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It is with great sadness that we have to 
report the recent passing of two long-

term VFFA stalwarts.

David Featherstone died on January 
4, 2021. He was 86 years old and had 
been a VFFA member for 59 years. He is 
featured in our history, The Country For 
An Angler. David was a legendary fly 
fisher and could always be relied on to 
tell a great yarn about his experiences. He 
was known as a big fish angler and over 
the years had accumulated a stunning 
portfolio of massive trout. 

Bruce Whitehead, a regular at Sunday 
casting, died on December 5, 2020. He 
was 88 years old and had been a proud 
VFFA member for 58 years. Bruce had 
been a lifelong fly fisher and is also 
featured in The Country For An Angler. 
Bruce was no stranger to both the 
Goulburn and the Mitta Rivers.

The deaths of David and Bruce follows 
the passing of Bob Roles and Rick Keam 
in 2020. All these well-known and highly 
esteemed members will be sadly missed.

Inside this issue David Grisold and Hugh 
Maltby will pay more extensive tributes.

Vale Bruce And David

FEBRUARY 2021

Bruce WhiteheadDavid Featherstone
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Our first meeting of the year is the 
traditional review of the exploits and 
successes of our members over recent 
times. 
For months we were locked up, courtesy 
of that wretched coronavirus, and became 
all too aware that there wasn’t too much 
fishing within the prescribed 5 kilometres 
of where we lived. (Our country members 
weren’t quite so badly restrained.) 
So most of us filled in those endless winter 
months tying flies, cleaning gear, hunting 
out YouTubes of fishing in glorious places 
in better years, and of course planning our 
eventual escape. Finally the barriers were 
lifted, and it seemed most of Melbourne 
headed up the Maroondah Highway with 
fishing tackle on board. It was hard to 
find a parking spot anywhere along our 
wonderful little Steavenson River.  
But as the pre-Christmas weeks rolled 
by we were able to head out for a fish. It 
wasn’t always easy – the trout seemed 
scarce, or at least reluctant to open their 

mouths. But just being out on ‘a river 
somewhere’ was reward enough. And 
some of us did catch a few.
President Chris Gray and Councillor 
David Hooke have been busy rounding 
up reports and debriefing members. 
As a result some prime suspects have 
been identified and recruited, and Liars’ 
Night this year will provide a fabulous 
opportunity for us to gather at the Kelvin 
Club again, catch up with colleagues, and 
hear ripping tales of trout encountered 
near and far. 
We would encourage all members to 
join us for what will undoubtedly be a 
great start to the year, but PLEASE make 
a booking for dinner by 5:00 pm on 
Wednesday, February 24, by phoning 	
0498 254 497 and leaving a message.

Our February Liars’ Night, Thursday February 25 – back at the 
Kelvin Club ...
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Welcome to another Fly Lines newsletter.  

We’ve seen 2020 end and no doubt 
with much anticipation of a happier 
and healthier 2021 and a return to the 
new normal. We are planning a busy 
calendar for the year with some changes 
to our traditional timing of events as we 
play catch up on a few missed special 
functions in 2020. Please ensure you look 
at the calendar and put the dates in your 
schedule. 

February will start with the annual 
Tasmania trip and Liars’ Night, and no 
doubt both will provide plenty of stories 
about the one that made it to the net. 

In March we have another Millbrook 
Lakes day and the Big River trip, and 
our General meeting will be a “Welcome 
Back” dinner at the Kelvin Club. This 
dinner will be a celebration of our 25 and 
50-year members for 2020, as well as the 
recognition of a Jack Ritchie recipient. I 
would encourage members to come to 
this special night and re-connect with 
colleagues and friends, as its some time 
since we were able to meet together.      

Terry Rogers will co-ordinate bookings for 
the evening and will email members with 
details. 

April will be a lunchtime general meeting 
at the Kelvin Club, so an opportunity for 
our country members to come to town for 
the day. 

Andrew McKenzie has been diligent in 
organising the inaugural State of Origin 
fly fishing event at Millbrook Lakes. 
It promises to be a fun week for both 
Victorian and NSW members teaming 
up for some friendly banter. I will rope 
in a few past presidents to cook for the 
teams during the week and members 
are welcome to join us for a social BBQ 
at Millbrook on Friday April 30. Details 
of this event for those interested in 
participating are given later in this issue. 

There will be some Sunday casting events 
later this year, with dates emailed out once 
we confirm availability of the Red Tag 
pool.      

The “Camping Bill” amendment on 
licensed crown land was passed through 
the Victorian Government in December, 
and regulations are being developed. 
We acknowledge that the message has 
been poorly presented to the public and 
continues to cause significant concern. We 
do hope to be involved in reviewing the 
regulations before they are locked in and 
will share any updates as they come to 
hand. 

It’s pleasing to hear that many of you have 
managed to get amongst some fish, so 
please send in some of your pictures and 
your reports to Lyndon.  

When you manage to get out to enjoy 
some time on a river or beside a lake, 
savour the time and take a mate.  

Stay well.

President’s Message
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>>>

How true Arthur. I've accrued a decent 
pile of fly tying books over the years 
and have just started reading another 
one. In our November issue last year 
we briefly reviewed a new book on fly 
tying by South African fly tier Gordon 
Van Der Spey. A copy of Gordon’s new 
book, The Feather Mechanic – a fly-tying 
philosophy, landed on my door step a few 
days ago, courtesy of Ed Herbst. Ed is a 
well-known South African fly fisher who 
has become a good friend of the VFFA. 
Ed thought it important that the VFFA 
have a copy of The Feather Mechanic, so he 
has donated a copy to our library. It will 
arrive there soon enough. 

It’s certainly a fabulous book and a very 
entertaining read. In chapter 1, where 
Gordon tells us that “effective flies 
start with good design”, there is a short 
section headed Rough Flies Catch Fish. 
Gordon writes: “Perfection in fishing 
flies is overrated. Fish love flies that don't 
look overly perfect. As a young boy, I 

clearly remember fishing a place called 
Giants Cup just outside Underberg. 
The place was (and still is) run by an 
eccentric intellectual hippie named Wolf 
Avni. I rocked up there with the most 
beautiful looking fly box you’ve ever 
seen with rows of perfectly proportioned 
and well manufactured feather perfect 
flies. Wolf gave it one look and took 
out a matchbox from his pants pocket. 
In it were six or seven tiny little midge 
patterns. They looked really crap. "My 
fish don't do designer flies. This is what 
they're eating at the moment,” he said 
unceremoniously.” 

Yes, fly fishing is all about flies. What we 
tie on our tippet really matters. But fly 
selection is such a confusing issue. Late 
last year, when the covid barriers were 
lifted, my wife and I decided we could do 
with a holiday. I tentatively suggested a 
trip to Tassie, but my sage spouse replied 
that with our luck someone in 
Smithton or Burnie might develop 

“I still don’t know why I fish or why other people fish, except that we like it and it makes us think 
and feel.” (Roderick Haig-Brown: A River Never Sleeps)

“The carp is the Queen of rivers – a stately, a good, and a very subtle fish.” (Isaac Walton: The 
Compleat Angler (1653))

“You must cultivate an eye for water and an eye for trout. The gift is not easily attained: in all 
cases it requires practice, and some never acquire it.” (John Waller Hills: A Summer on the 
Test)

“With the right conditions, nature herself provides the best and the cheapest way of producing 
trout, and will produce as many as the food and the river will support.” (Dermot Wilson: 
Fishing the Dry Fly)

“I cannot imagine anybody writing a whole book about maggots, whereas many a man has 
spent much of his life thinking and writing about fishermen's flies.” (Arthur Ransome: The 
Fisherman’s Library)

From the
EDITOR’S DESK
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a sniffle or cough while we were there 
and our Victorian state premier would 
immediately close the borders. So we 
compromised and headed north to Bright. 

Bright was busy, and as my friend 
Brian Eddy suggested, there were more 
fishermen there than fish. The Ovens was 
being flogged. However I came across 
a nice flat section of the river about 500 
metres downstream from the town centre 
where fish were rising in the evenings, so 
most nights I went to this spot at 7:30pm 
and fished for an hour. 

It was an interesting experience. One of 
the walking trails along the river went 
right past this section, so there was a 
constant stream of tourists wandering 
by. Many lingered and watched me 
for a bit, some asked how fly fishing 
worked, and a couple sat down to enjoy 
the presentation. Which was incredibly 
embarrassing, because while the rising 
fish were totally untroubled by the 
passing parade, they ignored every single 
one of my offerings. I started with an Elk 
Hair Caddis (what else?), then a smaller 
one, then another one on an increasingly 
longer and finer leader. A fish would 
rise and I would cast my fly, landing 
it two or three metres upstream from 
the disappearing rings.  The fly would 
then drift innocently over the spot with 

no evident drag and pass unmolested 
downstream. Once the fly had passed 
the fish would then rise again. This lack 
of success took some explaining to my 
audience. I had a fly box labelled ‘evening 
flies’ and I worked my way through it. 
Everything I tried was ignored.

