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Editor’s Notes 

A number of you were kind enough to tell us how much you enjoyed reading last year’s 

Rivers Report. We hope we have managed to provide you with something interesting, 

thought provoking and entertaining this year. 

Ingrid accepted the challenge of interviewing Brian Parker and his sons Phil and Nick for 

Keepers’ Corner. Their passion for the chalkstreams, their dedication to looking after them 

and their lively sense of humour, the hallmarks of the best riverkeepers, emerge strongly 

from the resulting article. 

Many of us are concerned about the Upper Itchen. George Mann writes about how he spent 

10 years observing it at Martyr Worthy and what he found. Roy Darlington provides an 

Itchen perspective stretching back to the late-1960s when he first fished it. He is still looking 

after it more than 50 years later. His reflections on how it has changed are fascinating – and 

worrying. 

Ron Dadswell, one of the great servants of the Association, has just completed 20 years as a 

volunteer warden on the Test. He spoke at our Autumn Members’ meeting at Sparsholt about 

some of the treasures he has found on the riverbank in that time. Some of those of you who 

were there said we should ask Ron to capture what he had to say for the whole membership. 

Ron was kind enough to oblige. As was Charles Jardine whose Ten Chalkstream 

Commandments made all those who heard him speak at Sparsholt think harder about how 

we approach our days by the river. We are never too old or experienced to stop learning. 

Somebody who knows a thing or two about chalkstream fishing and fishermen is Simon 

Cooper. He shares with us some of the results from his recently conducted Survey of 

chalkstream fishermen’s attitudes. 

The regulators need to base their work on scientific evidence. The Environment Agency’s 

Dom Longley reports on his Fish Survey work in 2019. Bethan Davies analyses the rainfall, 

river flow and groundwater data for what was an unusual hydrological year. Heb Leman 

explains what has been achieved in the first seven years of the award-winning Test and 

Itchen Restoration Strategy.  

As always, the Rivers Report contains reports from fisheries up and down the Test, Itchen 

and Meon. Our correspondents share many of the same concerns, but the 2019 season clearly 

varied markedly from river to river and beat to beat, even aiming off for the glass half-

full/glass half-empty disposition of the writer! 

Happy reading.  
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Chairman’s Report 

2019 was in many ways a difficult year for the Hampshire chalkstreams. Low winter rainfall 

presaged a summer of low river levels and flows. Sizzling temperatures – easily forgotten as 

I write in bleak mid-winter after a sodden autumn – didn’t make the fishing any easier at 

times during the summer. Revelations about the calculated efforts of Southern Water to 

mislead the regulators on waste water discharges were shocking as well as a stark reminder 

that the Association and others with an interest in conserving the Test and Itchen need to be 

constantly on their guard. Salmon and sea trout numbers on the Test and Itchen were 

worryingly low. 

But as I look back on 10 years as your Chairman, there are reasons to be satisfied with what 

the Association has achieved and to be optimistic about the future. We have a committed, 

enthusiastic and energetic membership of owners and keepers who are determined to do all 

they can to conserve the Test, Itchen and Meon. The Association has effective relationships 

with the organisations inside and outside of government who can make a difference. Sensible 

limits have been put in place on abstraction from the rivers and aquifers. Measures, ranging 

from new cress farm discharge limits, through changes in land management practices, to 

research leading to a better understanding of why river flies are in decline, have been 

implemented to try and improve poor water quality. River restoration projects are creating 

the habitats where chalkstream flora and fauna can thrive. There remains much to be done 

but some progress is being made. 

One of the reasons the Association was formed over 100 years ago was the need to provide 

better coordination of practical river management issues. The fact that the weed cuts in 2019 

went so smoothly in a year of low river flows, high temperatures and strong weed growth, 

suggests that the Association is getting somethings right at least some of the time. 

I am sure you would all wish to join me in thanking our Executive Team, Jeremy (Director) 

and Ingrid (Administrator), for their excellent contribution to the smooth running of your 

Association. I am also grateful for the support of an experienced Board. I am confident that 

together we are well-placed to continue making a positive difference on behalf of our 

members in the years to come. 

 

Clay Brendish CBE. 
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Executive Director’s Report 

2019 was an “interesting” year. With a bit of artistic licence, a chronological approach will let 

me cover the most important issues for the Hampshire chalkstreams and some of the work 

the Association has done to tackle them. 

January was a dry month, with around 35% of the long-term average rainfall in the Test and 

Itchen catchments. The winter recharge of the chalk aquifer on which the rivers depend for 

their summer flows stalled, with ground water levels actually falling at a time of year when 

they should have been rising strongly. This did not augur well and with below average 

rainfall continuing for the rest of the winter and early spring, it was clearly going to be a year 

of low flows on the chalkstreams. 

Declining river flows in part caused by over-abstraction have long been a cause of concern, 

but there were some grounds for optimism in February. At the end of the month, the 

Secretary of State for the Environment announced that he had accepted the recommendations 

of an earlier Inquiry into the main public water supply abstraction licences used by Southern 

Water. The new licences capped abstraction at current levels and for the first time introduced 

river flow levels below which abstraction from the Test at Testwood and the Itchen at 

Otterbourne must stop – so-called Hands Off Flows. Capping abstraction at current levels 

might not seem at first sight to be a major step forward, but the old licences would have 

enabled Southern Water to abstract far more water to meet growing demand. One 

implication was that Southern Water were required to develop new sources of water and 

stop being wholly dependent on the aquifer and rivers. Later in the year, their new business 

plan included commitments to building a new reservoir – the first in the region - at Havant 

Thicket, as well as a desalination plant and making the investments needed to allow more 

recycling of waste water. The Association and like-minded organisations have been 

campaigning for these changes for over a decade and supported the Environment Agency 

(EA) in their negotiations with Southern Water. 

The raison d’etre of the Association is to promote and protect the interests of its membership. 

Engaging with you, the membership, to understand your concerns has been a priority for me 

in my first three years in the role. In late February and early March, we held Owners’ 

evenings for Test and Itchen riparian owners at Kimbridge and Avington. These meetings 

confirmed that low river flows and poor water quality, as reflected in declining river flies, 

are the membership’s principal concerns. There was also a palpable sense of frustration at 

the disconnect between what those who have lived by the chalkstreams for most of their lives 

know to be the case about poor water quality and the impression given by the regulators 

responsible for protecting the precious chalkstreams that all is well. Owners feel a strong 

sense of responsibility for handing the rivers on to the next generation in at least as good a 

state as they have inherited them. They believe more should be done to address the causes 

of poor water quality – principally but not exclusively excessive sediment, too much 

phosphate and the not wholly understood impact of a collection of complex chemicals that 

have found their way into the rivers, all exacerbated by low flows. In last year’s Rivers 

Report, Warren Gilchrist shared with us his observations on the decline in fly life on the Test 
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over the last fifty years. In this year’s Report, Roy Darlington has provided equally powerful 

testimony on the Itchen.  

