Shanks has some wonderful stories of that flood which washed down the house he was living in, and among other relics he shows his watch, which was found ever so far down the river, still hanging from his wooden bedstead which had been carried down by the stream. —Robert B. Marston, “Some Autumn Days on the Spey,” The Fishing Gazette, February 14, 1891









INTRODUCTION




Every river has its own particular flies, the salmon in each river were supposed to distinguish carefully between the foreign and the native fly.


—Oxfordshire Weekly News, January 8, 1913
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Vintage genuine Spey flies. Photo courtesy of Timo Kontio


I took my first fly shop job in the early 1980s. Leading up to that, I had been tying flies commercially, through my high school years, but working at a fly shop exposed me to many new ideas in fly dressing. This was, after all, long before the age of the internet and social media; my vast appetite for edification about fly tying and fly fishing had to be sated the old-fashioned way: through lots of books and magazines and through frequent experimentation at the vise and on the water.


In those formative years I discovered two books by Trey Combs: The Steelhead Trout (1971) and Steelhead Fly Fishing and Flies (1976). These books served as guides for my early efforts at dressing classic steelhead flies, and they introduced me to the flies designed by Syd Glasso, Dick Wentworth, and Walt Johnson—three legendary steelhead anglers from Washington. At the time, however, though these unique flies interested me, I was too busy tying Skunks, Purple Perils, Skykomish Sunrises, and other such classic hair-wings by the dozens to venture deeply into other styles. I was tying what was selling at the half-dozen or so tackleshops and sporting-goods stores I serviced.


But conversing in person with other tiers and anglers was also a critical source of information, and my new job at the fly shop provided a great deal of interaction. Because of that, the quality and diversity of my steelhead flies improved quickly and dramatically.


Two years later I switched shops, and serendipitously hired on to McNeese’s Fly Shop, in Salem, Oregon. David McNeese had opened the shop in 1977 and quickly gained a reputation for providing hard-to-find, high-quality fly-tying materials. Beginning in the late 1970s and early 1980s, McNeese increasingly processed and dyed feathers and furs himself, enabling him to fully express his masterful artistry as a fly tier through his amazing array of bright plumage and rare materials sourced from around the globe. He tapped into an eager nationwide customer base that seemed desperately and passionately in need of just such a supply house, a retailer who could provide every possible accoutrement for dressing fanciful Atlantic salmon flies entirely for their inherent beauty and increasingly elaborate steelhead flies often destined to swim in the rivers of the Pacific Northwest.


I was immediately enthralled by McNeese’s tying style. He reimagined classic hair-wing and feather-wing steelhead flies, infusing them with style and grace, and created his own template—dyed golden pheasant crest for tails, bodies of seal fur dubbing or meticulously crafted of silk or tinsel, multilayered collars seamlessly blending two or more complementary feathers, wings of polar bear or feathers or both. I adopted many of his methods, and those of a few other regional experts whose steelhead flies appealed to me. But McNeese also embraced the steelhead flies designed by Glasso and Wentworth, and he enjoyed dressing myriad variations of them. He envisioned new “Spey-style” steelhead flies and then dyed feathers and created new ways to use them to fit his visions; he also dyed beautiful feathers and invented new methods for applying them and then created flies to display his ideas. In so doing, he accelerated what Glasso had launched: a renewed interest in the then-enigmatic Spey flies.


At the time, we steelheaders of the Northwest knew little about Spey flies other than that these flies were invented on Scotland’s famous Spey River. But, around 1986, just as McNeese’s Fly Shop had become the Northwest hub of creative steelhead fly tying, I reexamined those two books by Combs, this time through the lens of having been influentially exposed to McNeese’s fly-tying acumen. A few years earlier, the Glasso flies in Combs’s books were curiosities to me; now I was enthralled by them.


In those years from 1985 through 1989, I was also earning my degree in journalism from the University of Oregon. Increasingly I recognized the professionalism with which Combs researched his books, especially the expansive, detail-rich Steelhead Fly Fishing and Flies, a treasure trove of history on steel-head flies and their originators that, many years later, would directly lead to my Classic Steelhead Flies (2015). By 1989, when I was just out of college, my fascination with Spey flies and what we were labeling as Spey flies and Spey-style flies in the Northwest led me to researching the subject. It wasn’t easy; at the time, the only sources of information were a handful of nineteenth-century books about Atlantic salmon fishing, many of which were rare and far too expensive for me to procure. McNeese owned a few of them; I was able to read others through interlibrary loan programs. Digital copies were still a thing of the future.


Eventually all that research, along with the unbridled fly tying creativity fostered by McNeese’s Fly Shop, coalesced into my 2002 book titled Spey Flies & Dee Flies, Their History and Construction. Almost immediately the book opened new avenues of research through interpersonal communications; at the same time, the internet was burgeoning. I was sitting on lots of germane information that did not make it past the cutting-room floor for that book and at the same time gathering many new details for a second, expanded edition that I envisioned. As the years passed, and circumstances accrued to prevent the realization of my vision, I continued my research on the topic of Spey flies, always trying to adhere the standard of research journalism established by Combs.


Finally this project has come to fruition, and I’ve compiled so much rich history that parsing it became problematic; what fascinates me is often tangential to the subject at hand, but some of those intriguing details help us better understand the time and place and people who created the unique Spey flies.


The old Spey flies, and the steelhead and salmon flies inspired by them, have become popular fodder for fly dressers around the world. So, while I hope the flies and techniques in this book will inspire and instruct readers, I believe the biographies presented herein—particularly of the once-renowned old-guard ghillies and fly dressers such as James Shanks, Geordie Shanks, Charles Grant, and John Cruikshank—are significant. These anglers are central to the history of Spey flies, and yet even on their native river they had been forgotten in the span of less than a century.


The surviving lore about these once-renowned salmon anglers, all of them skilled fly dressers, breathes life into their cherished Spey flies, imbuing them with a charm and character that redoubles their intrigue. The Spey flies arose from isolation; in the early 1800s, travel to and through the northern Highlands of Scotland was laborious. Not unexpectedly, each river produced its own salmon flies, created by the local anglers. Most of these old local flies from the various rivers—if examined out of context—could hardly be associated with the river of their birth. But the Spey flies were different; they were constructed with a combination of materials and tying techniques unique to the Spey. By the latter decades of the nineteenth century, a learned salmon angler from London could readily identify a Spey fly.
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Ultimately, their unique character saved the Spey flies from extinction. The suppression of the older, simpler, native flies of the Scottish salmon rivers was well summarized by the Oxfordshire Weekly News in 1913: “In former days, when traveling was more laborious and less money was spent on sport, some of the best fishermen were men of one or two rivers. Now many men have thrown a line on most of the best rivers in the United Kingdom. . . . These men naturally try foreign flies wherever they go, and often find they succeed better than the native fly. Thus it has happened with the Spey. There was a time when the Spey cock—a cross between the Hamburg cock and the old Scottish mottled hen—was bred all along Speyside, expressly for its feathers used in dressing salmon flies, but now the breed is extinct. The native Spey salmon fly had pigs’ down for body, Spey cock for hackle, and mallard for wings; but to-day all the showy flies from all the salmon rivers in the country are used on the Spey, and I believe with as much success as elsewhere.”


But the Spey flies had their champions in the characters profiled herein. Ultimately these flies survived, and this book traces their rise and fall, and their rebirth. In that sense, this book was both thirty years and 130 years in the making.


John Shewey


Salem, Oregon


April 7, 2022
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The author (left) and former Speyside tour guide and local historian Roy Mathers converse atop the old Craigellachie Bridge over the Spey River.
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These vintage Purple Kings and “Purpys,” are photographed on a first edition of Arthur Edward Knox’s important book, Autumns on the Spey (1872). Paul Harkin collection/photo courtesy of Paul Harkin









CHAPTER 1


HISTORY OF SPEY FLIES, PART I




She is a river of great power, which is said to have caused the creation, in past days, of a special type of fly.