So I phoned Brian Eddy, a 50-year VFFA 
member who lives at Harrietville, and 
he invited me to his place. Brian has 
every fly fisher’s dream setup as the 
upper Ovens River flows right through 
his backyard. How brilliant is that? After 
a leisurely cup of tea we rigged up and 
wandered across his back lawn to the 
river. Two fish were rising vigorously just 
upstream from a small bridge there. Brian 
poked his rod at me said, “Well, catch 
them.” “What fly will they take?” “An 
Elk Hair Caddis of course.” 

I tied on one of my Elk Hair Caddis 
patterns and with two casts caught 
two small rainbows. Brian then took 
me on a brief tour of the magnificent 
water upstream and downstream from 
his backyard. We finally arrived at a 
stunningly attractive pool some 50 yards 
downstream from his house.

This is the pool where he caught the 7 lb 
trout a few months earlier. There were 
five fish hammering away vigorously, 
so on Brian’s invitation I hooked two of 
them with my suddenly deadly(!) Elk 
Hair Caddis. Brian then landed a rainbow 
of just over a pound on his Elk Hair 
Caddis. 

I tried for a third fish rising at the 
upstream end of a fallen log and 
connected solidly with one of the trees 
behind us. It was unforgiving and I lost 
both fly and tippet. It was quite dark by 
this stage and renewing fly and tippet by 
torchlight was a challenge, but when all 
was in order I tried another cast at that 
still rising fish – and reconnected again 

The Ovens River from the bridge in Brian 
Eddy's yard
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with the tree. Some of us are such slow 
learners. By now it was quite late so we 
gave it away. (To be honest I couldn’t 
cope with attaching another tippet by 
feel.)

The following night was our final night 
at Bright, and had a weather forecast of 
impending storms. The gathering black 
clouds prompted me to head to my 
familiar Ovens stretch at 6:30, an hour 
earlier than previous nights. The fish 
were rising as usual and I was getting 
more casting practice when a young guy 
on a bike rode past. He stopped, watched 
for a bit, then said: “When I can’t get 
them to take here I've had some success 
with small spider patterns fished across 
and down.” 

I grabbed my fly box and found a single 
lonely spider pattern with a purple body 
and partridge hackle hidden in a corner. 
I tied it on, cast across the river, allowed 
it to swing around in the current, and 
hooked and landed a small brown. My 
first fish finally caught at this section after 
several nights of trying! All was sorted. I 
now knew what to do and was ready to 
make amends and catch the lot. Then the 
rain started bucketing down. 

This month’s Fly of the Month section 
talks about spider patterns. What else?

Take care, stay safe, and best of luck with 
your fly selection.

Lyndon

Brian checking a couple of rises just downstream from his house

Last December it was our great pleasure 
to welcome Dr Fook Ning Chan as a new 
member of the Association. This month we 
welcome his brother, Dr Fook San Chan, 
as a member. Ning is an optometrist and 
San is dentist. Both are keen and highly 

experienced fly fishers. We welcome 
them into the VFFA and trust that their 
membership of the Association brings many 
happy experiences, warm friendships, and 
countless great memories.

Another New Member:
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In December 2019 the World Fly Fishing 
Championships were held in Tasmania. 
Malcolm Crosse was heavily involved 
in the preparation and organization 
of this event, and at our December 
meeting he spoke about the event and his 
involvement in it, as well as introducing 
us to some of the team members who 
assisted.

In terms of the final result an English 
competitor, Howard Croston, was the 
most successful angler over the four days 
of the championship and thus became 
the world champion. Howard was a very 
experienced angler, having represented 
England over 20 times, including in 
several world championships in both 
fishing and casting. 

After the championships Howard wrote 
at length about his experiences and his 
report makes fascinating reading. It is 
obvious these top anglers work extremely 
hard to succeed in such championships. 
In Tasmania in 2019 the competitors 
fished in appalling weather conditions. 
The wind was so strong at times that it 
lifted flies and fly lines completely off the 
water, so casting and presenting flies was 
a nightmare. Yet despite the conditions 
countless fish were caught in the four 
days of competition. 

To fish the river beats Howard took four 
rods with him – two set up for fishing 
nymphs, one for fishing dry flies, and 
the fourth for fishing streamers. In the 
evenings after the fishing sessions were 
completed he tied flies. On the last day 
of the championships he fished Little 
Pine, but not with duns and emergers, as 
most visiting anglers hope to do, but by 
stripping a team of three wet flies on a 
sinking line. 

In the English team’s preparation 
Howard wrote that before their first 

session on Penstock Lagoon they had 
compiled a huge amount of information 
on Penstock, put together from internet 
research and from talking with several 
guides. They had studied the maps and 
calculated the best options for various 
wind strengths and directions. This 
championship fishing is clearly very time 
consuming and hard work.

And it all came about because of the 
work of Malcolm Crosse and his team. 
In speaking at our December meeting 
about his involvement in preparing 
and organizing this very complex event 
Malcolm introduced three colleagues 
– Andrew Reed, who was the overall 
Controller Coordinator as well as being 
the current president of the Fly Tyers 
Club of Tasmania; Mark Aspinal, who 
was one of the sector controllers and 
managed the Penstock Lagoon sector; and 
Steve Butler, who was a boat controller on 
Little Pine Lagoon for the event.

The championship program commenced 
on Saturday, November 30, and 
continued until Sunday, December 8. The 
actual competition days were Monday, 
December 2, through to Thursday, 
December 5.

Malcolm gave some of the history of 
Australia’s involvement in international 
competition fishing. It started in 1986 
with a letter to John Sautelle (snr) 
from Tony Pawson in the UK inviting 
Australia to organise a team to fish in 
the 1987 WFFC in England, which we 
subsequently did .

In 1988, after much discussion with the 
world organising body FIPS Mouche, 
Australia hosted the WFFC in Tasmania. 
It was primarily arranged by Rob Sloane 
and 21 countries attended, with England 
being the winners that year. At this event 
the concept of ‘catch and release’ was 

The December Dinner with Malcolm Crosse
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introduced for the first time and has been 
the norm from then on. Australia has 
competed in all WFFC championships 
since then.

In 2016, I with John Diggle and Chris 
Wisniewski (Tasmanian IFS officers) and 
Glenn Eggleton travelled to Colorado 
to attend the WFFC in the USA and had 
a meeting with the President of FIPS 
Mouche where we presented our draft 
timetable. From that time on there were 
a lot of arrangements to be made with 
the Tasmanian state government, the 
Launceston City Council, and the many 
major sponsors.

The teams’ hotel accommodation needed 
to be booked two years in advance as 
November falls into our peak tourist 
season. Then vital discussions needed 
to be held with the IFS and landowners 
to lock down the five different fishing 
venues, these being Penstock, Little Pine 
and Woods Lake and the Mersey and 
Meander rivers, all of which needed 
much attention to be made good for the 
event. 

In November 2018 the FIPS Mouche 
inspection team came to do the overall 
event inspection and after a week of 
touring and inspection we were able to 

finally sign off on the event. Another big 
exercise, among many, was the purchase 
and importation of 18 competition fly 
fishing boats from the UK. 

Teams started arriving in early 
November, with some requiring hosts 
and guides. On November 30 the teams 
all checked into the event hotel and 
the official opening was made by the 
Governor of Tasmania. A special mention 
must be made of Mike Stevens from the 
Essential Fly Fisher in Launceston, who 
acted as the event Master of Ceremonies 
and did a fabulous job.

It was then down to the actual fishing. 
Sadly the weather for the event was 
probably the worst one could have 
imagined. The saving grace was that a lot 
of fish were caught and nobody had any 
complaints.

In summary, despite Tasmania putting 
on its most appalling weather, the 
championships ran smoothly and all 
who competed were full of praise 
for a wonderful event. Many of the 
competitors indicated that they fully 
intended returning at some stage to 
enjoy the world class trout fishing that 
Tasmania offers.