To influence the regulators, you need data and scientific evidence to back up personal 

testimony. One example of this joined up approach was a meeting the Association, together 

with Salmon and Trout Conservation (STC) and Upper Itchen owners, held with Lord 

Gardiner, a Minister at the Department for the Environment in April. The focus of the 

meeting was on the impact of cress growing and salad washing operations at Bighton on the 

Arle, an Itchen headwater. I cannot claim there was a total meeting of minds, but the 

powerful voice of the owners, together with evidence collected by STC and the Association 

on the decline in river flies on the Upper Itchen as well as on what you should expect to find 

in a healthy chalkstream as reflected in invertebrate samples from the Meon, did have an 

impact. The cress and salad washing operators at Bighton have worked with the EA to 

implement some new measures to reduce harmful effluent discharges. Later in the year, EA 

officials agreed to meet with the Association and others to develop better criteria by which 

chalkstream water quality standards more generally should be judged: the generic Water 

Framework Directive standards currently used by the EA and Natural England are not fit for 

purpose.  

So much for some of the problems. May is a month when it is difficult to have too heavy a 

heart when beside a chalkstream. In my 30 years with the Foreign Office, I always managed 

to make an annual pilgrimage from overseas postings to the Itchen and Meon when the rivers 

and the fishing were at their best. These visits found me on the Itchen at St Cross, Hockley 

and Brambridge and the Meon at Holywell, Mislingford and Rookesbury, on beats lovingly 

tended by the volunteer keepers of the Portsmouth Services Fly Fishing Association (PSFFA), 

a wholly admirable organisation. I decided to indulge myself this year and had five days on 

the Itchen. The first three of them were splendid in every way, if my Fishing Diary is to be 

believed. Prolific fly hatches and obliging fish. The fourth day at Compton brought me down 

to earth with a bit of a bump. But my last Mayfly day at Martyr Worthy, my idea of 

chalkstream heaven, could not have been better. There was a big Mayfly hatch throughout 

the afternoon with lots of wild fish rising to them whilst being pretty picky about their fly 

selections given the bounty on offer. Early evening saw the beginning of a spectacular Mayfly 

dance, one of the great chalkstream sights. As the evening progressed, so many spinners were 

falling on the river that the odds against catching a fish were lengthening and I decided to 

stop casting and just enjoy the spectacle. Perhaps I am biased, but I am not sure there is a 

finer place in the world to be than next to a Hampshire chalkstream on such a day.   

A lot of the 90 or so members who joined us at Leckford on the Test for our Summer Event 

in June would probably agree. The aim was to celebrate everything best about the 

chalkstreams. I think we managed to achieve that with fishing masterclasses, casting clinics 

and competitions, fly-tying demonstrations, a river-fly stand, photography workshops, 

botanist-guided walks and much else besides. The stunning Longstock Water Gardens were 

opened for us for the day. There were opportunities to renew some old acquaintances and 
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make some new ones with fellow enthusiasts over a hog roast lunch. A lovely day. And all 

free of charge, you lucky members! 

As the summer progressed, temperatures rose, the rain stopped falling and river levels began 

to drop quickly. The July weedcut on the Test promised to be a difficult one. But under the 

watchful gaze of our wardens, the Herculean efforts of the keepers ensured that it passed 

without any major problems, as did all the weedcuts in 2019. I did not receive any complaints 

about the dates we had agreed with the EA, which I think is a first. We seem at last to have 

got the weedcuts on the Test right, with some minor changes to the sector boundaries 

meaning that there was sufficient time to move the cut weed down the river. It went so well, 

the Board decided to keep the same dates for 2020, not one of their tougher decisions. 

At the end of August, we received the latest numbers from the EA for the number of salmon 

and sea trout entering the Test and Itchen. The figures for the Test were alarming: less than 

150 salmon had passed through the counters against an already worryingly low three-year 

average of a little under 500 – the figure would have been multiple thousands not so long 

ago. This looked like a crisis rather than a problem. The figures for the Itchen were a bit better, 

perhaps reflecting stronger river flows than on the Test and the removal of an obstacle to 

upstream fish passage at Woodmill, the tidal pool at the bottom of the river. The Association 

subsequently garnered support from river owners for targeted action to try and arrest the 

decline. There is no quick fix, with many of the problems out at sea, but improving spawning 

habitats, removing obstacles to fish passage and restoration projects to increase river flows 

will all help. A priority for 2020. 

As river levels continued to drop, the EA granted Southern Water a Test Drought Permit in 

early September. This would have allowed Southern Water to continue abstracting from the 

Test even if it fell below the recently agreed Hands Off Flow. As sometimes mercifully 

Longstock Water Gardens Charles Jardine's Fishing Masterclass 
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happens on such occasions, the heavens then opened. The rivers responded quickly to heavy 

rain in the second half of September and Southern Water did not need to use their Drought 

Permit. With heavy rainfall continuing until the end of the year, the aquifer began recharging 

earlier than usual and groundwater levels were all at or above normal levels by the end of 

November. This bodes well for river flows in 2020. But the fact that a drought permit was 

issued in September when rainfall in the Test catchment had been above 90% of the long-

term average over the preceding 12 months gives you an indication of just how precarious 

the water situation has become. 

We gathered at Sparsholt in October for another well-attended Autumn Meeting. We didn’t 

duck the difficult issues with excellent if alarming presentations on the salmon and sea trout 

chalkstream crisis, as well as an explanation of how the EA and Natural England reach their 

conclusions about the state of the rivers which cause many of us to scratch our heads. Gilly 

Bate, Ron Dadswell and Charles Jardine continued in lighter vein – the aim of such occasions 

is both to inform and entertain. October also saw the latest invertebrate samples being 

collected from the River Fly Census sites on the Test and Itchen. The results will be available 

in early 2020. We will be using them to keep up the pressure on the regulators to address the 

water quality issues they reveal. 

In November, planning issues took centre stage. The Association cannot fight every planned 

development, but two crossed our threshold for action. On the Lower Itchen, an Inquiry 

opened into Eastleigh Borough Council’s plans to build 6,000 houses in the Bishopstoke area, 

many of them in the Bow Lake Stream catchment. Given the availability of alternative sites 

far better served by existing transport infrastructure and posing negligible environmental 

risks, one would like to think that the plan will be kicked out. We shall see. Even more 

worrying is a plan by Wheelabrator to build a colossal waste-to-energy incineration plant on 

a greenfield site near the confluence of the Upper Test and Dever. Like the Eastleigh plan, 

this is being contested by a very well-organised and energetic local campaign group. This is 

not nimby-ism. It is just encouraging planners to use a little common sense in deciding where 

to site development. The great Lord Denning, who lived by the Test at Whitchurch and was 

himself a chalkstream enthusiast, told me many years ago that good judges should be guided 

as much by common sense as strict legal precedent and procedure. If common sense 

suggested something was wrong, it probably was. Let’s hope that those sitting in judgement 

on these plans apply some Denning-like common sense. 

And so the year drew to a close. The Association’s Board met in December to consider our 

plans for 2020 and how to budget for them. Salmon and sea trout and water quality will be 

at the top of our agenda. We are not a huge organisation with limitless resources. We do not 

have any magic wands. But we are in a healthy financial position. We have a knowledgeable, 

committed and enthusiastic membership. We have good and effective relationships with a 

range of partners with whom to pursue our objectives. We will continue to do all we can to 

conserve and cherish our wonderful and unique chalkstreams. Who could ask for a nobler 

cause than that?  