—Eric Taverner, 1947





RISE OF THE SPEY FLIES


From humble beginnings at diminutive Loch Spey, the famous River Spey—Uisge Spè in Gaelic—rises from the Scottish Highlands, gathers multitudes of small feeders, and forges a powerful 107-mile, history-shrouded northeasterly course to Moray Firth on the North Sea. The Spey has seen battle and bloodshed; it has served industry and fostered innovation; of its waters are born the world’s most famous whiskies—and an entire family of salmon flies that were very nearly lost to antiquity even on their natal river.


The Spey flies, as they were known as far back as the early nineteenth century, are unique. In their day, they resembled nothing else in the realm of salmon flies, which by the mid-1800s were innumerable in pattern and variation. Long after the heyday of these flies, Eric Taverner, in Fly-Tying for Salmon (1947), marveled that “there is something about the Spey-fly that makes me think it is dressed in the most rational way yet achieved of simulating life struggling beneath the surface of the water.”


The peculiar flies developed on Speyside featured a style of body hackling seen nowhere else: a rooster side-tail or saddle hackle—what’s known today as “schlappen”—wrapped in the reverse way from normal, so that the feather was tied in by its root (butt end) at the rear of the fly instead of by its tip as is normal in all other salmon flies. The hackle was then wrapped in the opposite direction from the tinsel ribs, crossing over them. One of the several ribs was used to lock down the hackle, passing over its stem after the feather was spiraled up the body. Moreover, these body hackles derived from a breed of rooster known as a Spey cock, addressed in full in chapter 11. A second tribe of Spey flies is characterized by heron plumes rather than rooster side tail feathers for hackles; these are addressed in subsequent chapters.


In all cases—and this is a defining characteristic of the traditional Spey fly and bears further emphasis—rooster schlappen hackles were palmered (spiraled up the body) not only in the opposite spiral from the primary ribbing tinsels, but also in the reverse way from normal in that they were tied in by their root end rather than from their tip at the rear of the fly, or to quote the influential George M. Kelson, author of The Salmon Fly (1895): “But for the Spey . . . it is the practice to work the hackles on the hook from the butt of the feather.”


The concept was to allow the fluffiest fibers at the base of the hackle to adorn the rear of the fly where they could breathe and tease in the water, presumably tickling the fancy of Spey salmon. Despite superfluous modern misinformation to the contrary, no other feature solely defines the Spey fly. This is well summarized by a learned contributor to The Fishing Gazette in 1891, by which time the style was well known because several of the Spey flies were being dressed and sold commercially by tackle makers throughout Scotland and England:




The hackle is perhaps the most distinguishing feature of the Spey fly, and the greatest puzzle both to amateur and professional fly tiers. It is not, properly speaking, a hackle, but it is taken off that part of the cock which might be called the “saddle,” or near the tail. The best feathers hang with a graceful curve from the root of the tail down the side of it, and when the fibers are extended to right angles with the stem, they will be found to be of equal length butt to tip, not tapering as in a hackle. The feather thus described is very soft in fiber, and when dressed on the fly, has a very different appearance to the ordinary cock’s hackle, and a very different effect in the water. Now as the hackle of the Spey fly differs from ordinary hackles, so does the manner of putting it on. The ordinary standard fly has the hackle tied in, or begun, at the small tip or point. The Spey fly has it tied in, or begun, at the butt or thick end of the stem. Having cleaned off the downiest part of the fibeer at the butt end, and left just a little of the gray (as sort of half “down,” half fiber), and having seen that the fiber is long enough to extend about half an inch beyond the bend of the hook—the stem is tied in at the very commencement of the body, along with the tinsels. When the two tinsels—a flat and a thread—have been wound to the right hand, the hackle is taken and wound to the left hand. The tinsel is then wound to the right, parallel with the other two, and across the hackle stem at every turn. When fixed, a needle is required to relieve those fibers of the hackle which may have been tied down by the crossing tinsel.1





Strip wings of mallard, often the brown-edged mallard scapular known today as “bronze mallard,” so often touted as characteristic of the Spey flies, were not unique to the Spey (though a primary method used to attach them was specific to that river). But they would come to be most closely associated with the Spey flies after intricate, fanciful Irish and English salmon flies bejeweled with all manner of bright plumage relegated drab local Scottish flies to obscurity on most every major salmon river. Rather than mallard, many old Spey flies had wings made of turkey tail, and sometimes other feathers, but so did most other early salmon flies—no matter the river of their origin. Certainly today, and even in the latter decades of the nineteenth century, mallard wings are and were considered characteristic of Spey flies, but turkey strip wings were so common that defining a genuine Spey fly exclusively by its mallard wings is a contemporary misunderstanding. In fact, most old Spey flies were rendered in so many variations by local tiers, that mallard and turkey wings were interchangeable—the same pattern could have either.
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This vintage Gold Riach derives from Wester Elchies, one of the principal properties on the Spey in the 1800s. As such, it may well have been dressed—expertly—by one of the river’s most famous anglers, John Cruikshank, the head ghillie at Wester Elchies for many years. This fly illustrates the characteristics that define the Spey fly: several tinsel ribs; a Spey cock hackle, tied in by its butt end, wound in the opposite spiral of the ribs and locked down with one of them. Throughout the range of the Atlantic salmon, no other river produced flies with these traits (see appendix for recipe). Steve Woit collection


Nineteenth-century fly dressers used several methods of attaching these wings, which are addressed in subsequent chapters, but Speysiders devised a unique style and method of application for the mallard wings on their local flies: The wings were set to arc back over the body, so that they appeared, in the words of author Thomas Edwin Pryce-Tannatt, like “a keelless racing-boat placed upside down.” (How to Dress Salmon Flies, 1914).


Moreover, writers have mistakenly suggested that Spey flies were inevitably drab in color, or “somber,” to use the oft-repeated lexicon. Yes, many of the old Spey flies were somber in color, but this was usual for the flies deriving from any salmon river in Scotland through the mid-nineteenth century, prior to the rise of the elaborate full-dress salmon flies. By comparison to those resplendent beauties, donning spectacular plumage from exotic birds, most any other salmon fly would of course rightly be called drab and unadorned—or somber, if you will.


Dubbing made from fine wool, pig’s wool, and mohairs, and, later, thin wool yarn, composed the bodies on the classic Spey flies; fly dressers mixed shades of dubbing, as had been the practice in fly tying since at least the eighteenth century, to arrive at specific colors. When so-called Berlin wool-work, a form of embroidery, became fashionable in the 1850s (see chapter 11), wool yarns became increasingly popular for dressing Spey flies—the Berlin wool yarns provided fly tiers with a broader array of already-dyed colors than had ever before been available.


Speyside fly designers also dressed their unique salmon flies with complex combinations of rib materials, frequently at least three tinsels, and sometimes a thread of colored tying silk. In fact, the ribbing arrangements on the old Spey flies stand apart as perhaps the most artistic characteristic of these patterns.
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Major James Grant fishes the Spey near the small town of Rothes, home to his Glen Grant whisky distillery, probably in the 1880s. Photo courtesy of Chivas Brothers Ltd.


Nothing else in the angler’s arsenal resembled the classic Spey salmon fly, and by about the 1860s, a learned, well-traveled salmon fisher from London could readily identify a fly tied in this style as belonging to the River Spey. By the 1870s, the style was widely known among salmon fishing enthusiasts, and by the 1890s, popular Spey patterns such as the Purple King, Gold Riach, Lady Caroline, Spey Dog, and others were routinely offered for sale in tackle catalogs and often included in published lists of recommended salmon flies.


ORIGINS: THE ENDURING MYSTERY


During the first half of the nineteenth century, the exotic feathers procured through England’s dynamic world trade and largely destined for the prolific Edwardian/ Victorian millinery industry were not yet fully and abundantly distributed. By the second half of the century—thanks in a large measure to the industrious William Blacker (1814–1857) and then the incomparable (and perhaps incorrigible) Kelson (1835–1920), among others—salmon flies would blossom into their full Victorian elegance and regalia. But the comparatively mundane Spey flies, differentiable from other early salmon flies because of the unique hackling system, predated the gaudy, complex dressings that eventually came to define the salmon tying tradition.