Tying a fly on – Scholes Drawings
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VFFA Major Event: Weekend trip to 
Enochs Point on the Big River. 
Event Co-ordinator (EC): John 
Pilkington, phone: 0407 356 676;  Email: 
jpilks@vicbar.com.au  
Event date: Friday March 26 to Sunday 
March 28, 2021. Arrive in the afternoon 
or earlier for some fishing. Huts will be 
open from around midday. Leave Sunday 
afternoon or stay on by arrangement.
Cost/s: $50 for the weekend to cover food 
and extras.
Event location & address: At Enochs 
Country Club, Enochs Point on the Big 
River.
Travel directions: Maroondah Highway, 
turn off just before Eildon on Jamieson 
Road to Big River Bridge, then 14 km 
upstream to Enochs Point. Detailed 
directions available. Approximate travel 
time from Melbourne is 3 hours. About 
180 kilometres.
Transport requirements: Four wheel 
drive vehicle is not necessary.
Accommodation: In huts, basic but 
comfortable. Bring sleeping bag, pillow 
slip, torch.
Catering/ food and drink requirements: 
Bring own food for BBQ on Friday night 
and breakfasts. Lunch and evening 
meals supplied. Cooking on open fire, 
oven. Bring esky for food, drinks. All 
cutlery, crockery, cooking equipment, etc, 
supplied.
Travel insurance: NA
Description of fishing areas: Fishing 
is in the Big River, a medium-sized fast 
flowing mountain stream with rapids, 
runs and pools. The river is easily 
accessible around Enoch’s Point but more 
demanding (and productive) fishing is 
available by driving and walking down 
long spurs to the stream. Dry and wet 

fly fishing. Wading is essential. Maps are 
available. It is a remote area. 
Weather: Usually settled at this time of 
year, and lowish river flow, but can vary 
if recent rain. Forecasts will be obtained 
closer to the event.
Mobile phone coverage: Mobile phone 
coverage is now available at Enoch's 
Point (but only for Telstra customers).
How physically challenging: Varies 
from location to location - from easy to 
difficult.
Fishing license required: Victorian 
inland fishing licence required.
Strongly recommended personal 
equipment: Waders, wading boots, 
wading staff, gaiters if wet wading; 
brimmed hat; glasses/sunglasses, 
sunscreen; wet weather gear, warm 
clothing; UHF/VHF radio; torch; water 
and lunch food. PLB - especially in 
Remote Locations.
Essential equipment for Remote 
Locations: Compression bandage, 
UHF radio, any necessary prescribed 
medicines.
Guiding: NA
Event Registration Form (ERF): To 
be completed and returned to John 
Pilkington by March 1.
Date of issue of this NOE:  January 23, 
2021 (mandatory for quoting in ERF) 
Event Registration closing date:  March 
18, 2019
The event is limited to 16 participants and 
applications will be accepted on a first 
come, first in basis.
[Please note – the Event Registration 
Form (ERF) can be downloaded from the 
VFFA website or obtained at the next 
VFFA general meeting]

Notice of Major Event (NOE) for Big River, March 2021
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(A personal tribute by Hugh Maltby, a 
close friend of Bruce’s for many years.)
It is with great sadness that we advise 
the passing of our dear friend and VFFA 
member of 58 years Bruce Whitehead.
Bruce passed away quietly with his 
wife Dorothy and family around him on 
December 9 at the Epworth Hospital. 
Bruce was a humble, quiet achiever 
and family man with deep community 
involvement. He was aptly described by 
his wife Dorothy as a lovable villain with 
a quirky sense of humour. 
In his 88 years he crammed so much 
in. Born the son of Melbourne's Eastern 
Hill Fire Chief and educated at Trinity 
Grammar, a family tradition that 
continues to this day, he graduated and 
became a pioneering physiotherapist. 
He practiced for over 30 years and had 
patients travelling from as far as Sunbury 
to visit his practice in Northcote.
His passions were his family, golf, tennis 
(which he played until the age of 80), 
freemasonry and of course fly fishing. 
Bruce has always been an active member 
of the VFFA. He has seen our wonderful 
days in the past and fished with the 

historical greats of the VFFA. He has 
served on Council from time to time, but 
due to time constraints didn’t ever seek 
greater involvement. 
Bruce often fished with his 
contemporaries, these including such 
well-known VFFA identities as Jack 
Morey, Vic Mole, Jim Piesse, Stan 
Lancaster, Graeme Castles, Syd Guilding 
and Laurie Holland. He was always eager 
to get away on trips, and in fact was 
named "man of the match" on his last trip 
to the King Valley. 
Bruce was a member at the time when 
the Bairnsdale Fly Fishers’ Club became 
independent and for the next 40 years 
Bruce never missed their annual dinner 
and ‘Donger’ fishing trip. As a result, in 
2017 when the VFFA and the Bairnsdale 
Fly Fishers inaugurated the Western 
Lakes Challenge, the trophy was named 
in his honour, and he was there to present 
it, accompanied by Dorothy, on >>>

The Bruce Whitehead Trophy, established to honour 
his long association with the VFFA

Bruce was fond of practicing his casting

Bruce Whitehead:  died December 9 last year, 88 years old

Three generations of Trinity College Grammarians 
– Bruce Whitehead, Craig Whitehead and Finlay 

Whitehead
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what was a very cold winter’s day at 
Lake Purrumbete. 
Such was the man, a dear friend of many 
who we will always hold fond memories 
of in our hearts.
Josh Hills was a neighbour of Bruce, 
and wrote of these memories:
I'm not a VFFA member, but I wanted 
to send a couple of photos from a few 
years ago of my fly fishing neighbour and 
friend, Bruce Whitehead, who always 
mentioned the VFFA and often loaned 
me the latest newsletter, which, as a fly 
fisherman, I always found an interesting 
read.  
It was so sad to hear the news of his 
passing; he was such a great guy. We 
had just sold our house and moved to 
Western Australia when we got the news. 
I’d visited him just last week. 
Over the past 12 years I walked our 
little dog past his Northcote driveway, 
always hoping he was in his ‘office’ - 
the darkened garage where he snuck in 
the odd cigarette. The glowing embers 

gave him away. I’d walk down his 
long driveway to where he’d impart a 
joke, provide some great stories and fly 
fishing wisdom, along with a few sharp 
observations on life in general. 
He provided me with many flies tied 
by himself and quite a few from his 
collection, and I’ve fished them in past 
few years in the rivers of Victoria and 
New Zealand. Once he and I went down 
to the Yarra for a casting session and 
his technique, finesse and advice was 
incredible. 
A few years ago he visited my place with 
his collection of ‘vintage and modern‘ 
fly fishing equipment. Some incredible 
rods, reels, feathers and flies. It was an 
education to say the least.  
Bruce was a true gentleman and friend 
who will be sadly missed, not only by his 
many VFFA mates, but also his loving 
wife Dorothy, his family, friends and 
neighbours. Dorothy mentioned that he 
was thinking about some high country 
rivers and doing the casting action in his 
final moments.

Bruce with his friend Ron Millott (on the left) at a VFFA casting day
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I learned today that David Featherstone 
had passed away overnight, on January 4. 

No one could ever accuse David of being 
a shrinking violet. He was a passionate 
fly fisher for over 70years. He was twice 
nominated and included in the Hardy 
Angler Hall of Fame. He was a past 
president (1994 – 1996) and councillor 
of the Victorian Fly Fishers’ Association, 
and a past president of the Red Tag Fly 
Fishing Club. He was also a member of 
the Tasmanian Fly Fishers’ Club for many 
years.

David was an avid book collector and 
long-time member of the Joseland Society. 
He was also a fanatical member of the 
Australian Football League’s Hawthorn 
Football Club, where he was signed up 
by his father as a member when he was 
very young. He is thus the Hawthorn 

Club’s longest living member with 83 
continuous years of membership.  

Feathery was one of the first members 
to welcome me to the VFFA when I first 
joined in 1998, and over the next 20 
years we became great mates. He was 
an infectious character, always ready to 

>>>

David at home surrounded by some great memories

David Featherstone:  18/4/1934 – 4/1/2021

David’s specialty – catching big ones

A personal tribute written by David Grisold, past president and life member of the 
VFFA, and Chairman of the Victorian Fisheries Authority Recreational Fishing Grants 
Working Group
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David Grisold with Feathery at a recent dinner

help, and always ready with the latest 
picture in his top pocket of a large trout 
he had just caught. He was a highly 
skilled angler with a vast reservoir of 
experience and was always more than 
willing to share his experience and advice 
with other members. He also generously 
shared his gear, often passing around 
some new flies he had tried and found 
successful, or some new leaders he had 
tied up for some specific purpose.