Jeremy Legge, Executive Director  
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Keepers’ Corner 

 

Ingrid Burt talks to the Parker 

family, Brian and his two sons, Phil 

and Nick, about riverkeeping and 

keeping it in the family. Brian retired 

as Riverkeeper for the Pittleworth 

Estate on the Test last Autumn. Phil 

has taken over at Pittleworth and 

Nick remains Keeper at Lower Brook 

on the Test. 

    
         

  

 

Brian, your retirement marks the end of 33 years of riverkeeping on the Test at two of the 

most iconic fishing Estates.  How did you start? 

I was brought up in Romsey and started fishing at a very young age.  I left school at 15 on a 

Friday and started a job as an apprentice at Pearce’s in Romsey on the Monday.  I passed my 

apprenticeship after 3 years, becoming a Master Baker, but decided that it wasn’t the career 

for me.  All my friends were working outside, mainly on farms and I felt that I was missing 

out.  One night, I went to a Young Farmers’ meeting and Bernard Aldrich, the Head Keeper 

at Broadlands, was giving a talk on riverkeeping.  At the end of the talk, Bernard said that he 

was looking for a young lad to come and work for him.  My friend Dilly and I were both 

interested, but there was only one space so we tossed a coin and I won!  So at 18 I started 

working with Bernard at Broadlands.   

Broadlands was a fabulous Estate to work for, Lord Mountbatten was still alive and a lot of 

royalty came down to shoot and fish.  I was fortunate to be able to assist Prince Charles on 

the riverbank on a couple of occasions.  At that time there were three riverkeepers, Bernard, 

Eric and me.  When Eric retired I stepped up to his position.  Initially I didn’t get a house on 

the Estate as I was single. It was made clear to me that I wouldn’t get a house until I was 

married.  As it happened, I had been seeing Lyndsay for some years, so when one of the 

Estate houses came up, I didn’t hesitate to propose!  We got married and got the house.  We 

stayed there for 6 years with Nick being born whilst we were still at Broadlands.  

 

Why did you move from Broadlands?  It sounds like you had a good way of life and career. 

Well the salmon runs were failing dismally, and I couldn’t see a secure future for me there 

anymore.  I had a young family to consider and although salmon fishing was my deepest 

passion, I knew that there was more of a future for me in a trout fishery.  

I had heard a job on the Bossington Estate was going to come up and when it did in 1986, I 

jumped at the chance.  At Bossington I had to learn on the job as my prior experience had 

Nick, Brian and Phil Parker at Pittleworth 
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been working in a salmon fishery.  There were many crossovers, but the Lower Test is deep 

water best suited to salmon and the Middle Test is a mix of deep and shallow water.  During 

the first year, I managed the whole fishery single-handed.  It was tricky to say the least.  The 

fishery needed knocking into shape, it needed some love and attention.  I had thought it 

would take me about 10 years to get it to the state that I wanted it, but it took much longer as 

there is always ongoing maintenance to deal with. 

 

Tell us more about what it was like to work for John Fairey, the owner of the Bossington 

Estate together with his sister Jane Tennant 

John Fairey was a true gentleman.  He was a pleasure to work for.  He was easy going, 

honorable and a great custodian of the Estate.  He trusted me to run the fishery and I in turn 

had a huge amount of respect for him.  He died long before his time and he is still sadly 

missed.  [Editor’s note:  John Fairey died in 2009 aged 74 when the Percival Provost T1 he 

was piloting crashed in a field near Bishop Norton in Lincolnshire.]  Jane was a delightful 

lady, always very understanding and passionate about the challenges the countryside was 

facing. 

Two year after John died, the Estate was split, including the fishery.  Matt who had worked 

for me for a number of years took over the half nearest to Houghton and I moved to work 

solely for Jane, her daughter and her son-in-law at Pittleworth.  Jane died a couple of years 

ago and the Estate is now owned by her daughter Esther and her husband Fran.   

 

Nick and Phil, what was it like growing up on the Bossington Estate? 

We had a lot of freedom on the Estate.  Mr Fairey didn’t mind us rushing around on the 

riverbanks.  We were encouraged to be part of the Estate and were given freedom and 

independence.  If there were squirrel problems, we were asked up to the big house, given an 

air rifle and told to sort it out!  The housekeeper would produce tea and cakes and as soon as 

a squirrel appeared on the birdfeeder, we would take aim and fire.  Mr Fairey would say, 

‘bloody good shot’.   

When did you first start to fish? 

Phil: 

I caught my first trout when I was three and a half on a dry fly unaided.  All Dad did was 

hold my shirt so that I didn’t fall in.   

Nick:   

I was a bit of a late starter, catching my first fish at about 7.   

Brian, did you teach your boys to fish? 

I certainly didn’t push them into it.  I would give them encouragement if they showed 

interest.  My father-in-law was an excellent angler and very well known for it.  He took Nick 

under his wing, introducing him to pike fishing which for a young boy is particularly 

exciting.   

Nick:  Oh yes, it was great fun.  My grandad, Tony Allen, was a member of the Southampton 

Piscatorial Society nearly all his life and I spent many wonderful days with him fishing for 

pike on the Dorset Stour. 
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Nick, are you getting your son, Dylan, into fishing? 

Yes, to a certain extent.  He isn’t mad passionate about it, but he likes being on the riverbank 

with me.  Quite a lot of my regular fisherman at Lower Brook know him and encourage him, 

a bit like when I was growing up.  My Dad’s regular rods would ask after Phil and I and 

suggest that we come down to the riverbank.  Phil started to give advice and lessons when 

he was only about nine.  So there certainly is a fair amount of similarities with how Dylan is 

getting into fishing and how Phil and I did.   

Brian: 

When it was obvious that Phil knew what he was doing with a rod and line, I would often 

send him down to one of the Beats where I thought that the fisherman might need some help.  

I would tell Phil, without breaking the rules, to make sure that there were some fish on the 

bank by the end of the day.  The problem was that Phil would find it difficult not to take the 

rod himself and so more often than not the fish on the bank had been caught by Phil rather 

than the Rod! 

Phil, I remember that you taught me to fish, back in 2004 when we first moved to Houghton. 

Oh yes!  And I couldn’t resist taking the rod from you and having a go myself.  You see, as a 

teenager, it was hard to have patience when teaching a beginner.  I was mad for fishing and 

would get very twitchy if I didn’t have a rod in my hands. 

Nick, was it obvious that you would go into riverkeeping? 

Nick: 

No, not necessarily.  I sort of fell into it.  I was meant to be going to start a course at Sparsholt 

College.  It required a year’s apprenticeship which I took up at Leckford as soon as I left 

school.  My Birthday is late August and I was therefore only 15 when I started at Leckford.  

They were desperate for me to start as they were short staffed. In the end I was at Leckford 

for eighteen months, before I was offered a job at Dever Springs.  By then I realised going to 

College was out the window.  Dever Springs is a still water fishery which I didn’t find all that 

exciting so went to work for Brian Parsons for six or seven years.  Brian is a river and lake 

engineer, so I worked on some large river restoration projects.  It was very hard graft.  I then 

set up my own business doing some riverkeeping work for riparian owners with small river 

holdings who didn’t require a full time keeper.   