Of course, as I have said, the Spey held no monopoly on somber-colored flies. Prior to the insurgence of the Irish influence, all the major salmon rivers of the British Isles (and many of the minor flows, too) had their own salmon flies developed by the local anglers during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. These were nearly always of quiet tones and earthly shades. In his 1904 book British Fresh Water Fish, the multifaceted Sir Herbert Maxwell reminded readers that, “favourite locally indigenous flies are nearly always dull in colour, because bright feathers and materials were not easily obtained by those who invented them a hundred years ago.”


In fact, Sporting Magazine, in 1831 (comparatively early in the evolution and introduction of gaudy salmon flies), suggested, “London tackle-makers can hardly be expected to know much of salmon-fishing, and, not being practical men, can know little of salmon-fly dressing . . . the same sentence of condemnation is equally applicable to Scottish artists, except in the manufacture of common flies, which are nearly already, or will shortly be, wholly expelled from every fisherman’s book by the introduction in their stead of the gaudy Irish flies” (original italics).


This observation is significant, not to mention prophetic: It appeared before the Victorian era, which coincided with the reign of Queen Victoria from 1837 until 1901, and which was a “tremendously exciting period when many artistic styles, literary schools, as well as, social, political and religious movements flourished. It was a time of prosperity, broad imperial expansion, and great political reform.”2


The Victorian era was the age of the gaudy salmon fly; these flies reached their zenith in color and complexity during the mid- to late nineteenth century, but it surely does not mark the beginning of the fancifully regaled flies. Such salmon flies originated, as the Sporting Magazine writer points out, in Ireland, around the end of the eighteenth century, their genesis largely a by-product of the British Empire’s global commercial empire, which brought brilliant birds and plumage into port from around the globe. The port city of Limerick and, likely, the great hook-maker, O’Shaughnessy, played crucial roles in the design and development of fancy salmon flies.
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The frontispiece from Autumns on the Spey (1872). This informative book explores a variety of topics, especially regarding the natural history of the Spey River valley and surrounding highlands, but in one important chapter, author Arthur Edward Knox described sixteen old Spey flies. This was the first comprehensive description of these unique flies.


Among the indigenous “common” flies are styles differing only in subtle degrees. The Tweed had its unique flies, as did the Tay. For example, The Illustrated London Magazine in 1853 reported, “Now the Tay flies are quite different to look at; they are mostly brown or dun pig’s wool bodies, with natural red or brown hackles and mallard wings . . . they are sober, quiet flies, with no glitter or gaudiness about them.” Likewise, the Findhorn, Garry, Dee, Don, and many other salmon rivers had their own flies, devised by local anglers. But discerning differences between them would have proven tedious even for the most knowledgeable salmon anglers of the time.


Even though John Younger, in River Angling for Salmon and Trout (1860) explained that “In no two rivers . . . do they angle with flies which at all resemble each other in point of shape and character,” examining any given salmon fly in hand—away from the place of its birth—would rarely have yielded clues to its river of origin, the notable exception being the Spey flies. They were unique and thus identifiable even when compared to the salmon flies from nearby rivers. The anglers from the Spey Valley, or “Strathspey” (from the Gaelic “strath,” meaning a wide river valley), dressed their flies in a peculiar fashion. Yet the actual genesis of the Spey flies appears to be recondite at best and probably impossible to trace.


SPEY FLIES IN PRINT


For any Scottish salmon river, codified lists of patterns were scarce prior to the second half of the nineeteenth century. And for the Spey flies, only a few lists of the old dressings are recorded in period literature. A reasonably inclusive set of pattern descriptions was probably never assembled until the 1872 work of Arthur Edward Knox, whose quaint Autumns On the Spey included dressings for sixteen of the “old Spey flies.” These patterns and the unique style exhibited in them date to the first half of the 1800s, but exactly when the specific Spey-fly char-acteristics—primarily the reversed hackles—were first employed, remains a mystery.


Significantly, until that moment when some Spey angler devised the system of dressing a rooster schlappen hackle through the body in the wrong direction and from the “wrong” end of the feather, crossing the hackle over the main ribs and then binding its down with a strand of tinsel, there was little to visually differentiate a Spey fly from a Tweed fly or a Dee fly or a Tay fly.


On most salmon rivers, flies of the early nineteenth century frequently took the form of simple “palmers,” with strip wings. For example, Henry Cholmondeley-Pennell, in Fishing Gossip: Or, Stray Leaves from the Note-books of Several Anglers (1866), described an old fly from the Welsh River Dee, noting, “The whole resembles a good deal a palmer to which wings were added.”


Testifying to their uniqueness, Spey flies were specifically referenced in a few texts from the middle of the nineteenth century. In The Angler’s Companion to the Rivers and Lochs of Scotland (1846), Thomas Tod Stoddart, who had fished the upper Spey and apparently Speyside proper (essentially from Grantown to Rothes) in 1835, and the Gordon Castle waters on the lower Spey as early as 1861, listed two Spey flies, one a typical rendering of a heron-hackled fly from the Spey, partaking in the plumage of the grey heron (Ardea cinerea). The second pattern from Stoddart offers evidence that by the 1840s, fanciful exotic feathers were beginning to appear on patterns indigenous to the Spey. Stoddart notes that, among the Scottish flies, “the most favourite ones are those which are winged with the brown mottled feather taken from the back of the mallard—and having a long-fibred hackle, generally one of those which depend from the breast of a male heron, brown or dun-coloured dubbing, and a strip of fretted tinsel, wound, not too closely, around the body.”3


[image: images]


The widely traveled angler and writer Thomas Tod Stoddart fished the Spey in the mid-1800s and was one of the first to record specific salmon fly dressings from the Spey and other Scottish rivers, presented in his book The Angler’s Companion to the Rivers and Lochs of Scotland (1847).


Stoddart records that a “soft, long fibred hackle or side feather from barn-fowl cock or hen is sometimes employed instead of heron hackle.” He also indicates that sometimes a second rib of blue silk thread was added. His mention of the “side feather” is significant, for these were precisely the plumes—from the side a rooster’s tail clump—that define the classic Spey flies (heron-hackled flies notwithstanding). They were little used elsewhere by salmon fly tiers. Stod-dart, at the time he recorded these flies, did not mention the practice of tying the rooster hackles in by their butt ends, but evidence from other sources confirms that this arrangement had been invented no later than the 1830s.4
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In The Angler’s Companion to the Rivers and Lochs of Scotland, Stoddart essentially described a standard Heron-style Spey fly. Dressed by the author


Stoddart relates of the first dressing that “until recently, this, or one similar to it, was held as the only true Spey hook. But the fishers in that quarter have, of late years, greatly augmented their stock, discovering that others of a very different fabric are quite as killing.”


His observation reinforces the notion that the old Spey fly patterns, however many existed, differed only by subtle degrees. After mid-century, when Knox published his famous list of sixteen Spey flies, many of the flies still differed little while retaining their characteristic style. Likewise, Stoddart provides evidence that by the 1840s, the brighter, more complex flies—generally of Irish origins—had appeared Speyside and on most of the other notable Scottish salmon rivers. By then, exotic feathers used to dress the Irish flies had spread across the land, albeit rather sparingly at first (more on this in chapter 2). For example, Stod-dart records the fly found effective for trout in Loch Awe by “Professor Wilson” when the latter fished these waters in 1845-46: “one of the most killing flies is winged with mottled feathers taken from the bustard.”5


Regional experts of the time reported to Stoddart that on the Shin River, “The favourite for salmon is a large hook with a mixed wing, red, blue, and black hackle; with jay feathers for the shouldering, crest of golden pheasant for the tail, and silver tinsel.”


Gaudy flies were also in use on the Ness and Garry and on the Kirkcudbrightshire Dee. For the grilse and sea trout of the Eachaig, Stoddart relates that “small, gaudy flies, like those used on the west coast of Ireland, seem the favourites.”