David lived to catch large trout. The 
challenge inspired him and excited 
him. His passion for big trout drove 
him, and he would always be on the 
lookout for the next big brownie. Those 
big fish cruised the edges at first light, 
he said, and that was the best time to 
catch them. Any opportunity to fish a 
dawn patrol and he was there. He would 
leave Melbourne at 3:00 am and arrive in 
Ballarat as eager as a child on Christmas 
morning. A quiet cup of coffee while he 
rigged up, and then he was off down to 

the water’s edge, watching and waiting. I 
fished with David several times, chasing 
him over those Ballarat hills. In his 
Hornes waders and Swan Dry woollen 
shirt he was like a rubber-legged Ferrari. I 
had to run hard to keep up with him. 

He was so proud of his family and spoke 
often about them. His wife Alison was 
his great love. Feathery was a great mate, 
and I will miss him. 

Our deepest sympathies to Alison; 
his daughters Nessa and Sally; son-
in-law Peter; daughter-in-law Penny; 
grandchildren Ben, Ellie, Enrique, Freddie 
and Polly, and great grandchildren 
Charlotte, Avaleigh and Archie.

I imagine he’s having a red or three 
and a Bailey’s with his dessert with his 
beloved son Robert (dec), before his next 
dawn patrol chasing another elusive big 
brownie. Go well old trout. 

David Grisold
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President Terry George is pleased to 
report that the Ovens River Challenge 
is on again this year. It is scheduled for 
Saturday, March 20, and Sunday, March 
21, and the event headquarters will be at 
the Nimmo Bridge Recreation Area on 
Buffalo River Road, Myrtleford.
This is a catch, measure and release 
event, with great prizes awarded for 
the capture of trout, Murray cod and 
other species. Prizes are available to 
be won by successful male, female and 
junior anglers, with special prizes and 
giveaways to be awarded to junior 
anglers.
(The underlying purpose of this 
competition is to assist in gathering data 
on fish populations in the rivers in the 
Myrtleford area.)

Anglers interested in entering can obtain 
a registration pack by emailing their 
personal contact details to:
Terry George, President of the ATF, at 
president@atfonline.com.au
Or to Tim Curmi, President of Native Fish 
Australia, at nfavic@yahoo.com.au
(Please provide your name, address, 
phone number and email address.)
Any queries can be addressed to Terry 
George on 0418 332 744 or to Tim Curmi 
on 0417 419 765.
This event is generously supported by 
the Victorian Fisheries Authority, AFN, 
Aussie Angler, The FlyFisher store, 
Hurley's Fly Fishing, and North East 
Media.

ATF News – Ovens River Challenge 2021

... David started young with an Eildon 
record in 1956

Another magnificent brown ...
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The Event:  A week with fellow VFFA members at Millbrook Lakes, Old Melbourne 
Road, Gordon. This event is the inaugural VFFA “State of Origin”, a friendly fishing 
competition between Victorian and New South Wales VFFA Members.

There will be two teams of six anglers in each State team.  

Dates:  The NSW team, due to travel, will arrive over the weekend Saturday 24/Sunday 
25 of April. The Victorian team, given proximity, can arrive on Monday, April 26, the 
first practice day.

The format for the event as follows: Monday April 26 and Tuesday 27 are designated 
practice days for both teams. The competition is then scheduled for five sessions, with 
two sessions on the Wednesday and the Thursday, and a final session Friday April 30.

Address:  Millbrook Lakes, Old Melbourne Road, Gordon, Victoria 

Travel:  You are responsible for making your own travel arrangements to and from 
Millbrook Lakes.                            

Millbrook guides will supply all transit to lakes for fishing once people arrive at 
Millbrook, as all lakes are on private property. 

Cost: $1,450 per person for shared accommodation (bunk and multiple single bed http://
www.millbrooklakes.com.au/accommodation.html ), linen including towel and face 
washer, breakfast and dinner. $725 deposit is to be paid by February 28, 2021, and the 
remaining $725 by March 25, 2021. 

Direct debit to VFFA bank account: BSB 182 512, account number 9605 47289 

Include your name and “Millbrook2021” or post a cheque to Tony Mitchem, VFFA 
Honorary Treasurer, PO Box 18423, Bourke Street, Melbourne, 3001.

Meals & Drinks: Breakfast, Lunch and Dinner are all included in the above cost.  
Ingredients for breakfast and dinner will be supplied, and competitors can probably 
expect to be involved in cooking a meal for one of the nights. Breakfast will be self-
serve and will include a range of cereals, toast, juice, coffee. Lunches and morning and 
afternoon teas will be provided by Millbrook. BYO wine, beer, spirits and non-alcoholic 
drinks as required.  

On Thursday, April 29, VFFA Presidents (current & past) will cook dinner.

On Friday, April 30, at the conclusion of the competition, awards will be presented at a 
members’ BBQ. The Cost to members who wish to attend is $30/head. Please note that 
fishing at Millbrook IS NOT INCLUDED in this cost.

Fishing locations:  Fishing will be available in any of five lakes chosen by Mark Weigall 
of Millbrook Lakes. These lakes will be for the exclusive use of the VFFA for the week.  

Mark has advised his top five flies for Millbrook as follows: Milly Midge, Olive 
Magoo, Black Woolly Bugger, Brown Nymph and Dun patterns in shaving brush/
paradun style.

Notice of Event
April 26 to April 30 at Millbrook Lakes:

The Inaugural “State of Origin” Competition.
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Fishing licence: You are not required to have a current Victorian fishing licence to fish 
at Millbrook. For NSW team members thinking of fishing in NE Victoria in travelling 
to or from the event a valid Victorian fishing licence would be required. You can 
purchase a Victorian fishing licence here:  https://www.service.vic.gov.au/fishing?_
ga=2.265013967.1569280557.1607925930-1244721887.1607925930 

Mobile phone:  There is good mobile phone coverage at Millbrook and in most 
townships and on major highways heading to Millbrook. 

Strongly recommended personal equipment:  Waders/wading boots, gaiters for wet 
waders, brimmed hat, sunglasses, sunscreen, wet weather gear, warm clothes, insect 
repellent, wading staff, torch, mobile phone in a waterproof container.

Essential equipment for trips away from home:  Prescribed medicines for those with a 
medical condition which could occur.

Weather:  Varies from very hot to very cold and can be windy and wet. An updated 
forecast will be posted at the lodge every morning.

Guiding:  Millbrook will be providing a “guide” on “competition days” to verify and 
record catches. They will also be there to accompany anglers to the selected lakes on 
“practice days”.  

Event Registration Form (ERF):  Register by sending the Event Co-ordinator a 
completed and signed copy of the ERF by email as an attachment or a hard copy via the 
post. “First in best dressed”. Obtain your ERF from the VFFA website www.vffa.org.au 
or pick up one at a General Meeting.

COVID:  COVID rules apply at all times while at Millbrook Lakes. These may change 
between now and arriving onsite. In the event of any changes, we will do our best to 
notify each of the confirmed participants.  

Event Co-ordinator: 	

Andrew McKenzie, Mobile - 0447 333 818, and email - brixton@optusnet.com.au   

Postal address: 9 Davidson Avenue, Warrawee, NSW, 2074

Date of this Note of Event: December 22, 2020 

What to do next: 

1)	 Please confirm your interest in participating to me ASAP as we have a number 
of interested people.

2)	 Organise your travel to/from Millbrook Lakes. 

3)	 For both teams please let me know if you’re thinking of taking a vehicle as we 
may like to share fishing time/transport during the week. 

4)	 Pay your deposit to VFFA by the end of February 2021 & the balance in March 
2021.

5)	 Complete the Event Registration Form and email to me prior to arriving at 
Millbrook.
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Eight keen VFFA members gathered 
outside the Gordon Hotel on Wednesday 
morning, January 20, to be met there 
by Millbrook guide Jim Jackman, who 
escorted us into the four lakes that 
constitute the Hillie’s part of Millbrook 
Lakes. Four very attractive lakes set in 
gorgeous Australian bush.

Twelve months ago the summer visit to 
Millbrook had been cancelled because of 
the very high temperatures just prior to 
the scheduled visit, so this year we were 
watching the weather reports prior to our 
visit with some trepidation. But this year 
the weather was much kinder to us. The 
days leading up to the 20th were cool, and 
the predicted temperature for the day 
of our visit was a very pleasant 25oC. So 
we followed Jim into the main lake that 
had the cabin and parked our cars with 
eyes on the water, noting the reasonably 
frequent splashy rises.   

Jim prepared us with some suggested 
techniques – fish had been caught in 
numbers a few days earlier on stick 
caddis suspended under red spinners 
or small emergers. Brown nymphs were 
also being taken and damsel fly nymphs 

had proven very popular too. We dug 
around in our fly boxes, strung up rods, 
climbed into waders, and spread out in 
all directions.