Brian: 

Then one day Alan Mann rang me up and asked if my nipper wanted a job.  I said ‘which 

one?’  Alan said ‘the best one!’  In which case, I said, ‘you will have to have both of them.’  

Actually, Phil had just started with the Bishopstoke Club and was really happy so I told Nick 

to go and see Alan to find out about the job at Lower Brook. Nick was offered the job there 

and then.   

Nick: 

Yes, I haven’t looked back.  I’ve been at Lower Brook for 10 years now and I love it.  Sadly, 

Alan died in 2012.  He was a lovely man to work for and was an expert angler as he had 

immense patience.  Patience is something that all fisherman have to learn if they wish to be 

successful!  All trout fishermen need to go salmon fishing to learn about patience. 
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Phil, what about you?  How did you become a riverkeeper? 

Phil:   

I went from school to Sparsholt College to do a one year Game Keeping course and then a 

further two years of Fishery Studies.  I had worked during the school holidays with game 

keepers and for my Dad, until we started crossing swords as I was a massively stroppy 

teenager.  I did some work experience with Graham Purbrick at Testwood Pool and 

continued to work with him for a year after I finished College.  I then came back to work at 

Bossington to work on the pig unit.  In the meantime, I had asked my tutor at Sparsholt to let 

me know if any riverkeeping jobs became available. That’s how I heard about the job going 

at the Bishopstoke Club on the Itchen.  Thankfully I got the job and was Keeper there for 10 

years. The Bishopstoke Club has some of the best trout water in the country.   

I’ll tell you a funny story though.  I had been in the job at Bishopstoke for about a year and 

was invited to the AGM at the Gurkha Museum in Winchester.  I asked Dad to drop me off 

at the Gurkha Inn, a Nepalese restaurant In Winchester.  Dad said to me, ‘are you sure it’s 

here?’ I said, ‘yes’ and off I went into the restaurant all suited and booted.  Obviously as soon 

as I went in I realised my mistake and had to run to the Gurkha Museum arriving hideously 

late and very out of breath! 

I enjoyed my time at Bishopstoke and was sad to leave but coming back to Pittleworth feels 

like coming home.  I know the river like the back of my hand and my parents are almost next 

door neighbours.   

Brian, do give your boys advice on how to run their fisheries? 

Brian: 

Oh no.  They know what they are doing. 

Phil: 

We do ask him for advice sometimes and he will give us a few tips which we may choose to 

ignore! 

Brian: 

They obviously learnt a lot as they were growing up.  When they were old enough, I would 

ask them to give me a hand with a few bits and bobs, although I have to say that it didn’t 

always go according to plan.  When Phil was about 15, the Estate had just bought a new ride 

on mover.  I needed to get on with the mowing and asked Phil to help out.  I was on the old 

mower, going along the river edge which is very tricky and Phil was following on behind 

cutting the areas away from the river.  Phil decided to turn the new mower round on a bridge 

and he hit reverse instead of forward.  He ran down the riverbank shouting at me that he had 

just got the mower stuck. Anyway, the mover wasn’t just stuck it was upside down in the 

river.  We managed to get it out with ropes and I then had to ring up Romsey Garden 

Machinery to tell them.  I said that the new mower was broken and it didn’t cut riverweed 

very well.  They said ‘riverweed?’, I said ‘yes, we’ve been trying a bit of weedcutting with it!’   

Nick: 

I’ve also done something similar.  When I was at Leckford, there were two mini tractors with 

flail mowers on the back of them.  One of them was brand new and was the Head Keeper’s 

pride and joy.  One day, I was out cutting the lake with it and I did the same thing as Phil, I 

got reverse confused with forward and went straight into Testside Lake with me on it.  It was 
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the deepest part as well.  I had to swim back to the bank with my wellies on, it was so hard.  

I then had to own up to my boss which wasn’t easy. We went back to find that the only bit of 

the tractor that was visible was the back of the flail.  Thankfully, they managed to rebuild it. 

When Phil took over at Pittleworth on your retirement Brian, was there a handover? 

Brian: 

Not really.  The only thing that really happened was a swap over of cars.  I gave up my nice 

clean truck for Phil’s filthy Subaru!   

Phil, are you going to change anything at Pittleworth? 

No.  There’s no need at all.  Dad has set up everything brilliantly.  I’ve got the support of the 

owners and Dad is just there if I need him.  It really couldn’t be more straightforward.   

All three of you are keen on salmon fishing.  Do you prefer it to trout fishing? 

Brian, Phil and Nick: 

Yes!  Absolutely. We are nuts about it. 

Brian: 

I’ve been going to Scotland for salmon fishing for 40 years.  I love it.   

Nick:  

Because it’s so difficult, it’s massively addictive.   

Phil: 

Salmon fishing is amazing, the best.  We have had some cracking times fishing together in 

Scotland and hopefully there will be more to come.   

Brian, what retirement plans have you got? A bit of gardening.  I’ve got loads of things to 

get on with, the list is getting longer.  I’m building my man cave.  I’m still going to do some 

part-time work for Pittleworth.  Also, instead of having to race up to Scotland for our fishing 

trips, I’m going to take it easy and make more of a holiday of the journey.  Obviously salmon 

fishing will feature heavily.  I want to take my boys and their other halves salt-water fishing 

for a few Bone fish in Les Roques this year.  They have never been and I want to experience 

that with them, it’s something else! 

 

Brian, what would you say has been the highlight of your 

career? 

Actually, the best highlight of my career happened last 

summer on The Spey.  I’ve been fishing for salmon for years 

and like all salmon fishermen, you are always chasing that 

illusive big fish.  I’ve caught a few 20lbs salmon in Norway 

and Scotland, but last year I managed to catch a 30lb salmon.  

It was put back, but not before it had been photographed 

and measured.  It was a landmark for me.  Unbeknown to 

me, Phil, Nick and Lindsay commissioned a cast of the 

salmon I had caught.  It was such a wonderful surprise. It 

definitely marked the pinnacle of my career and on the eve 

of my retirement, it was as though it was meant to be.   
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What are your favourite flies? 

Brian: 

If I had to use one fly for the whole season, it would be a Richard 

Walker sedge.  It never fails, even early season, all the way 

through.     

 

 

 

Nick: 

Yes, it would be a sedge pattern.  Probably a G and H sedge. 

 

 

 

 

 

Phil: 

It would be a Shuttlecock CDC.  It’s a classic emerging fly.   

 

 

 

 

Brain, what are you going to miss? 

I will miss the socialising, but I suspect that I will still be down on the riverbank with my 

regular Rods having a few drinks and giving them some advice.  To me, being a good 

Riverkeeper isn’t all about river management and fishing, it’s also about making sure that 

your Rods have a good day.  The celebrated Mick Lunn got it right. He had his little black 

book of jokes and when the fishing was bad or the weather had closed in, Mick would crack 

open a bottle and the stories and jokes would start to flow.   

Phil: 

Yes, it’s those Riverkeepers that have become legends, like Guy Robinson, that we hope to 

emulate.   