Stoddart listed dressings for some favorite Irish gaudy flies—the Parson, the Doctor, the Childers, the Butcher, Dundas Fly, the General, and Lascelle’s Golden Fly. Obviously, by the 1840s, the gaudy flies were widely distributed and reasonably well known throughout the Scottish salmon flyfishing community. As Stoddart reported, the Irish gaudy flies “gradually, of late years, have been adopted by our fishermen, and become of common use throughout Scotland.”6


Francis Francis (1822–1886), author of one of the most significant angling books ever produced, A Book on Angling (1867), rebuked a writer who, in The Field (October 24, 1863), suggested golden pheasant crest feathers first appeared on salmon flies in 1836 (golden pheasant being native to Asia). Francis explained, “I beg to enclose some old salmon flies [with golden pheasant crest] made by my father; and as he died in 1823, 1836 cannot be the year when the crest of the golden pheasant was first used for salmon flies.”


Meanwhile, Blacker, whose Art of Fly Making was published in 1842, reports therein, “I had a fly sent to me some years past, by McPherson Grant, about the size of C or drake size, with which he killed a salmon, twenty pounds weight, on the Spey. The body of the fly was made of yellow silk, red cock’s hackle, toucan tail ribbed with gold, jay at the shoulder, a neat gaudily mixed wing, feelers of blue and yellow macaw, and a small black head. It was one of my flies, which, if made on large size hooks, will kill anywhere.”


(Sir John MacPherson Grant, 2nd Baronet of Ball-indalloch, was one of the primary landowners along the Spey River. The family’s Ballindalloch Castle included the famous Pitchroy Beat, and even today, Ballindalloch Castle and Pitchroy Lodge remain the properties of the family that has owned them for more than four centuries—a rare continuity in Scotland.)


Such gaudy salmon flies as described by Blacker had appeared Speyside by the 1830s and perhaps earlier, for John Younger, around 1840 (River Angling for Salmon and Trout), suggests that Irish flies were first introduced in Scotland around 1810. Likely the first Irish patterns, brighter and more colorful than local flies, arrived on the Tweed and Tay before finding their way north to the comparatively more remote northeastern rivers, especially the Spey.
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Resplendent, colorful salmon flies, championed by skilled tiers and authors such as William Blacker and then George M. Kelson, overwhelmed the older, duller, simple salmon patterns that had emerged on the rivers of Scotland during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. If not for their unique nature, the old Spey flies would have been subjugated by the fanciful “gaudy” flies. From Favorite Flies (1892) by Mary Orvis Marbury


In fact, the introduction of gaudy flies occurred on virtually all the salmon rivers in Scotland before the mid-1800s. Such intrusions generally began with a single angler and perhaps a singular angling feat. In his Wild Sport and Natural History of the Highlands (1849), the talented but sadly short-lived Charles St. John wrote of the Findhorn: “but here you have a well-equipped and well-accoutred [sic] follower of the gentle craft in waterproof overalls, and armed with London rod and Dublin fly, tempting the salmon from their element with a bright but indefinable mixture of feathers, pig’s-wool, and gold thread.”


St. John also describes a fly he created, likely during the 1840s when he lived on the Findhorn. The fly’s wings included, “bustard, from India; a stripe or two of green parrot; a little of the tippet of the gold pheasant . . . a bit from the argus pheasant.”


So even before 1850, the gaudy flies with their exotic feathers had permeated the salmon-fishing scene throughout Scotland. On most rivers the Irish invaders met with some resistance by local anglers. Stoddart writes:




I am only, reader, stating a well-known fact, when I affirm that, in the time I allude to, the salmon-fishers on Tweedside not only held what is called the Irish fly in absolute ridicule, but actually forbade use of it on those portions of the river they individually rented; and this they did, not because they deemed it too deadly for everyday use, but solely because they conceived it acted as a kind of bugbear to the fish, scaring them from their accustomed haunts and resting-spots. And indeed, it is only gradually that, in the lower part of the district I allude to, a complete change has been affected in the matter of flies. Not absolutely discarding the old standard and local lures, modern anglers have introduced into their stock at least a thousand-and-one other varieties.





On the Tweed and elsewhere, the trend was set in motion. Within a few decades, the gaudy flies would largely supplant virtually all the local styles on the salmon rivers of Scotland.


But the growing popularity of the Irish flies around mid-century underscores the special character of the traditional Spey flies. For had the Spey flies not been unique in design or so popular in general use on the river where they were born, they would have succumbed much earlier to the Irish influence—as did most other river-specific designs. No one today hears much of Tweed flies and Tay flies from the 1800s. Yet of the former, Stoddart provides a valuable record (the Tweed was his home river), and his two listed Spey flies were assuredly just a sampling of the flies in use on the Spey at that time. (A monumental and worthwhile project awaits the historian who might thoroughly research and then author a treatise on the old Tweed flies).


A few years after Stoddart’s first book was released, Edward Fitzgibbon’s The Book of the Salmon (1850) listed river-specific patterns, including flies for the Spey (he repeated part of this list in later editions of his first book, A Handbook of Angling, first published in 1847). Several of the seven patterns he lists for the Spey are gaudy flies, but three of the others adhere to the typical Spey style (again, he does not mention whether the hackles were, by then, being tied in by their root ends instead of their tips, but the description suggests as much when he writes, “and over all one of the pendant feathers”):




No. 2. Body, puce [brownish-purple] floss silk, to be ribbed with gold and silver tinsel and yellow green silk thread, and over all one of the pendant feathers of a brown cock’s tail. Wings to lie along the back of the hook, and they are to be made of the fibres of a large brown spotted feather from the turkey’s tail. Hook, exceedingly long in the shank,–as long as that of a No. 1. hook, but to be finer in the wire and smaller in the bend. A large mackerel-hook, if well tempered, would do. This is the old standard Spey spring-fly.







No. 3. Body, tinsel and hackle the same as before; wings, brown mallard feather. Hook, No. 4 and 5.







No. 4. Body, cinnamon brown floss silk; hackle, tinsel, and wings like the last fly. Hook, No. 5 and 6.





The gaudy flies described by Fitzgibbon as Spey standards would not have been identifiable as belonging to any particular river. Though they may be indigenous, as with so many of the fancy salmon flies, they could have arrived on Speyside by way of visiting anglers, those well-traveled English “toffs,” or perhaps visitors from the south or west of Scotland. (Toff is a somewhat derogatory term that comes from being toffee-nosed: after taking their expensive snuff, wealthy people in the old days developed an unsightly brown drip from their noses that looked like toffee and the name stuck. Usually, but not always, the name was reserved for the visiting Englishmen). Even if these flies were devised by local Spey anglers, their design shows the Irish influence.


Like Stoddart, Fitzgibbon didn’t aim to provide an exhaustive list of salmon flies originated on and in use upon the Spey, and I have found no evidence that he ever fished or visited the Spey (while Stoddart certainly had). He relied on a secondary source—“Mr. Dunbar of Loch-Inver”—for his information about the fishery and for the dressings: in his introduction, he explained, “for the rivers of Sutherland-shire, and for nearly all the rivers of Scotland, Mr. Dunbar, of Loch-Inver, has made me the best patterns.”
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Two of the earliest surviving references to specific and unique Spey salmon flies come from midcentury books by Thomas Tod Stoddart and Edward Fitzgibbon. Both authors described basic dressings, but they did not mention names or elements of construction; however, the patterns fall in line with old Spey standards. What Fitzgibbon recorded as “the old standard Spey spring-fly” is likely the famous Purple King (which was fished in all seasons, but tied especially large for spring). Dressed by the author


William Dunbar had fished the Spey and provided a relatively brief description of the river and its salmon, and described the more complex dressings for the Spey as having “gaudy bodies and gaudily mixed wings. The bodies should consist of joints of yellow, orange, and red floss silk or pig’s wool, with a red or fiery-brown hackle over all.” (Fitzgibbon quoted Dunbar in full, saying, “Mr. Dunbar of Loch-Inver has kindly sent me a sketch of the river Spey, executed so much in accordance with my taste that I’ll transcribe it in his own words.”)