As it turned out the fishing was quite 
challenging. On all four lakes fish rose 
and splashed all day, but these were 
mostly small fish – recent releases. 
According to Jim the weather was just too 
good – pleasantly warm and sunny all 
day, with no clouds and no wind. But the 
wind was needed for good fishing. The 
lake surfaces were mostly flat and still 
and thus the better fish ultra cautious and 
hesitant to take flies off the surface. Their 
smaller brethren remained jumping and 
splashing all day, but were the very devil 
to catch. 

But fish were caught. The Parachute 
Adams undid a few, as did midge 
patterns and of course stick caddis 
imitations. Rick Dugina pulled out a lurid 
green Mop Fly that looked nothing like 
anything these trout had seen before and 
promptly caught a sizeable brown, which 
apparently was so taken with Rick’s 
offering that he shredded it. 

Daniel Lovecek – top rod on the day

Milbrook offers some very attractive water in 
delightful Australian bush

Millbrook Report
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Top rod for the day was Daniel Lovecek 
who landed five and lost another two. 
Daniel followed Jim’s advice and cast a 
small brown nymph out, let it sink, then 
lifted his rod so that the nymph rose 
through the water as if about to hatch. 
The trout loved it. 

Late in the afternoon most of us had 
gathered on the verandah of the cabin 
for a coffee. Right out in front of us a 
fish started rising in the channel just 
beyond the weed beds. A good one too, 
if the amount of water being shifted was 
any indication. Daniel was up for the 
challenge, so waded out and dropped his 
fly very neatly in the rings each time they 
appeared. The trout ignored his offerings, 
then after a few minutes rose again a bit 
further along. I think this behaviour was 
something the rest of us had become 
quite familiar with over the day. Those 
Millbrook trout have IQs well above 
average.

Our next Millbrook day is our autumn 
visit – scheduled for Wednesday, 
March 3. Last year’s autumn visit was a 
particularly good one – duns rising for 
much of the day, and a great evening rise. 
Let’s hope for more of the same.

The lake with the cabin

Daniel connecting with the first of his five fish
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Jim writes as follows:
Happy New Year! I spent a couple of 
weeks in Tassie before Christmas. In the 
first week, from December 5 – 12, I was at 
Miena with my friend Bill Hodgson from 
Mornington. There weren’t too many 
fishermen around, so we had most of the 
lakes and lagoons to ourselves. 

Penstock was the exception, with plenty 
of boats. The shore fishermen were 
concentrated along the dam wall with 
their backs to the wind when it was 
howling out of the west. We had several 
days with snow, rain, strong wind and 
freezing mornings. Days occasionally 
warmed up to a balmy 7 or 8 degrees. 
The warmest day was Bill’s last day there, 
when it got to 14o C.  

In spite of the weather we caught plenty 
of browns. We had a few fish come up 
and take dun emergers, especially at Lake 
Kay and Cameron’s Lagoon, but caught 
most of our fish on stick caddis. On the 
12th my wife Tricia flew into Launceston 
and Bill flew out. 

Tricia and I stopped at the market in 
Longford to get a few supplies before 
starting a bushwalk out from Lake 
Mackenzie on the NW corner of the 
Central Plateau. We had fine, sunny and 
warm conditions for our hike around 
the Fish River catchment, with nice 
campsites on the Blue Peaks Lakes and 
Lake Halkyard. We both caught some 
fine browns during a dun hatch on Lake 
Halkyard using a #10 Rob’s Dry – a fly 
described in Rob Sloane’s book The Truth 
About Trout.

Since returning home to Warrnambool 
on December 21 I’ve caught good bags 
of estuary perch and bream fishing the 
Hopkins at night on an incoming tide, 
using a floating line and casting a #6 
Green Matuka . No mulloway ... yet.  

(Members should note that Jim had 
some tragic news during his time in 
Tasmania. He had heard that his mother 
in California was quite ill, so before 
heading off out of phone range he called 
his brother’s phone using Whats App 
using the video function and was thus 
able to see his mum and have a short 
conversation with her. Two days later she 
passed away, but Jim didn’t get to hear 
this news until several days later. 

All members would wish Jim our sincere 
sympathies and condolences at this sad 
time.)

John Douglas’s report:
Those who read Philip Weigall’s digital 
FlyStream magazine will be aware that 
John has developed a keen interest in 
fishing soft hackle spider patterns. He 
ties them in sizes 12, 14 and 16 and has 
had great success fishing them on the 
Goulburn, Rubicon and Acheron rivers. 
The knee deep ripples have been quite 
productive. Sometimes in the deeper runs 
he fishes two spider patterns about 40 cm 
apart, with a tungsten bead on the front 
fly to get the flies down deeper. 

John mainly fishes the Goulburn at the 
Breakaway or McMartin’s Lane, but the 
river both upstream and downstream 
from the Thornton bridge has been 
productive. All of these places saw 
big crowds early in the season but the 
crowds, even on the Steavenson, are now 
thinning out.

John often fishes the evening rise on the 
Goulburn and tells us that the trout there 
can be very fickle and changeable in their 
tastes. They will take duns for a while, 
then change to being only interested in 
caddis. So unless you are tuned in to their 
particular dietary quirks catching them 
can be very frustrating.

Reports from Jim Blakeslee and John Douglas
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The good news is that the hoppers are 
now just starting, so John occasionally 
fishes a hopper with a nymph below. 
Most rivers around Thornton are 
currently fishing well, though trying to 
find a free parking spot can occasionally 
be a problem.

The Goulburn has been flowing at 2500 
– 3000 ML/day, but levels are frequently 
changing, so those heading to the 
Goulburn need to check the height by 

calling the recorded message on river 
levels on 5774 3928.

(A late email from John Pilkington reports 
that the Big River is still at a comfortable 
level and he has been catching lots of 
(small) fish recently with a few up to 15”. 
The hot spell may affect things a little but 
the river should cool down by March. For 
those interested in participating in the Big 
River trip John tells us the quota is nearly 
full but there are still a few spots left.)

>>>... Jim Blakeslee, with the first of many fish 
he landed

Trish Blakeslee is a skilled fly fisher with a fabulous 
husband guide ...
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For those looking to catch a trout in the 
Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage 
Area most would head to the Nineteen 
Lagoons area which provides good 
access, day walks and fantastic fish. If 
you are prepared to push a little deeper 
then this exciting type of small water, 
visual fishing continues. I am just back 
from seven days fishing in the Western 
Lakes so thought an update on fishing 
this area would be opportune. 

We camped at the crossing on the Julian 
Lakes. This has been our regular campsite 
for the past 30 years and provides a good 
base and launching point for day walks. 
To the east the better known lakes are Ila, 
Thomson’s, First and Second Bar and the 
Devils Den on the Ouse River. There are 
many smaller tarns linked to the Ouse in 
this area that are also worth a look.

To the north are lakes Field and Furmage, 
and if you are looking for the fish of a 
lifetime, Franks. To the west the upper 
tarns of the Julian system provide superb 
polaroiding conditions. From here you 
can walk into the Pillans drainages 
and fish waters such as lakes Gwendy 
and Lexie, or hike over the range into 
the headwaters of the Blue Peaks lakes 
region. Again there are many unnamed 
lagoons and tarns here.

Our week is booked months in advance, 
so we take whatever comes in the way 
of weather. This year was one of those 
‘you should have been here last week’ 
experiences. In the week prior the skies 
were blue and the winds light. Social 
media was strewn with images of 
beautifully spotted brown trout, black 
spinners in the air and amazing alpine 
vistas.

Tasmanian Report
... from Chris Wisniewski, Tasmanian IFS

Well done Jim - another superb Tassie highland brown
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But when we arrived at our campsite 
around lunchtime on the Saturday we 
encountered a 30 km/h south-westerly 
and clouds rolling through. The forecast 
was for things to get worse before 
improving later in the week. Get worse 
it did.

Sunday was overcast with similar wind 
strength so we headed to Furmage in 
the hope of seeing some dun feeders. 
The wind was strong and this shallow 
lake was starting to stir up and become 
‘milky’, making polaroiding all but 
impossible. The duns didn’t hatch so 
there was no visual fishing. I persisted 
and did finally manage to catch a few fish 
pulling a small Mallard and Claret along 
the stirred up edge of the water on the 
windward shore.

On Monday the wind really started to 
blow and must have been pushing 70-
80 km/h. We battened down our camp 
and fished the small lagoons close by. It 
was a tough day and I only managed to 

polaroid and catch a couple of fish on a 
Zulu. 