What will you not miss? 

I won’t miss the manic summer season and long days.  Sometimes you start at 7.30 in the 

morning and wouldn’t get home until 10 in the evening.   

Phil: 

On one of my first days at Pittleworth, I was driving the mule down to feed the pheasants 

and the fish.  It was about 7.30 in the morning and it was driving rain and Dad was watching 

me pass by from the comfort of his home.  Apparently, he turned to Mum and said, ‘I’m 

certainly not going to miss that!’ 

 

  

Richard Walker Sedge 

G and H Sedge 

Shuttlecock CDC 
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River Test Treasures 

Col. Ron Dadswell OBE selects some of his favourite River Test discoveries from those he shared with 

us during his talk at our Members Day at Sparsholt in October 2019 

The first thing that struck me on my early outings as a River Warden twenty years ago was 

the tranquil beauty of the river and its tributaries. Over the years I discovered many things 

including lots of wildlife, both animals and birds. I also discovered a couple of follies where 

I could rest for a while.  I observed that there are a great many memorials all the way up and 

down the river mostly in the form of brass plates on benches dedicated to riparian owners, 

managers, keepers and fishermen who had passed on. I also admired the great variety of 

fishing huts and lodges, some very basic and others rather grand. I discovered some good 

riverside pubs and the pleasure of taking a break and strolling through Stockbridge taking 

in the sights.  I am a keen photographer and my talk at Sparsholt was about all of the things 

I have just mentioned set against a backdrop of photographs most of which I have taken over 

the last twenty years. So, to start with a photograph which captures the beauty of the river. 

The photograph is of course the Eel Pot Bridge at the Bunny in Longstock. It must be one of 

the most photographed huts on the river. 

 

 

In my wandering up and down the rivers I have seen a great many fishing huts. Some are 

very basic and designed purely to give some shelter when the weather is inclement but there 

are some which are more interesting and certainly more comfortable. 
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One of the more interesting fishing huts has to be Ed Stebbins’ rather lovely old Grade II 

listed timber framed lodge at Testcombe. Its three gables are clad in bark-covered rustic split 

logs in herring-bone pattern. The leaded window panes on the gable end are inscribed with 

the construction date of 1888. The hut was the inspiration for the book ‘Fishing Huts‘ by 

author Jo Orchard-Lisle. Another hut worth a visit is Halford’s Grade II listed Hut at the 

Oakley Stream. Built in 1908 by angling legend Frederic Halford. This is where Halford 

retreated for a large part of the trout season to fish for wild trout, to write and to entertain 

his friends. 

 

To complete a trio of huts from the great many available I am going to mention the old fishing 

hut at Compton Manor where catch records from as far back as 1906 are pencilled on the 

wood-clad walls.  One of the more interesting contributions records the 18.5 lbs pike shot by 

Captain xxx in the lake. So much for upstream dry fly 

   

One thing I discovered was that the river bank is a very popular place to leave a memorial to 

someone who has passed on but who clearly had great pleasure from the river, maybe just 

by sitting and relaxing by it but more often as a keeper or an angler. All up and down the 

river there are benches with brass plates in memory of anglers who had fished there. Most 

bear simple inscriptions but one of my favourites is inscribed with the Fisherman’s Prayer: 

The old fishing hut at Compton Manor Recording a record pike on the wall of the hut 

My fellow wardens at the Testcombe Lodge Halford's Hut and Gardens 
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“God grant that I may live to fish until my dying day, And when it comes to my last cast, 

I then most humbly pray, When in the Lord’s safe landing net I’m peacefully asleep, 

That in His mercy I be judged as “Big Enough to Keep.” 

 

Whilst some of the memorials are very formal some are pleasantly light hearted. This one to 

Charlotte Marie Parr is one of my favourites. It reads, “In affectionate memory of Charlotte 

Marie Parr who enjoyed a good sit down”. 

 

Some memorials were very simple but expressive. The rustic carving above to old friends of 

mine, Major Jim Haddrell and his wife Merlyn, was driven into the bank at Orvis’s Ginger 

Beer beat at Kimbridge where Jim was the keeper for many years. Sadly, the carving, like 

Jim, is long gone. 

When I have a few moments to spare I really enjoy wandering around Stockbridge and 

topping up my fly box from Orvis or Robjents, and buying a pasty for my lunch from 

Robinson’s famous butcher shop. On the wall outside Robinson’s shop is a plaque with one 

of the poems which is part of the trail of 10 poems set in stone, metal plaques and etched 

glass around the town. I have found most of them but there are still a couple I have not seen.           
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This is my favourite, by the inimitable Spike Milligan.  A brass plate set into the pavement at 

the main bridge over the Test in the North end of the village.  My apologies that I do not have 

a better photograph. 

 

I mentioned that I discovered a couple of follies on the banks of the river. These two are 

both at Middleton Estate. The Turbine Barn is a favourite of Nigel, my fellow warden, as he 

likes to eat his lunch and read his paper here.  The shooting lodge is at Gavelacre and I am 

told it was brought down from an estate in Yorkshire on the back of a truck and rebuilt 

here.  

            

Jeremy’s brief to me was to write a few words about three or four of the things that have 

given me pleasure over the years after unexpectedly stumbling upon them on my travels up 

and down the Test. I hope that I have met his remit.  I would like to conclude with one of the 

most remarkable things that I discovered quite early on, and it still lifts my spirit every time 

 
Down the stream the swans all glide; 

It’s quite the cheapest way to ride. 

Their legs get wet, 

Their tummies wetter: 

I think after all  

The bus is better  

Spike Milligan  

 

 

 

The Turbine Barn at Forton The Shooting Lodge at Gavelacre 
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I see it. The famous Oakley oak tree that is said to be more than a thousand years old. Its girth 

is 32 feet and the trunk is hollow with enough room inside for 20 people!  It is to be found 

beside the Oakley Stream at Mottisfont close to Halford’s Hut.  I believe that it is mentioned 

in the Domesday Book. 

 

 

The wonderous ancient oak tree at Oakley Stream; the oldest tree in Hampshire 
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An Itchen Retrospect 
 

Roy Darlington reflects on almost 50 years looking after the Itchen 

 

I can’t remember a time when I didn’t fish.  However, I do recall that my passion for fly-

fishing began in the mid-sixties when on a warm spring-like day in early March on the 

Worcestershire Teme, I watched, fascinated, as a ‘tweedy’ angler caught grayling and dace 

from a lovely pool using a rod of split bamboo with a silk line.  The proficiency and ease with 

which he controlled the snaking line, accentuated by the spring sunshine, and the delicacy 

with which the fly settled on the stream, I found inspiring.  My entrapment into fly-fishing 

was complete and permanent. 

Some three years, or so, later my late brother and I, having taught ourselves to cast a fly 

reasonably well, found ourselves driving south from the midlands to see and to fish for the 

first time, the Itchen.  Our introduction to the chalk streams was imminent and was to be a 

revelation.  Neither he nor I had even been to Hampshire before, let alone seen a chalk stream. 