Dunbar, lessee of Braal Castle and an astute pioneer in leased fishing rights, lived on the opposite coast (Lochinver is a seaside village in the Assynt district of Sutherland), but had grown up in Grantown-on-Spey. He was, at the time Fitzgibbons penned his wonderful text, the tenant of the lands surrounding the River Inver, and held the fishings on the Thurso, among other fishings (and shootings). Francis Francis noted that salmon flies could be obtained from Dunbar, and of course Fitzgibbons relied on him to supply samples for his books. Dunbar was an accomplished artist with both rod and gun; Charles Richard Weld, in Two Months in the Highlands (1860), called him the “high authority on all matters connected with salmon.”7


While Stoddart, Fitzgibbon, and a few others described a few Spey salmon patterns prior to 1850, Francis was the first to describe the unusual construction of the Spey flies. He was angling editor for The Field for more than a quarter of a century, and in the May 27, 1865, edition, in his column “Northern Notes,” he wrote of a visit to the Spey and his stay at Ballindalloch, the seat of MacPherson-Grant.


The river was in snowmelt and of no use for salmon fishing, but he nonetheless recorded valuable observations on the local flies. This is especially significant because this article appeared before the release of A Book on Angling, wherein Francis, borrowing from his earlier column, also describes the Spey flies in terms often quoted by modern authors. Francis also included his 1865 essay in his informative, insightful, humorous, and underappreciated book, By Lake and River (1874). Therein, of the local flies, he observed:




The flies for the Spey are strange-looking things—long wool bodies, the lower half yellow, and the upper black or yellow, and dark claret or purple; some of altogether dirty olive-yellow. The hackles are large black-and-grey heron hackles, or the long feather—not hackle, from the back of a peculiarly-coloured cock. This feather is of a shiny, brown hue. All the hackles are laid on the wrong way of the feather, so that they stand up very awkwardly in appearance, but they play much more in the water. In order to secure the hackle as much as possible, the tinsel (which is often silver and gold, side by side) is laid on the reverse way to the hackle, and over it—a process which is difficult to do neatly, the fibres wanting so much picking out. The wings are brown turkey or peacock, or mallard, or dun turkey. These flies can be varied by varying the materials and colours above-named.





In A Book on Angling—the first edition of which “sold more rapidly than any other angling book produced in the last quarter of a century”—Francis offered a slightly edited explanation, saying, “The Spey flies are very curious productions to look at, it being customary to dress them the reverse way of the hackle, and to send the twist or tinsel the opposite way to the hackle.”8


His observation that the unique hackling method used by Spey tiers was customary underscores the fact that dressing these flies “the reverse way of the hackle” had been in practice for a long time. Francis was an experienced angler, an astute observer, and a practiced reporter. Significantly his primary source for information about the Spey flies for A Book on Angling was a local expert on the topic: Charles Grant (1806–1892), the longtime schoolmaster at Aberlour, was one of the finest, most knowledgeable salmon anglers on Speyside (see chapter 6).


Francis records dressings for several standard Spey patterns, including the Green King, Purple King, and two variations on the Spey Dog. Grant provided him dressings for and samples of these flies, and with them a letter in which Grant describes two further flies, the Green Dog and the Purpy. “They are well-known standard flies on the Spey,” says Francis.


As so clearly enunciated by authors of the period, the old Spey flies exhibited innumerable varieties and of no small concern among the local anglers was the infinitesimal difference between two outwardly similar patterns. Augustus Grimble, in The Salmon Rivers of Scotland (1899), for example, relates that “the natives place great faith in the tinsel used, and it is common enough to hear one ghillie say to another after a study of the clouds and the light and the river, ‘Well, I’m just thinking it will be a ‘gold day,’ or a ‘silver day,’ according to his observations.”


Knox likewise eloquently addresses the subtleties of dressing in the old Spey flies: “Notwithstanding the subdued tone and apparent simplicity of all these Spey flies, and a certain family resemblance, if I may use the expression, that pervades them all, yet after a little practice they may be easily distinguished from each other, and however trifling and insignificant these minute differences may appear to the uninitiated, yet in the eyes of the experienced native fisherman they are of considerable importance, and when salmon are shy, success is frequently supposed to depend upon their due appreciation.”


The aforementioned Spey Dog and Green Dog include traces of golden pheasant plumage, but otherwise adhere to the typical form of a classic Spey fly. The recipe for the Spey Dog—a fly whose dressing was first recorded by Francis—is worth quoting for Francis’s description of its construction, not to mention his notation of variations, as follows:




This is usually dressed large for the spring, the long-shanked Dee hooks being preferred. Body, black pig’s wool; up this is then wound some broad silver tinsel in widish rings; over the tinsel is laid on a large black feather (it can hardly be called hackle) with a lightish dun tip, taken from the side of the Scotch cock’s tail. The feather is dressed the wrong way, so that the hackle stands out abruptly, and is carried round the opposite way to the tinsel, as some of the tinsel crosses it; over this hackle is wound some gold tinsel, not side-by-side with the silver, but quite independent of it. This aids in the glitter of the fly, and strengthens and keeps the hackle secure. At the shoulder a teal hackle; wing, a good wad of gold pheasant tail, with two long strips of grey mallard with brownish points over it. The fly can be varied by using a brown hackle and turkey instead of gold pheasant tail; add also orange silk between the tinsels.





While Francis’s book quickly became an angling classic, Knox’s Autumns on the Spey found an appreciative audience for its eloquent descriptions of autumn sporting and natural history in the Highlands. The substantive list of patterns recorded by Knox was derived from sample flies dressed by Geordie Shanks. Knox says, “To every fisherman on the river it will be sufficient to say that the descriptions are taken from specimens tied by that accomplished artist, Shanks, of Craigellachie.”
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Geordie Shanks was the head ghillie at Gordon Castle for more than fifty years, beginning around 1860. He was perhaps the most skilled tier of Spey flies ever, and was a staunch proponent of the old patterns—the Riachs, Kings, Greens, Speals, and Herons. He lived at Craigellachie, with his equally renowned father, James, also a skilled fly dresser and salmon angler. Photo from the book When I Remember (1936), by Lady Muriel Beckwith


George “Geordie” Shanks (1827–1915) was the famous head ghillie for the Duke of Richmond and Gordon at Gordon Castle. His father, Jamie Shanks (1803–1899) was among the Spey’s greatest anglers and fly dressers, and fast friend of Charles Grant. At their home in Craigellachie, the Shanks family operated both a tackleshop and a bakery. Nearly thirty years after Knox (a frequent autumn visitor to Gordon Castle from his home in Sussex, England) had consulted Shanks for the sixteen dressings included in Autumns on the Spey, Grimble followed suit, at least in part, for the list of flies appearing in The Salmon Rivers of Scotland. Of his visits to Gordon Castle during the 1890s (and perhaps earlier), Grimble relates, “Geordie Shanks at Aberlour ties all the Gordon Castle flies, and there is no better exponent of the art, and several pleasant mornings have I passed with him in getting hints while chatting and looking through Lord March’s fly-book—the biggest and the fullest I have ever seen.” (Lord March is the title for the eldest son of the Duke of Richmond and Gordon).


Having enjoyed—immeasurably—the privilege of examining, in hand, Spey flies dressed by Geordie Shanks (and his father, James, aka Jamie) I concur fully with Grimble: there was, and is, simply no better exponent of the art. Not a fly dresser alive today or since can equal Geordie’s mastery of the classic Spey fly (more on that in subsequent chapters).


Knox was not a fly tier and he provided no commentary on the popularity of the sixteen flies he described, but other sources confirm that most of them were still widely used on the Spey in the 1870s. The Kings and Riachs were standards and would continue to be such for another three decades, even as toffs from the south and even local anglers introduced many new and fanciful flies—and as pointed out by a correspondent to The Field in 1865, the local Spey anglers “call everything ‘fancy’ that is not a Spey fly.” And Kelson, in The Salmon Fly, wrote that “the best Spey fly among the old hands is a plain, flimsy, ragged-tailed ‘Riach.’”


Knox began fishing the Spey in the 1860s, and the gaudy flies, by then, were in general use. But he seems to have expressed a sense of posterity when he recorded what he called “a brief descriptive catalogue of old Spey flies.”