It blew hard all night and we woke on 
Tuesday morning to light snow and the 
wind starting to ease a bit. By lunchtime 
the wind had backed off to a comfortable 
level and the sun came out. On a walk 
into the upper Julian tarns and over into 
the Pillans system a few fish were starting 
to cruise the edges despite the water 
being cold. I manage to catch a couple 
on a scruffy parachute dun. Many of the 
small and shallow silt bottom tarns were 
coloured up and some were quite murky. 
Late in the day I found a good fish in a 
quiet corner. It was working the bottom 
and wouldn’t look up at a dry. The fish 
was actively stirring the silt then turning 
and feeding in its own trail. I tried a Stick 
Caddis and a small Black and Peacock 
Spider to no avail, although it did come 
to the spider a number of times. As it was 
getting late I had to reluctantly leave this 
fish and head back to camp.

On Wednesday we were welcomed with 
a frost and blue skies. A day for walking 
so an early start. A quick tramp took us 
out along the Pillans track and then up 
through the chain of tarns towards Lake 
Gwendy. 

In the first tarn I spotted what looked 
like a good fish lying about 15 metres 
off the bank. A scruffy dun was dropped 
about 5 metres in front of it, but the fish 
turned and started moving out deeper. 
The fly was quickly fired out to the right 
of the fish, but it continued moving 
further away. Another long shot landed 
the leader over it so I thought I might 
see it bolt, but instead it rose slowly and 
engulfed the fly as if it had been looking 
for it all day. After a dogged fight the 2 
kg buck brownie was photographed and 
released. 

We were still having trouble finding fish 
in any numbers despite the good A Pillans buck brown caught by Chris >>>
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visibility. A few tarns further up I found 
another fish in a quiet corner coming 
straight toward me. I shot out the scruffy 
dun to the right of a large rock with the 
fish to the left. The fish turned and started 
heading away. The fly was quickly shot 
out again and it landed directly on top of 
the fish, which usually means they spook. 
However this fish shot up, grabbed the 
fly and jumped clear of the water as if 
it was feeding on spinners. It landed 
without the fly in its mouth and began 
hunting around urgently looking for the 
fly. I fired the fly back out again and it 
sunk but the fish surged forward and 
grabbed it, was hooked and duly landed. 
A lovely 1.5 kg hen fish. We found a few 
fish on the shore at Gwendy and Lexie 
but given the bright calm conditions were 
disappointed to see there weren’t any 

spinners to get them excited. Then it was 
the long walk back to camp, checking a 
few smaller tarns on the way.

Thursday was warm with high cloud 
and. A perfect dun day so I headed back 
to Furmage via Lake Field. Nothing to 
see at Lake Field, and Furmage was very 
dirty after the strong wind. There were a 
few duns coming off but the fish weren’t 
rising to them. A couple of fish were 
spotted in the murky water along the 
undercut banks and one took my scruffy 
dun. A nice fish of about 1.5 kg.

On Friday morning we packed up and 
headed out. Overall there were patches 
of good fishing and the fish we caught 
were in superb condition. The track out 
from Lake Augusta is for serious 4WD’s, 
walking, or in my case a mountain bike.

The walk into Pillans – countryside that demands care
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One of the more unusual groups I’ve ever 
guided consisted of three scientists, all of 
whom were quite senior in a field I won’t 
name in the interests of maintaining their 
anonymity. They were capable fly fishers, 
and at the risk of typecasting, eccentric in 
a way some geniuses can appear to be to 
mere mortals like me. 

On a cold if not horrible winter’s day (as 
my diary tells it, patchy cloud, 7 degrees 
and a 20 knot southerly) I set my guests 
up one by one on the side of the lake, 
leaving until last the angler who seemed 
to be the most patient and least testy. 
Then, as I went to attach a superglue 

buzzer under a yarn indicator, he quietly 
announced, “I only fish dry flies.”  

As we were on a highland lake in 
midwinter, I just assumed my guest had 
misunderstood the fishery we were about 
to tackle. “Oh, they don’t really take dries 
here in winter,” I explained breezily as I 
pulled the indicator knot tight. “That’s 
okay,” was the even response, “But I only 
use dry flies.” 

Now, if you’ve ever wondered about 
guiding and what it’s like to be a guide, I 
could give you a pages-long description 
and not come close to covering it. 

Freedom to Fail

Not dry fly weather – at least not for catching ...

... by Philip Weigall. (Philip needs little introduction to our members. He is one of us 
- a VFFA member. He is also one of our state’s top fishing guides. He has written ten 
superb books on all aspects of our state’s trout fishery and is editor of the very popular 
FlyStream digital fly fishing magazine.)

>>>
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However, in a sense, the job could also be 
crystallised down to a quote attributed to 
legendary Tasmanian guide Bill Beck: “A 
guide is just a presenter of opportunities.” 

What I like about this description is it 
divides responsibility pretty neatly. The 
guide should try to find a fish (or where 
it’s likely to be) and recommend how it 
might be caught. Meanwhile, it’s up to 
the guest to turn that advice into a fish in 
the net. (Otherwise, the exercise becomes 
like a swordfish charter I once read about, 
where the crew find the target on sonar, 
bait the hook, then lower it down into 
the depths on an electric winch. When a 
swordfish takes the bait, the client pushes 
the ‘up’ button and the winch drags it to 
the surface.) 

As my guest watched his companions 
land several good browns and rainbows 
on wets, he persisted with the dry. I recall 
that, through sheer determination, he 
eventually did catch a fish.       

So was my guest wrong to refuse a wet? 
Not at all. Sure, by refusing to use a wet 
fly my scientist client had removed a big 
chunk of my ‘how’ advice. As a guide, 
that hurt a little – I wanted him to catch 
fish, and on some level, I was probably 
self-centred enough to think his poor 
result might reflect on me. Still, I couldn’t 
help admiring his conviction, and his 
cheerful acceptance that his choice was 
going to make catching a trout very 
difficult. 

More importantly, I thought later, we all 
make angling decisions based on what we 
enjoy – that’s sort of the whole point! In 
a way I was reminded of this a while ago 
when an acquaintance got quite angry 
when I said I didn’t enjoy fishing for carp. 
“What do you mean?” he challenged, 
“They’re big, powerful fish that take a 
fly!” Before I had time to reply, he added, 
as if to seal the argument, “And you can 
sight fish for them, they’re everywhere, 

and they can be really technical to fool.” 
He crossed his arms in victory. 

They were all good points, but my 
response was simple: “I didn’t say you 
don’t like fishing for carp, I said I don’t 
like fishing for carp. I’ve tried it, and I’ve 
caught several, but I’m just not into it.” 
He grumbled something about me being 
a snob (that unfortunate Aussie retort to 
anyone who doesn’t like beer/ Maccas/ 
ABBA/ bait fishing/ Married at First 
Sight, etc, etc.*) and walked off.  

I’m not immune to similar frustration 
and I can catch myself being quite 
hypocritical. Just the other week I got a 
little annoyed when a friend told me he 
and his mates hadn’t done well on the 
upper Mitta, when I’d expressly told 
him you often have to fish a nymph 
deep there. He sheepishly admitted they 
hadn’t because they like dry fly fishing 
too much. 

The second of two Rubicon fish on the Caddis Grub 
- so I changed back to the dry
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Then, a few days later, I was on the 
Rubicon with JD. Despite everything 
looking perfect for dry fly, including a 
lot of hoppers in the bankside grass, the 
fishing was hard – or at least it was with 
a dry. I was the first to relent and put a 
nymph on underneath (Craig Coltman’s 
Caddis Grub). Almost immediately I 
caught two fish. Now, I should say I 
like nymph fishing, and recognise how 
effective it can be. I really admire the 
best nymph fishers (I’m not one of them) 
and, although I like nothing more than 
watching a trout glide up and gulp a 
Royal Wulff off the top, I reckon nymph 

fishing done well is about the most skilful 
form of fly fishing there is.

But guess what? On that day with JD on 
the Rubicon, having caught two quickly 
on the nymph, I took it off again. It 
was a beautiful, warm mountain valley 
afternoon, and against evidence to the 
contrary, it just seemed right (is that the 
word?) to fish the dry alone. I told JD 
what I was about to do – he hadn’t even 
put a nymph on at all – and he laughed 
and said, “Freedom to fail.”         
*I like two of those by the way, but I’m 
not going to admit which two!

A perfect dry fly day on the Indi ... but Mark outfished me 10-1 with the nymph
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Over the past few months I have had the 
opportunity to do a few solo missions 
into remote creeks and rivers in the 
Acheron valley. I would usually go 
with someone else, but due to work 
requirements and other commitments 
the calendars of my usual fishing 
companions didn’t align with mine. 