This journey of discovery was prompted both by our, newly discovered, introduction to the 

broad sweep of fly-fishing literature and having noticed a brief and tempting item in the 

classified columns of a well-known periodical, for: “a few day tickets available” on the river 

Itchen near Winchester.  The road south that day led us to approach Winchester through 

Whitchurch and our first sight of a real chalk stream.  The river Test.  Brim full of genuinely 

‘gin clear’ water that, in the morning sunshine, perfectly reflecting some author’s wonderful 

description of: “liquid slabs of living crystal” that I had taken from some inspired writing, 

C.F Walker’s I think.   A few miles further we pulled the car over to gaze on the pretty little 

Dever and its two-pounders ‘lying-up’ to scrutinise the procession of up-winged flies that 

sailed over them.  The morning’s revelations suggested that these threatened to be virtually 

impossible trout to attempt to catch.  The outcome of that first chalk-stream day was 

something of a major education.  It illustrated that our level of both casting competence and 

‘chalk-stream’ river craft required much in the way of improvement.  But it left us both 

desperately wishing to learn much more. 

With the start of the 1974 season my brother and I, in some mad moment, became the lease-

holders of the Abbotts Barton fishery on the Itchen just upstream of Winchester.  Apart from 

the steep learning curve that we were faced with in terms of the management of this difficult 

water, we were also provided with an opportunity to more completely understand the whole 

gambit of river flows, stream levels and the general flora and fauna.  Our tenancy was to be 

spread over a period of some thirty-five years. Added to this, the additional ten years that I 

have continued to take care of Mr Val Powell’s fishing, that adjoins the Abbotts Barton water, 

amounts to forty-five years of seeing the river change and adapt to both natural and human 

pressures.    
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Roy beside the Barton Carrier 

That magic summer that I first fished the Itchen and probably the next ten years, further 

down at Abbotts Barton, the river was truly ‘gin’ clear, even in April when our seasons began.  

The water table was also noticeably higher.  The water meadows were such then that, when 

a tractor was required for some operation, cage wheels were a regular necessity. Also while 

walking the river margins the pressure underfoot would cause water to well-up into little, 

clear, puddles.  This, combined with the scent of water-mint crushed by the stalking angler’s 

boot together with other flowers of the marsh, made for some particularly evocative fishing 

experiences.  In those days invariably, unless the season was especially dry, opening day 

would see the river and carriers brim-full and so welcoming to the fly-fisher out for their first 

day of the season.  

As well as better water-levels with markedly less turbidity, there was certainly a much more 

predictable and plentiful fly-life. Even during the winter months whilst working by the river 

there was, invariably, a trickle of fly seen, usually large dark olives Baetis rhodani.   When our 

season kicked-off in April, short, but intense hatches of these duns might be reasonably 

anticipated, especially if troughs of low barometric pressure were also coupled with some 

spring sunshine.  With the arrival of May, daily hatches were much more mixed with  

Medium olives B. vernus, small dark olives B. scambus as well as intermittent appearances of 

a much wider range of up-winged species.  I well remember days when a whole mixed-bag 

of duns hatched.  Turkey browns P. submarginata with purple duns P. cincta and on some 

turbulent days, possibly with rain, the incredibly intense quantities of iron blue duns B. niger 

drove the trout into some magical feeding frenzies.  Almost every tiny back eddy had flotillas 
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of these iconic, inky blue fairies.  Further into the summer, usually from mid-June onwards, 

hatches of blue-winged olives Seretella ignita were much in evidence.  During July and August 

most evenings enjoyed hatches of these glorious little insects.  Some afternoons and evenings 

there might be a mere smattering but, more often than not, the main river at Abbotts Barton 

would witness quite strong showings of duns, peaking around eight p.m. and, later, into the 

darkness, impressive upstream flights of egg-bearing females.  Such evenings, especially if 

the weather was settled, would also enjoy a mixture of other flies.  The occasional pale 

evening dun Procloeon pseudorufulum and the more regular small dark olive would serve to 

make the selection of the artificial pattern more hit and miss.  Suffice it to say that real dry 

fly-fishing owed its existence to the plentiful and varied nature of the up-winged flies. Also 

in those days we regularly experienced intermittent, but strong, hatches of tiny Caenis, dusky 

broadwing, especially in the early mornings.  Also, especially at Abbotts Barton, hoards of 

tiny ditch duns would serve to complicate the answers to artificial fly-selection on certain 

days.  Neither these nor the Caenis have I seen for many, many years. 

 

 

Somewhere in the nineteen-eighties we witnessed the arrival on the Itchen above Winchester 

the first specimens of E Danica, the mayfly.  In 1906 G.E.M. Skues recorded that he had not 

seen a mayfly that summer and thus the passing of this gargantuan Ephemeroptera, from the 

upper river. Generally, although it might be common to find the mayfly hatching in May or 

June at Shawford in the seventies it was not to be found other than spuriously, above the city.  

While fishing as the guest of my dear friend the late Derek Ainsley on his water upstream, 

sometime in the eighties, we witnessed a solitary female mayfly spinner egg-laying in the 

margin of his stretch known as ‘the half water’.  The following year I saw for the first time a 

few mayfly duns hatching on the Barton carrier.  Each summer after that their numbers grew 

until the trout began to rise to both duns and spinners.  Within a few years we were able to 

safely state that we would experience our own mayfly season and this situation continued 

until the present. As the years progressed so did the strength of the mayfly hatches but, 

whether it was supposition or fact, it did seem as though the small up-winged species 

appeared to decline in direct opposition.  A common theory put forward at the time was that, 

because of decreasing flow rates there was a corresponding increase in a more ‘silty’ 

substrate.  Certainly, at Abbotts Barton the improvements that we had achieved in the 

reduction of mud deposits had produced a conversion to a siltier river bed material.  But 

somehow it seemed to me that this event seemed far too widespread to correlate.  However, 

whatever the cause, it was certainly a fact that by the nineties we were now experiencing an 

Blue Winged Olive Iron Blue Dun Caenis 
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annual mayfly event but there were clear indications that their more diminutive relatives 

were in trouble. 

It is also worth mentioning that since the nineteen-seventies certain changes to patterns of 

weed and weed growth have evolved.  In my opinion there are fewer healthy beds of 

Ranunculus nowadays while other varieties of aquatic weed are in the ascendance.  There 

seems now to be more of the pondweed varieties, Potamogetan.  Also certain floating grasses 

now proliferate at the stream edges.  As yet these have not been identified by us but they are 

a development of the past ten years. Up until then, they were never seen by us.  The very 

beneficial water milfoil, Myriophyllum, I can no longer locate on the stretches in my care.  This 

plant was common in our region of the Itchen during the seventies and this, along with 

Ranunculus, was always home to many of the baetid nymphs as well as other weed-loving 

species including shrimp, gammarus. Also, for some strange reason, there now seems to be 

something influencing the growth of watercress Rorippa and water parsnip Berula. It is, and 

always was, relatively prolific during the late summer and autumn but lately the stem length 

and vigour with which the plants grows simply appears unusual.  In many places the surface 

of our little Nun’s stream can be over-bridged by these plants before each season’s end.  