He did not record the “several varieties” that “had of late years been added” to the family of indigenous Spey flies—patterns such as the famous Lady Caroline, and probably the Dallas Fly, among others. Geordie was the most steadfast champion of the old native patterns, and Knox was much influenced by Shanks—after all, a substantial collection of Knox’s own fishing flies survive today in a private collection, and most of them are classic Spey flies dressed by Shanks, who disapproved of the gaudy interlopers. By 1872, when Knox’s book was published, some of those “Old Spey Flies” he described were traveling the lonely path to obscurity, but most of them remained popular on the Spey during the 1860s and 1870s.
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Arthur Edward Knox provided an invaluable record of the old Spey flies in his book Autumns on the Spey. His collection of Spey flies, which were wholly or mostly dressed by the famous Geordie Shanks, are safely preserved in a private collection. The author enjoyed opportunity to study these flies in the early 2000s.
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Though somewhat damaged by the passage of more than a century, these classic Spey flies were dressed by Geordie Shanks for author and angler Arthur Edward Knox. Note how the beautiful Spey cock hackles are wound in the opposite spiral from the ribs (crossing over the tinsels); one tinsel then passes over the hackle stem to lock it in place—these are the hallmarks of the old Spey flies, unique among salmon flies.


INVASION, RESISTANCE, SUBMISSION


How tantalizing it is to dream of a time when angling historians discover some long-lost document recording the first Speyside fly dresser ever to tie a simple salmon fly using a rooster rump hackle, uniquely tied in butt end first, then spiraled through the fly opposite to the spiral of the ribs.


Just as historian Andrew Herd reminds us that “if the early Irish fly tyers wrote anything . . . it is likely to be not only hand written, but in Irish, making it doubly hard to track down,” we must also consider that the earliest salmon fly tiers on the Spey, if they wrote anything down, would probably have written in Gaelic: on his way to the Inverness Character Fair in 1872, Speyside-born journalist Archibald Forbes relates, “At Forres we first hear Gaelic; for a train from Carr Bridge and Grantown in Upper Strathspey has come down the Highland Railway to join ours, and red-haired Grants around the Rock of Craigellachie—where a man whose name is not Grant is regarded as a lusus natura [freak of nature]—are Gaelic speakers to a man.”9,10


The earliest development of salmon flies on Speyside occurred in relative isolation, in part explaining not only their unique, peculiar nature, but also their continued ascription to the river on which they were born. For the first half of the nineteenth century, travel in northern Scotland remained a circuitous adventure. Maxwell wrote in 1914 that “eighty years ago there was neither railway nor anything that a pampered modern tourist would recognize as a road. In the early ‘thirties [1830s] access to the heart of Sutherland from London required about as much expenditure of time and money as would now suffice to carry one to Bagdad.”


But adventurous sporting tourists, as we will see in the next chapter, paved the road (almost literally) for a profound alteration not only in salmon fishing in the hinterlands of Scotland, but in the fabric of Scottish society, and in so doing they would very nearly extirpate the native flies of Speyside.


The geographic isolation that produced and for a time protected the old Spey flies couldn’t last forever, and as travel to the northern salmon rivers became easier, visiting anglers from afar became ever-more commonplace. They brought their gorgeous, colorful, ornate salmon flies with them. How could the old flies compete for the attentions of anglers in the face of the fanciful designs of Blacker, John Traherne, Kelson, and others? Ireland had invaded and then permeated the British world of salmon flies, and the obsession with garish salmon flies, with their attendant regalia of exotic feathers, left in its wake the drab and simple—and deadly efficient—original designs from the Spey and from other rivers.


The old Spey flies were not forgotten; they were simply overshadowed. Luckily they were unique, and they had staunch adherents in uncommonly powerful personalities. Authors continued to give the old Spey flies their due and even offer instructions in dressing the flies. However, if not for the sixteen old flies recorded by Knox, and for the great champion of these flies, Geordie Shanks, we would have precious little detail on a mere handful of old Spey dressings.


Like golden pheasant plumage, many other exotic feathers were introduced to Speyside just as travel was becoming easier. Kelson reported that feathers from the jungle cock were introduced in the Spey Valley in the 1850s (they had appeared long before on the Irish flies). So, while the exotic flies might well have met with a resistant local audience on Speyside, they were nonetheless in use there by mid-century. Tellingly, Knox (1872) reports that, “It is true that, of late years, some of these showy strangers have been introduced here.”


The Salmon Fly, which Kelson compiled primarily from two decades worth of his writings in the periodicals, includes more than two hundred dressings. Among them, he records a few of what he terms the old standards on the Spey—Carron, Gold Riach, Green King, Purple King, Black King, Red King, and Lady Caroline. A few years later, Grimble says that there “are literally hundreds of variations in these flies; the best known, however, are the Purple (the ‘purpy’ as they call it), Green and Black Kings, Gold and Silver Heron, Black Dog [Spey Dog], Gold and Silver Riach, Gold Green, Silver Green, Lord March, the Dallas, Lady Caroline, Lady Florence and Miss Elinor—the three last names indicating clearly enough that lady anglers are numerous on the river, more so, I think, than any other.”


Grimble appreciated the local flies, but Kelson seemed to regard the Spey flies as generally inferior to the full-dress flies he championed, and for that matter I suspect he held in low esteem many patterns whose history excluded his skilled hands and verdant mind. He wrote, “In choosing a long-hackled fly, select, from the sort you want, one with the feather having the most life in it. This holds true on all rivers, exclusive of the Spey, and I fancy the cheesy, inanimate ‘Spey-cock,’ though worshipped locally, will soon be superseded by others which are more mobile and never ‘drone’ or ‘droop.’ There is . . . more life, in fact, in any hackle—those of the ‘Eagle’ class excepted—than in the fluffy butt of a ‘Spey-hackle.’ ”


With what seems an inimitable sense of self-importance, Kelson felt he could improve upon the old Spey flies in some ways; he even recorded his Green Queen, saying that he prefers this pattern to the Green King. However, his fly is a “Spey-style” pattern, not an actual Spey fly. And in his brief discussion of John Cruikshank’s version of the Rough Grouse, Kelson suggests that crowned pigeon hackle renders the fly more effective than the usual grey heron hackle. “The pattern,” says Kelson, “can be varied for other rivers when it may have either ‘mixed’ or ‘built,’ wings and an ordinary Cock’s hackle where Heron’s do not serve faithfully.”
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George Mortimer Kelson was the penultimate champion of the gaudy salmon flies. He was a skilled fly dresser and fine writer, and highly opinionated, but he dutifully recorded important details about the old Spey flies in his famous 1895 book, The Salmon Fly. This portrait appears in the book’s frontispiece.


Despite Kelson’s strong preference for the fanciest salmon flies, he dutifully provided a valuable record of several old Spey patterns, and instructions for tying them. Still, his general theme of the superiority of gaudy flies and of his methods for dressing and fishing them permeates his work, underscoring his role in the advancement of the kaleidoscopic Victorian flies that overwhelmed the older, simpler flies, most of which would never again fill the salmon-fisher’s fly box. Indeed, not only does he insist matter-of-factly that the built- and mixed-wing flies are “vastly superior” to strip-wing styles, but even suggests that Blacker’s work “is only valuable as a literary curiosity.”


No doubt Kelson’s deft handling of fur and feather was second to none and his inarguable contribution to dressing salmon flies extended to his inclusions regarding Spey styles, despite his assumption that the superior gaudy flies would prove the eventual undoing of the simpler styles.


And he was right.


Long before the publication of Kelson’s book in 1895, the old Spey flies clung precariously to their former popularity and had long since shared time astream with gaudy flies of the Irish tradition. Naturally many a Speyside fly dresser lent a hand in designing increasingly fanciful flies—patterns that incorporated exotic feathers and new designs while still maintaining elements found in their predecessors. An excellent example of these “modern” Spey flies of the late 1800s was Major James Grant’s Glen Grant (see chapter 4), which artfully mixed the body and hackle style of the old Spey flies with a showy wing composed of six jungle cock eyes. Likewise, Jamie Shanks dressed a wide variety of salmon flies, including, in his later years, some patterns that combined more modern elements with traditional Spey fly components.