After a very short fishing season in 2020 
due to the Covid lockdown I was now 
taking every opportunity I could to head 
up into the mountains. My early season 
fishing was a little later than usual as the 
lockdown finished in November, so by 
the time I headed up into the valley the 
streams were perfect for fishing. They 
were running a little high after some 
good spring rain but were ideal for dry 
fly and nymph fishing 

My first trip was into the headwaters 
of some forest creeks where I hiked in 
packing a tent, food and other supplies 
for a stay of three or four days. This is 
a really great way to fish and see some 
wonderful views, especially if you take in 
your camera gear. 

The fish were tuned into beetles and I had 
a couple of wonderful days fishing with 
John Pilkington’s palmered Red Tag. I 
also took the opportunity to fish a couple 
of his Cinnamon Duns that picked up 
a couple of fine browns around the 2 lb 
mark. My Forest Creek Dun, which is an 
imitation of the darker mayfly species in 
the Acheron valley, was the fly the fish 
were eager to take in the early morning, 
and I landed a 3 lb brown with it - a great 
capture, especially on a fly you had tied 
yourself for that specific river valley. 

Cooking over an open fire is the thing to 
do on these trips, with a lump of meat 
cooked over the hot coals and a trout kept 
for the fire after dinner. I was lying under 
the stars beside a roaring fire. It doesn’t 
get much better . 

I spent a few other days fishing in the 
Acheron valley whilst sleeping in a 
small fishing cabin. Here I could tie a 
few flies in my spare moments, enjoy a 
bed to sleep in, and have an open fire 

The New Season

Bernard enjoying the offerings of an Acheron Valley 
stream

... Bernard Holbery

One of the many lovely stream browns Bernard 
landed just prior to Christmas
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with a view across the river valley. The 
grasshoppers are now all through the 
meadows. I even had one land in my 
cup of tea at lunch today. I’ve had some 
profitable Acheron days fishing hopper 
patterns and have done well by picking 
the open grass banks and fishing a Nobby 
Hopper or my Acheron Hopper. This 
latter fly is tied smaller to imitate the 
juvenile stage, so it’s a good choice in the 
early stages of the hopper season. 

Overall I have enjoyed a wonderful few 
months of fishing thus far this season, 
and yet so far have not seen another 
fisherman, which is unusual for me. 
Possibly because I have been well off 
the beaten track. It’s always good to 
hear how other anglers are going with 
their fishing exploits, so hopefully I 
might come across you soon on a stream 
somewhere.  Until then - happy fishing 
days and tight lines.

The fittings in these ancient cabins are well 
described as rustic

There’s some testing water in our Victorian forests
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Due to COVID and for various family-
related reasons I have forsaken NSW and 
become a refugee in the land of my birth. 
We are fortunate to own a property on the 
banks of the Waitahanui River (literally), 
which flows into Lake Taupo in New 
Zealand’s North Island. And it is there 
that I am now waiting out the interplay 
of the convulsions of the global pandemic 
and the machinations of government 
travel policies.

What to do? Well – there’s always some 
trout fishing. 

The Waitahanui is in the middle of 
North Island trout country. It is a well-
known trout river, as is the ‘Picket Fence’ 
of anglers that at times forms across 
the delta at the point where the river 
converges with the lake (locally referred 
to as ‘the Rip’). The mighty Tongariro 
River is only 40 km south, and in between 
these two there are a number of other 
rivers with reputations for excellent 
fishing (Hinemaiaia, Tauranga-Taupo, 
Waimarino, etc). Beyond the Tongariro 
there are several lakes known to hold 
large numbers of trout (Rotoaira and 
Otamangakau being two great examples). 
And there is of course Lake Taupo 
itself- all 650 square kms of water. Lake 
Rotorua and its well-known tributaries 
(Awahou, Ngongotaha) and surrounding 
lakes (Rotoiti, Okareka, etc) are only 75 
km north. All of these waters contain 
both rainbow and brown trout in large 
numbers, and most are open for fishing 
all year round.

Both types of trout can be caught all year 
round, but the browns come into their 
own in mid to late summer (late January 
– April) and the rainbows from mid-

winter through to spring (July – October). 
While the current predominant fly fishing 
style is nymphing, both wet lining and 
dry fly fishing can be equally successful. 
But as with all fishing, a great outcome is 
a combination of being in the right place 
at the right time, with the right setup and 
the right flies.

The truth of this was borne out for me 
last week here in Waitahanui. The river 
is spring fed and runs some 5-6 degrees 
cooler than the lake. As the lake warms 
up over summer the trout congregate 
in the lake around and below the delta 
(the Rip) at the river mouth in the cooler 
water flowing in from the river. Typically 
the Rip is fished with a sinking line set-
up - depending upon conditions and the 
season, anything from a floating line with 
sink tip or slow sink through to a full wet 
line that lies on the bottom. The typical 
lure is a streamer fly of some description 
(the Rabbit Fly, Grey Ghost, and the most 
commonly used at this location, the green 
Woolly Bugger). In addition, in the right 
season the ‘egg’ pattern fly can be very 
productive. With a full sinking line, often 
a ‘booby’-type fly will be used, the foam 
‘eyes’ assisting to keep the lure off the 
bottom and away from snags. The line is 
cast off the delta into the lake, down the 
river current as it flows out into the lake. 

New Zealand’s Waitahanui 
...  from Rodger Muir

Three magnificent Waitahanui browns



February 2021 VFFA 31 

Once settled the line is retrieved at a rate 
appropriate for the type of fly, hopefully 
attracting the attention of a hungry trout.

The license regulations provide for 
fishing between the hours of 5:00 am 
and midnight. Over the last month or 
so I have risen early and made my way 
over to the Rip (a five-minute walk) at 
5 am to try my luck in the quiet of the 
morning, this plan based on the logic that 
the lack of anglers casting into the Rip 
waters overnight will mean that plenty 
of hungry trout will be waiting there to 
pounce on my fly. This has not been the 
case. My ‘strike’ rate has been very low, 
as has been that of other intrepid anglers 
who have set their alarm clocks.

However, other locals have been telling 
me of fairly productive night fishing 
sessions at the Rip, with a story that 
four rods landed eight browns one 
evening along with a larger number of 
rainbows, and a reasonable proportion 
were ‘keepers’. At this time of year a 
significant proportion of rainbows and a 
few browns caught are in poor condition 
due to a loss of condition suffered over 
the previous spawning season. These 
fish are commonly referred to as ‘slabs’, 
and are usually returned to the water. 
However, occasionally a ‘bright’ or 
‘maiden’ rainbow will be caught which is 
in great shape and form, and invariably 
a ‘keeper’. At this time of year (just at the 
beginning of the brown trout ‘season’), 
the browns are nearly always in good to 
great shape.

So I thought I would try some night 
fishing. I tied on a dark green/black 
‘booby’ version of a green Woolly, and 
a ‘Burglar’ (Cockabully imitation) as a 
dropper, and headed over to the Rip at 
about 9:30 pm, just as the light was fading 
from the sky. The lake was calm, with 
a slight offshore breeze to assist with 

casting, and as it happened, I was the 
only angler there. 

First cast - an immediate result: a rainbow 
jack of about 3½ lb, but in poor condition. 
It had taken the Burglar. I returned it 
to the water. On my second cast I had 
only stripped in about 2 metres when 
I thought I had caught on a snag. Then 
the line started to ‘thump’, a sure sign 
of a largish brown shaking its head. It 
took line off the reel, but not a significant 
amount. After a fair tussle I had the fish 
to the surface and could see the white 
of its belly as it rolled and thrashed. I 
eventually managed to get it into my 
net, and then turned on my head lamp. I 
could then clearly see that I had caught a 
6.25 lb brown in great condition, it being 
the biggest brown I have caught in the rip 
to date. It took the green Woolly Booby. 
Definitely a keeper. 

I was then joined by two other anglers 
who I knew. After admiring my catch 
they got on with getting their own lines 
out in the dark. (The use of lights is 
limited to changing flies and unhooking 
fish, and the local protocol is that you 
always face the shoreline before turning 
on your light).

I hooked another ‘nearly’ reasonable 
rainbow on the Burglar and returned it 
to the water. Then 10 minutes later I had 
another take, the nature of which 

The view out of Rodger’s dining room window – the 
Waitahanui is very handy

>>>
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suggested it was another brown. Again, 
after a short battle I had the fish to the 
surface and into my net. Another ‘keeper’ 
- a fat brown hen of 4.25 lb taken on the 
green Woolly Booby. And I’d been fishing 
for only 30 minutes.