In so many ways our precious chalk streams are simply no longer the rivers that were 

celebrated by those past ‘giants’ of fishing literature.  They are not the crystal streams that 

“rustle o’er green grail of beryl” as reflected by old G.E.M. Skues and his contemporaries.  

Nor are they the magical experience that still existed in the nineteen-sixties and seventies 

although their decline may well have started then.  The pristine river conditions with the 

sheer abundance of fly life and other river dwellers such as Astacus, our native crayfish are 

no more.  The glow worms that, here and there, lit our return to the fishing hut in the late 

evening, at times accompanied by the nightingale that sat in the bankside trees along the 

Barton carrier are gone.  Wonderful memories, but sadly; now just simply memories. 
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I would hate to end these Itchen memories with a gloomy, negative prospect for its future 

but it remains difficult to envisage a return to the past glories of these chalk streams.  We 

do seem however to have certain ’authorities’ prepared to at last consider that, perhaps, 

water quality has been compromised and our precious chalk streams are being depleted 

in terms of the degree to which they are being over-abstracted.  Hopefully, they no longer 

label the observations of those who, daily, live and work alongside these streams, as 

“unscientific” and therefore of doubtful credibility. We should all sincerely hope that the 

reasons for this deterioration can be precisely identified and, more importantly, positively 

rectified. Now that those who can influence change for the better, at least appear to be 

“talking the talk” may we, hopefully, look forward to a return to the restoration of these 

irreplaceable treasures. 

 

Roy Darlington 
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The River Itchen at Martyr Worthy 

George Mann reflects upon 10 years observing the 

River Itchen at Martyr Worthy 

Why did I spend just over ten years, from 2008 

to 2018, studying the River Itchen at Martyr 

Worthy? I have no clear explanation. It was a 

combination of circumstance, opportunity and a 

lifelong interest in, and appreciation for, the 

natural world around me. 

My interest in the river was sparked by Ron 

Holloway’s account of his time as a riverkeeper 

at Martyr Worthy, You Should Have Been Here Last Thursday. Until that point I knew nothing 

about it, other than views from public bridges. Intrigued by accounts of the brown trout’s 

spawning activity, Simon Ffennell, kindly agreed to my request to film them during January 

and February, 2008, along the carrier, to avoid disturbing the fish on the main redds. That   is 

how it all started, as a simple filming expedition, using basic equipment. A two-month 

adventure that became a project that ended up as a journey of discovery and record. 

My interest and imagination were quickly captivated by the surroundings and the wildlife 

around me. By the end of January I had spent many hours filming the spawning, keeping 

careful notes each day in a daily diary. There was clearly more to discover and I wanted to 

experience the rest of Simon’s beats. Simon granted me daily access, so long as I did not stay 

beyond 10 a.m. during the fishing season. It was at that stage I decided it would be wonderful 

to spend some time every day by the river to see the full cycle of the seasons and flora and 

fauna. I was soon immersed in a new environment discovering many new species that only 

exist within the confines of the river and its banks and nowhere else, together with Simon’s 

river management activities. There was always more to know. I employed video, digital 

photography, trail cameras (day and night) and underwater cameras. In the latter part of my 

study I focused on specific species, such as otters where I was lucky to record an otter family 

for a year. I now have an archive of 70,000+ photographs and 250 hours of video. 

This, largely undisturbed, environment is indeed a special place. Locked into its past is the 

history of families working the water meadows, watercress beds and river management. 

Research revealed observations by naturalists William Cobbett and Charles Cornish, in 1823 

and 1893 respectively, who observed the working water meadows right along the Itchen and 

commented on the richness and numbers of the wildlife. Just like Cornish, I took daily river 

temperatures during 2008 and found that they were consistent with his 115 years earlier. 

However, the richness of the wildlife they observed is not comparable to that of today. 

It was, and is, important to me that the information I gathered is communicated and shared 

for I have seen many local archives lost over time. To this end I established an information 

board, set alongside the bridge at Martyr Worthy and changed every four months to inform 
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passers-by, especially children, about the wildlife and riverkeeping activities. I then decided 

to publish The River Itchen at Martyr Worthy: Wildlife & Riverkeeping Observed, with a selection 

of 1500+ illustrations and an edited version of my notes, which was not an easy task, given the 

depth and diversity of the subject. Presentations help to spread the message. 

So, one year on, how do I reflect upon what I have achieved to date? What were the challenges?  

What questions did it raise in my mind? What does the future hold? 

There were no particular challenges during my time on the river, even rain falling like stair 

rods was a necessary part of the experience. The significant challenges came afterwards in 

identifying species of plants and insects and with other research. Also, I started out with a 

small project, based on one objective, that grew into one with much wider objectives that 

really needed to be thought through more clearly at the outset from an organisational point 

of view. I would do some things differently now. 

Observation of the many aspects of the flora and fauna made me realise, and think about in a 

very practical way, the interrelationships between the various species: insects that rely upon 

specific plants as a food source; glowworms predating snails that, in turn, rely upon calcium- 

rich water filtered through chalk laid down 160 million years previously by the shells of micro- 

organisms; reed warblers relying on river flies and being hosts to cuckoos. Each adapted in its 

own way to the river environment. The list of species and their interdependencies are many 

and varied. Another realisation was that the natural world is biodegradable. Everything is 

reused in some way or another through a cycle of decay, its nutrients becoming a food, or life 

source, for other organisms specially adapted to the process. In some cases, things are 

reusable, such as a bird’s nest. It is a system that is in balance or adapts to the circumstance of 

conditions.  

It is human influence that changes everything, from 

pollution to adaptation and usage ~ the modern-day 

challenges to the health and viability of the natural world.  

Human influence has brought two top predators to the 

Itchen, one through the mindless release of farmed mink 

some years ago, the other with the reintroduction of otters. 

Mink at Martyr Worthy have become more prevalent in 

recent years, while the otters are breeding and increasing 

in numbers. Their presence has led to the decline, and 

seeming elimination, of water voles at Martyr Worthy. 

Human influence could reintroduce water voles but 

without an Itchen-wide programme to control the mink it 

would be pointless. Eels, also in serious decline, are the 

favourite food of otters. I can imagine the outrage if it were 

suggested that otters be culled to allow a better chance for 

other species. How can human influence be employed to 

understand and manage the river in an holistic fashion? 
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Research related to the Itchen was a 

challenge for there was much to 

consider and understand from a 

variety of sources.   I discovered SSSI 

and SAC catchment management 

criteria for Martyr Worthy with a 

flora and fauna survey attached. 

Online the Environment Agency 

provided good information about 

river temperature and flow but it 

took some finding. The Wild Trout 

Trust, Salmon and Trout 

Conservation and the T&I provided 

information specific to the Itchen 

related to the health of the river, its management and the species directly associated with 

fishing interests. Scientific studies and other specialist organisations, such as The Riverfly 

Partnership and flora/fauna sites, added to my knowledge base. In every case I found people 

very willing to help and answer my questions. It was like peeling the layers of an onion to 

reveal ever more beneath, in endless and contrasting detail. In addition, I came across 

ongoing issues of conservation, water abstraction, commercial interests and pollution that 

are constant areas of concern and close attention along the Itchen. My perception is that, 

while many of the organisations are doing good work, there are constraints of time and 

money. I also note that each riparian owner operates with different management objectives 

and in different ways. The question is: where is the holistic view of the river? To date I have not 

found a consolidated view or source that considers not only the river but also the wider 

environment of the flora and fauna along its banks. 