But by the time Major Grant died early in the twentieth century, countless of the old Spey flies had disappeared. A few remained and anglers still fished them, but for the most part the Spey style survived chiefly in the literature of the period, and in How to Dress Salmon Flies (1914), Pryce-Tannatt realized, “It is not every salmon fisherman who has used a Spey fly, or who even knows what it looks like . . . beyond the limits of Spey-side, one never hears much mention of Spey flies, nevertheless, Messrs. Farlow tell me that they sell a great number every season for use elsewhere than on the Spey, so it would seem that they enjoy a certain measure of general popularity.”


Pryce-Tannatt possessed no firsthand knowledge as to the relative popularity of the Spey flies, and that fact alone offers some evidence of their fading light. He obtained samples from William Brown’s company in Aberdeen (in the Dee River valley), though he says they were “actually tied by Spey-side ghillies.”


So, the Spey flies still had their adherents, but by the early 1900s British salmon anglers enjoyed countless choices in fly pattern and style. The Spey flies received further treatment in Taverner’s 1931 book titled Salmon Fishing, wherein he summarized concisely the evolving nature of salmon flies in the British Isles, writing, “From 1840 onwards, a rivalry was set up on many English and Scottish rivers between the old patterns and the new gaudy invaders from Ireland, the usual result of which was the defeat of the native flies, or at least their partial supersession.”


The Spey flies, fighting for relevance by the early twentieth century, ultimately could no longer sustain the campaign in the face of new and bejeweled styles. They were all but forgotten worldwide, and eventually extirpated on their natal river, but they did not die off entirely, and continued to receive scant attention from writers. The old Spey flies clung to existence—barely—both in form and in pattern, a fact that testifies to their uniqueness, and to the intriguing local characters who had championed them.
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Ultimately, the resplendent fulldress salmon flies would overshadow the older, simple flies on most all the rivers in Scotland. The Spey flies barely clung to survival because they were unique. Flies and photo by Long Nguyen









CHAPTER 2


HISTORY OF SPEY FLIES, PART II




Good salmon-fishing nowadays is almost as expensive a luxury as deer-stalking, and is quite as eagerly sought after and harder to get. For some favourite stretches of the rivers Tay, Tweed, Dee, and Spey fabulous prices are willingly paid.


—Robert Hall, 1882





THOSE IRREPRESSIBLE GAUDY FLIES


So much has been written upon the subject of salmon flies, that to broach the subject without stirring the generations-old flames of debate, disagreement, even disparagement, is a practical impossibility if the spirit of the critical mid- to late nineteenth-century period is to be understood and related in full. Because I find the old debates, which survive to this day not only on Atlantic salmon waters, but also on the steelhead coast of North America, both entertaining and in some ways enlightening, I suppose I prefer to stir the coals rather than to quell the flames.


At the heart of it all, in the latter half of the nineteenth century, and even today, is the matter of what renders a salmon fly effective at attracting a salmon (or a steelhead fly effective in soliciting a response from a steel-head, as they are behaviorally similar to Atlantic salmon). By the time Kelson was writing extensively for Land and Water as that periodical’s angling editor, and then enjoying the popularity of his 1895 book The Salmon Fly, the debate over what characteristics make one salmon fly superior in effectiveness to another had reached its zenith. Kelson represented one extreme, suggesting that for want of a particular type of feather, a fiber of this or that, or a specific shade of some dyed or natural feather, one fly could fail on that exclusion alone.


Perhaps the keenest representative of the other extreme, firmly in the camp of rationality, was the aforementioned Sir Herbert Maxwell (1845–1937).


Kelson suggested such absurdities as, “strands of Peacock’s herl should be added to any built wing. Spey fish object to herl; Usk fish adore it.” He classified certain flies as “special standards,” perhaps reaching the outer bounds of his illogic when he suggested, in The Salmon Fly, that his pattern the Elsie was “a special pattern for fish lying behind upright rocks and large boulders.


Maxwell, urging an end to such ridiculousness, wrote an essay titled “New Light on the Salmon” for the July–December 1898 issue of The Badminton Magazine of Sports & Pastimes, wherein he relates, “A fishing log, carrying a consecutive record over a greater number of years than any other I have ever examined, is that begun about 1852 by the late Mr. Dunbar for the Thurso. From this it is manifest that the favourite colours in spring, forty years ago, were purple and green. The late Mr. Francis Francis, writing in the seventies, observed of the Thurso fish that ‘they have undergone a complete change in their tastes since I was there; for when I was there they preferred a sober-coloured fly, but of late years they prefer more showy ones.’ Can credulity be more naive than this? or was Mr. Francis writing tongue in cheek? I cannot entertain the faintest shadow of doubt that, were sober-hued flies to be exhibited to the Thurso fish with the same regularity and perseverance that flaming confections of scarlet and yellow are now presented, the result would be precisely the same.”1


Later, in his introduction to the posthumous 1920 edition of Francis’s A Book on Angling, Maxwell related, “I have killed salmon with the fly in thirty-one different rivers in England, Scotland, Ireland, and Norway, and have never been able to detect preference on the part of the fish for any particular colour or shade of light and dark. . . . Fishing just above high tide mark in the Water of Luce, I raised a small fish five times without touching him, changed the fly every time and killed him, seven pounds, at the sixth rise. I cannot think that the result would have been any different had I made no change, which is the course I should follow now in the unromantic light of experience.”


This entire debate is still alive, especially where fly anglers pursue steelhead, but the paramount intrigue here is how salmon flies came to be such resplendent compositions of gaudy and exotic feathers, and how, when their flies evolved to such complex and bejeweled splendor, many anglers began to believe that such lures were superior to older mundane flies. In his “New Light on the Salmon” essay, Maxwell himself eloquently summarized the rise of the gaudy salmon fly:




In days when salmon fishing was not so exclusive as it is now, nor so much sought after, nor so widely understood, there existed on every river local anglers of repute, generally in humble circumstances, who constructed their own flies. They had no command of costly and brilliant material—a few strands of crewel from an old carpet, a hackle from the rooster in the yard, or, as a dangerous luxury, a dyed one from the missus’s Sunday bonnet, wings from the bubbly-jock’s tail (generally the old-fashioned dun breed, and well-nigh extinct) or from the mallard’s back—whatever material, in short, came easiest to hand. These humble lures caught most fish, because they were in the hands of the best fishermen; they became “great medicine,” indispensable. As the taste for salmon fishing increased, and anglers began to go further afield for the sport, they took care to provide themselves with the flies reckoned most suitable for the Tweed, the Tay, the Spey, and so on; all the flies of that period displaying a general resemblance to each other in sobriety of tint.


. . .Gaudy flies gradually crept into Scotland and England from Ireland, where the quicker artistic instinct of the Celt guided him from the first to a preference for delicate harmonies and effective contrasts. But the idea of tickling the fancy of the salmon by tasteful compositions is of respectable antiquity even in this country. Quaint old Richard Franck, the Puritan dragoon and indefatigable detractor of Izaak Walton, writing in 1656, laid great stress on variety: “Remember always to carry your dubbing bag with you; wherein there ought to be silk of all sorts, threads, thrums, moccado-ends, and cruels of all sizes and variety of colours; diversified and stained wool, with dog’s and bear’s hair; besides twisted fine threads of gold and silver; with feathers from the capon, partridg, peacock, pheasant, mallard, smith, teal, snite, parrot, heron-shaw, paraketta, bittern, hobby, phlimingo, or Indian flush; but the mockaw, without exception, gives flames of life to the hackle. . . . For should any man, under the pretence of an artist, remain destitute of these prenoted qualifications, proclaim him a blockhead; let him angle for oisters.”





Maxwell notes the Irish origins of the gaudy salmon fly, but “gaudy” is a relative term and surely Thomas Best, writing a century earlier, could scarcely have imagined what that descriptor, in regard to salmon flies, would embody sixty or seventy years later when the English millinery (women’s hats) trade reached epic proportions: in A Concise Treatise on the Art of Angling (1787), Best notes, “There are two salmon flies, which are the principal ones, called the Dragon and King’sfisher, about two inches long, which may be made according to fancy; but of the most gaudy feathers there are, especially the peacock’s, for they will rise at anything gaudy.”