My companions had not had any luck, 
and one of them negotiated his way 
across the main channel to fish down the 
other side of the current. Within a couple 
of casts he hooked a fish that turned out 
to be a slabby rainbow that he returned 
to the water. The two of us continued 
catching fish over the next hour. I caught 
two more rainbows, both of which I 
released. My companion caught five, two 
of which he kept. 

I then hooked into another big brown, 
obvious from the vigorous head-shaking 
as soon as the pressure went on after 
the strike. There were no reel-screaming 
theatrics – just solid weight, and 
thumping headshakes. Once netted it 
turned out to be a 5.5 lb brown jack, 
taken on the green Woolly Booby. Again 
a keeper. We fished on until midnight, 
though no further fish were landed. 

So, my first foray into night fishing the 
Rip was for me a huge success. Three 
fish for a total of 16 lbs. One of these fish 
I gave to the family next door, and the 
other two were smoked – amazing taste!

The weather conditions the next day were 
nearly identical, and much enthused by 
my experience of the previous evening, I 
set off at a similar time with high hopes 
of similar success. Same flies, same set-
up. But no such luck. When I arrived 
there were five rods already on the water, 
including my two companions from 
the previous evening, and the only one 
getting any action was the angler on the 
other side of the current (the current is 
such that only one person can effectively 

fish that side), he being the same 
fisherman who crossed over the current 
the previous night. 

The rest of us stoically cast and retrieved, 
changed flies, cast again and retrieved, 
with very limited success involving 
a few rainbows in poor condition. I 
‘retired’ home at 11:30 pm. The next day 
I was sent a photo from one of the other 
anglers. It showed four magnificent fish 
caught between 11:30 and midnight!

This story demonstrates the fickleness of 
fishing – apparently the same conditions 
and techniques on two occasions, but 
with completely different results for the 
same people. But in that thought also 
lies some of its magic - which keeps us 
coming back to ‘try our luck’.

That vacillation in fishing fortunes in and 
around Waitahanui is also demonstrated 
by the ‘Honours Board’ of the local 
fishing club, mounted on the wall of the 
Waitahanui. The weight of the prize-
winning fish can vary considerably, 
though I would be pleased to have 
landed any of those fish.

The club runs a very simple ‘heaviest fish 
caught in the river’ across various classes 
– brown jack, brown hen, rainbow jack, 
rainbow hen. This illustrates the potential 
the river has to produce big fish. Since 
2014 nothing under 7.5 lb has been good 
enough to win in the brown jack category, 
and in that time, the heaviest fish to win 
weighed 10lb 6oz. Back a few more years 
there are several in the 11 – 12 lb range.
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The Partridge and Orange is just one of the hundreds of spider patterns, but has 
earned a reputation as being one of the best. 

So what are spider patterns, or soft hackle flies as they are also known? They are 
simple in construction with a body often of just tying thread, though sometimes 
some dubbed fur is added. They sometimes have some ribbing, and there is a soft 
hackle at the front. 

But the varieties and variations are mind-blowing. The colours used for bodies 
include orange, purple, light yellow, black, blue, crimson and grey. The most 
commonly used hackle feather is brown speckled partridge, but snipe, grouse, black 
hen, grey partridge, woodcock, starling, mallard, cock pheasant and magpie are 
also mentioned. 

FLY OF THE MONTH
A top spider pattern - the Partridge and Orange
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Are they any good? One English expert describes them as among the greatest catchers 
of trout on rivers and lakes the world over. A South African writer reports that expert 
anglers fishing a team of three soft hackles caught heaps of fish on waters that had been 
pounded by anglers for months. They are affective because they represent nothing in 
particular but can be suggestive of almost anything. Don't forget that soft hackles are 
also very effective on lakes. 

Phil Bailey, who often writes for us, is a very keen advocate. He offers this advice about 
spider patterns in general: 

Soft hackle flies, or spiders, are an age old method of chasing trout. They can represent 
an emerging insect, a drowned dun, a nymph (depending on where the fish sees it), or 
an emerging caddis. They are deadly in the hands of an experienced 'spider' fisher, yet 
are an extremely simple fly to tie. 

The only two difficulties are first - making sure you don't use too much body material, 
and second - tying those soft hackles onto the hook. These flies are sparse - really sparse. 
So you need to conquer the natural tendency to overdress the patterns. They only work 
well when tied correctly. Hooks are generally very small and in sizes 16 - 18 of normal 
length. You can use either light or heavy gauge hooks. You can also go up in size but no 
bigger than size 12. 

If you think the hooks are small, then the body is even smaller. In these patterns the 
body commences in line with the point of the hook - never longer, and the thickness 
of the body is kept slim for translucency. If the pattern calls for dubbing then the tying 
thread is dubbed before it is returned to the hackle location. This is a challenge - making 
the dubbing very sparse. You must be able to see the thread through the dubbing. 

Now for the next challenge! The key to the success of these flies is movement. Therefore 
the hackles need to be very soft and longer than those used in common wet flies or dry 
flies. Correct hackling of a 'spider' pattern is very sparse. One or two turns at the most. 
The only variation would be when a hen or game cock hackle is used. 

Feathers are tied in at the tip end of the feather and wound around the hook. A trick I 
use is to strip one side of the feather and then wind two turns for a game bird such as 
grouse or partridge and three turns for a hen hackle. This works fine.

Typical patterns are Snipe and Purple, Waterhen Boa, Orange and Partridge (these 
three being used predominantly by the 'die-hard' English spider fishers), Greenwell's 
Spider, Pheasant Tail, March Brown and many more. I have been using what I refer to 
as the 'Possum and Partridge', which is a body of possum with a partridge hackle and 
'Greenwell's' coloured tying silk. This pattern has accounted for over a hundred fish 
taken over four fishing days.

Materials for the Partridge and Orange:
Hook: 	 Wet fly hook in sizes 12 - 18.

Thread:	 Orange 8/0.

Body:	 The orange tying thread.

Rib:	 Fine gold wire.

Wing:	 Brown partridge. 
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Tying Notes:
1.	 Put the hook in the vise and run turns of thread carefully (so the turns are close 

together with no gaps and no doubling) from just behind the eye to just above the 
point of the hook. 

2.	 Tie in a short length of fine gold wire for the rib.

3.	 Wind the thread back along the shank towards the eye. 

4.	 Wind a few turns of the gold wire counterclockwise to complete the rib. Tie the rib 
off.

5.	 Now tie in the partridge hackle. Most experts, including Phil, advocate tying the 
partridge hackle in by the tip. If you follow Phil’s suggestion then you will strip 
the fibres from one side of the stem, then run your fingers up the other side to get 
the fibres standing out at right angles to the stem. Pull the fibres at the tip forward 
and lay the stem along the shank.

6.	 Tie in the tip with a few strong turns of thread then carefully wind two turns of the 
hackle.

7.	 Tie the hackle off, cut away the waste, tie a small head, and then whip finish the 
head to complete the fly. 

(Note – some tiers recommend building up a small thorax right behind the hackle. 
This makes the hackle fibres stand out more from the hook shank and this is seen as an 
advantageous feature.)  
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VFFA 2020 meetings & other activities

February  2021
3  Wednesday	 First Council Meeting for 2021 – 6:30 pm at the Kelvin Club.
13 – 21	 Tasmania trip to Hayes on Brumby’s.
	 Event Co-ordinator – Chris Gray.
25  Thursday	 General Meeting – 8:00 pm at the Kelvin Club:
	 “Liars’ Night” – reports from members on their summer fishing.
	 David Hooke to confirm speakers.

March 2021
3  Wednesday	 VFFA members visit Millbrook Lakes.
18  Thursday 	 General Meeting – 8:00 pm at the Kelvin Club: “Welcome Back”. 
	 Award evening for 25 and 50-year members (we celebrate 2020).
	 Award of the Jack Ritchie medal.  
26 – 28	 2020 Big River trip. Event Co-ordinator – John Pilkington.
31  Wednesday  	 Council Meeting – 6:30 pm at the Kelvin Club.

April 2021
2 - 4	 Easter 2021
15  Thursday 	 General Meeting – a Lunchtime meeting at the Kelvin Club. 
	 Speaker – TBC. 
28  Wednesday 	 Council Meeting – 6:30 pm at the Kelvin Club.

May 2021
20  Thursday 	 General Meeting – 8:00 pm at the Kelvin Club:
	 Annual Auction of books and equipment.
	 Book Launch of Rick Keam’s fly tying book: “Dressed For Dinner”
26  Wednesday 	 Council Meeting – 6:30 pm

The date for this year's Donger Competition is still to be finalised. 