[image: images]


Sir Herbert Maxwell, a prolific writer, intellectual, artist, antiquarian, and politician, was a rationalist regarding fly patterns for salmon, and in that sense was the antithesis of George M. Kelson.


Some years later, in 1808, Thomas Williamson, in The Complete Angler’s Vade-mecum, wrote, “The greater part of our English anglers make a great fuss about the proper flies for salmon; whereas the Scotch anglers, who are very skillful, and possess many admirable qualifications for the sport, content themselves with either a heron’s or a bittern’s hackle, or the red feather from the wing of a turkey-cock, which answer for the wings; while a little fine wool, of a sulphur yellow (sometimes rather deeper), makes the body of such a fly as the salmon seem to relish greatly. The Scotch anglers all busk their own flies, for so they call the art of manufacturing them.”


And in 1815, in The Angler’s Guide: Being a Complete Practical Treatise on Angling, Thomas Frederick Salter noted that “Salmon are angled for at the top with artificial flies of a very large size, and glaring colours, made of peacock’s feathers, [and] as big as a large butterfly”


So early in the nineteenth century, British salmon anglers were beginning to dress their flies with the brightest available feathers, while the Irish fly makers were poised to elevate the concept of gaudiness to new heights. Andrew Herd (History of Fly Fishing), perhaps the foremost fly angling historian, explains both the Irish contribution and the difficulty in researching Irish salmon flies:




It is commonly held that Ireland is where the gaudy salmon fly originated, and it is likely that there is more than a grain of truth in this, although some of the very early English salmon flies were pretty bright. The trouble is that if the early Irish fly tyers wrote anything it would have been in Irish, and because printing was controlled by license of the British crown, little was printed about Irish flies before 1800, with the result that we are almost completely in the dark about early Irish patterns. If anything earlier exists, it is likely to be not only hand written, but in Irish, making it doubly hard to track down. . . . We don’t know for sure who kicked the new fad off, but O’Shaughnessy, perhaps the most famous Irish fly tyer of all time, is a candidate. O’Shaughnessy established his business in Limerick in 1795, and his name is mentioned too often in conjunction with early gaudy flies for it to be a coincidence, given that his hooks were so prized that fishermen travelled from far away to obtain supplies of them. O’Shaughnessy would have been well placed to start the new trend. At the time, Limerick was a large seaport, into which exotic materials, including feathers would have been imported all the time. The Erne tyers were equally likely to have been involved in setting the new trend and James Rogan and Pat McKay certainly made their names tying gaudy flies.





How much of the credit for starting the trend toward fanciful salmon flies is due Irishmen, especially O’Shaughnessy, is difficult to ascertain. By 1839, Thomas Christopher Hofland, an English artist, recognized that “The flies used in salmon-fishing vary, in form and colour, very much in England, Scotland, Wales, and Ireland. In Ireland, large gaudy flies, such as are made by O’Shaughnessy, of Limerick, are favourites” (The British Anglers Manual), and in The Sportsman in Ireland: With His Summer Route Through the Highlands of Scotland (1840), Robert Allan recalled, “At Kellorglin [sic] will be found a very humble, but not an uncomfortable inn; and, above all, I recommend the angler to spend one evening here, for a very essential purpose, that of procuring flies of a gaudy feather, exactly suited to the fresh-run salmon, among which he may anticipate abundant sport. There is a very ingenious artist at Kellorglin, the only fly-fisher of the place. I sent for him; and, supplying him with hooks and gut, he made for me a dozen salmon-flies, not easily to be surpassed in the delicacy of their construction, and certainly not at all in the attraction they present. He was well rewarded, by a glass of punch and a shilling, for his evening’s work.”2


So, early in the 1800s, both English and Irish anglers had begun to value the gaudy salmon flies, regardless of the precise interpretation of gaudy, but to what do we owe the leap from comparatively simple, if bright-colored, salmon flies, to the amazing concoctions of exotic plumage deriving from the artistic visions of fly dressers such as Blacker, Traherne (1826–1901), and a bit later, Kelson, among others? Herd provides a hint when he says, “Limerick was a large seaport, into which exotic materials, including feathers would have been imported all the time.”


The feather trade made the fanciful plumage of exotic birds available to fly dressers, but the specifics are perhaps surprising: the explosion of bright, complex, artistic, bedazzling salmon flies was largely enabled by “the great feminine craze for feather adornment.”3


The demand for fancy feathered women’s hats drove a British, Continental, and American craze for plumes, brilliant-colored feathers, and even entire stuffed birds—an infatuation that decimated countless bird populations throughout the world, but which also engendered the rise of the Victorian-era full-dress salmon fly.


The extent of the plumage trade was shocking. James Buckland, the tireless champion of the English plumage bill that would eventually curtail that country’s participation in the decimation of the world’s birds, reported in the Audubon Society’s Bird Lore magazine (January/February 1914), “From every part of the world comes the same story of wholesale slaughter of wild-bird life. Here are the totals of just a few species whose plumage has been sold during the past twelve months at the London feather sales: 216,603 Kingfishers; 21,318 Crowned Pigeons, 20,715 quills of the White Crane; 17,711 Birds-of-Paradise; 5,794 pairs of Macaw wings; 4,112 Hummingbirds; and so on, through the whole list of brilliantly plumaged birds. I ask you to ponder on these figures and—since plumages used in millinery are of greatest value when taken from the slain bird during the breeding-season—to reflect what this annual hecatomb darkly yet plainly indicates.”4


All this slaughter in the name of high fashion.


By the early twentieth century, thanks to the efforts of a few influential and conservation-minded individuals such as Buckland who recognized the consequences being wrought by the worldwide slaughter of birds—mostly for the adornment of women’s hats—outcry led to reform, first in the United States, later in England. Though George Bird Grinnell (1849–1938), the influential editor of Forest and Stream, was perhaps the first to publicly rail against the absurd excesses of the feather trade in the 1880s, among the most vocal and insightful of the change-minded crusaders aiming to eliminate the merciless destruction of bird populations was William Temple Hornaday (1854–1937), the widely traveled author and zoologist who was, for a time, director of the New York Zoological Park and before that, chief taxidermist for the United States National Museum. His book Our Vanishing Wildlife (1913) brought needed public and political attention to the plumage trade that was rapidly destroying whole bird populations.


Fortunately, public outrage was growing sufficiently that new and revolutionary wildlife-protection laws were being debated and enacted. In 1914, Bird Lore reported, that, “In Paris, France, on March 9, 1914, the woman’s paper, La Vie Feminine, gave its inauguration reception at the Galerie d’ Excelsior, 88 Champs Elysees. The lecturer was the novelist Pierre Loti (Lieut. L. M. J. Viaud), who was asked to speak about women in Turkey. His opening remarks may be of interest to the Audubon Society”:


[image: images]


“The Woman Behind the Gun,” by Gordon Ross (1911), perfectly captures the essence of the millinery trade that was devastating entire populations of birds for the sake of women’s hats, though it engendered the artful full-dress salmon flies by creating a ready supply of exotic feathers. The illustration shows a woman, possibly Coco Chanel, wearing a large hat with feathers, shooting at egrets; two dogs labeled “French Milliner” place the dead birds in a pile at her feet. Library of Congress




Looking at you from this platform, I see a surging mass of feathers, which your hat-makers insist upon placing—some straight in front, others over one ear, then again a plume trails over the back of the head, in a weeping-willow style, giving the impression of unrest. I will end my digression by telling you something profoundly sad. Among the plumes on your hats I distinguish innumerable aigrettes [egrets], quantities of Birds-of-Paradise, and, as I turn my eyes away, I think of the ruthless massacres which bird-hunters are carrying on for your pleasure and vanity. Poor little winged world, inoffensive and charming, which in half a century, thanks to you, will be found nowhere! I recall some specimens, the most wonderful, which have already disappeared, with no possible return. What a sacrilege! What a crime! To have sent into oblivion a species of bird-life which no mortal can re-create in this world! Ladies, I ask mercy for the birds of fair plumage. Believe me, all of you will be just as lovely, and appear less cruel, when you have discarded the covering of these little bodies, which you now wear on your hats.
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