Circumstances have kept me away from the river for more than a year and my study is now 

historical. Scientists and general readers have compared my account to the Revd Gilbert 

White’s, Natural History of Selborne. Both are snapshots in time offering a basis for future 

comparison as to what still exists or what is new. We both had the opportunity, even the 

luxury, to observe a particular area for a long period taking an holistic view. 

My ten-year account is but a glimpse of the river. I realise it is incomplete and that there is 

more to know but it provides a reasonable understanding of the activities and wildlife, at 

many levels. It is a starting point that may be set against issues of global warming in the 

future. How well have other stretches of the Itchen been surveyed and reported in similar 

fashion? Many stretches of the Itchen are undisturbed wildlife sanctuaries for a wide range of 

species, many of which go unnoticed. I believe it is important to understand what is there, at 

every level, to know what to encourage and protect in a wider context. 

George Mann 

Easton, November 2019  

www.riveritchen.co.uk 

http://www.riveritchen.co.uk/
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The Ten Chalkstream Commandments   

 
Charles Jardine shares his Ten Chalkstream Commandments 
 

“If a thing is worth doing.... it’s worth doing badly...” That glorious paraphrase from a G. K. 

Chesterton axiom, was concocted by my dear friend and mentor, Dermot Wilson and has 

defined my fly fishing for over sixty years.... and I was thinking the other day (and I do from 

time to time) that actually, sixty years doing something, is a very long time indeed.... and not 

getting it, well, right.  

I then thought; why am I not bored with it?  Good point. Small and limited intelligence? Can’t 

fault you there. Could it be, though, the sport, like the rivers and landscape we fish, that the 

whole thing is ever evolving? A pageant of life that just sweeps you up and carries you down 

a stream of infinite change and variety. I think that’s it. Our sport - fly fishing - is never static. 

Evolving, splitting and meshing like some agitated atom in a vast natural laboratory. A 

Kaleidoscope of variety. All of it, just endlessly fascinating - and frustrating.    

For me, trying to decipher the fly fishing code on a Chalkstream has occupied my waking 

moments for a lifetime. Still, the sport leaves a tingle: still, the sport bemuses; still I fail. But 

along the circuitous way I have learnt some snippets and gathered the odd scrap of 

information which I have been fortunate enough to put into print from time to time.  

Now, let me state from the off, just because you write about a sport does not make you an 

authority - or good at it.... just possibly more involved and boring, I guess. But you do learn 

things. If I do have a trait, it is my never-ending curiosity. If a fish rejects me (and Lord! They 

do.... a great deal) I really want to know why. I am, in fact, the eternal student and I love every 

single moment in my natural class room.  

Thus I was allowed (I thought bravely by the T&I hierarchy) to underpin some of the 

elements and observations from the earlier demonstrations that I did at the Association’s 

Summer Event in June, at Leckford - what a cracking day that was -  with a brief illustrated 

“chat” at a meeting at Sparsholt last autumn. Most of you managed to stay awake: thank you. 

Some even liked it. And as a result it was decided (No, I don't know why, either) that this 

“talk” should be included in this journal. So, here they are, my Ten Chalkstream 

Commandments for the fly fisher. A guide to life and a piscatorial thereafter.     

 

1. Never break a Fishery rule and etiquette.  

Throughout my fly fishing life, the strand that binds has been observing the rules of a Fishery 

- yes of course I test it to the max. Who doesn’t? But there is a boundary that one does not 

trespass. For instance: if the Fishery clearly states up stream dry fly then, frankly, it is not OK 

to let it sweep downstream like some regal grand dame and then be ripped back upstream 

like a demented hobgoblin. Nor is it OK  - and this is happening a good deal now - to 

purchase a ticket for grayling fishing and then set about relentlessly pursuing Out of Season 

brown trout. Of course, it is impossible sometimes NOT to hook the odd OoS Brownie. But, 
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for heaven’s sake, grayling during their season tend to inhabit very different water to 

trout...so really there is little excuse. The same thing applies for fly size. I once saw an eminent 

fisher hurtling an orange Dog Nobbler to the far bank, letting it swing and then whipping it 

back upstream like an Exocet (If you have to ask what a Dog Nobbler is, you are made of the 

right stuff and I applaud you. You are better for not knowing). I then read with a wry smile 

that the same angler entered into the record book “4 on a Grey Wulff” - Hard going”. Really? 

I know who you are!  

 

Fishery rules exist to enhance, not detract. Embrace them, as opposed to deride, or worse, 

break them. Question by all means; and I would certainly take issue with the “Dry fly up 

until....” rule. Historically it made sense. Now, with reducing, indeed vanishing, hatches, 

does it make sense? But legislate: don’t break!  

Oh! And my real pet hate: litter and nylon waste. For goodness sake, take it home and dispose 

of it properly. Everywhere I go - lofty or low - I pick up shards of nylon waste. Unforgiveable.  

 

2. Respecting the quarry.  

Well you would, wouldn’t 

you. Anything as noble as a 

trout, delicate as a grayling or 

as perfectly honed as a pike 

(yes: you did read the last bit 

correctly). Pike are, for me, one 

of nature’s true sculpted and 

formed pieces of perfection: 

supremely crafted for their life 

style and worthy of our 

upmost respect. All of them demand care. Dispatch quickly, or return swiftly. Handle gently. 

Even pike. 

 

3.  Understanding behaviour.  

Not ours...theirs. I have spent my lifetime trying to understand the quarry I am fishing for. 

The book has barely begun. I would suggest that is the nub of why we fish; the constant 

change and challenge presented by the fish. We simply don’t know very much. 

The only advice that I can offer is to observe. I still, as in times gone by, very often just go 

fishing and leave the rod behind. Yup: I know that sounds odd. But removing the temptation 

of casting really does allow you to have a closer look at the stream. With good, polarising 

glasses, observe fish at close quarters - which, curiously, you can do, as the quarry tend not 

to spook as readily as they do when one is actually fishing. And just have a good look in their 

backyard and watch trouty ways. You will be astonished how the things you so often miss 

come into full focus and the little peculiarities that fish seem to harbour sub-surface make 
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perfect sense. Also, just watching rises 

will bring about a whole gamut of 

things you never imagined or believed 

to take place. Watch, don't fish: 

sometimes. 

Of course, you can circumnavigate all 

of this by (downloading) getting 

yourself a copy of Peter Hayes and Don 

Stazicker’s tour de force “Trout and Flies: 

Getting closer”. It is an amazing 

addition to our sport and skewers 

many an old trout fishing wives’ tale 

and basically re-writes so much of 

what we took to be gospel and enshrined in our fly fishing. How do they do this: simply by 

filming, brilliantly, trout (and grayling) actually feeding and marrying this up with the 

narrative. The work will change you. But in our quest for trout nirvana, never forget the “art” 

bit in what we do!  

I really should open this area up to incorporate the presentation of the fly. There is still, on 

our hallowed chalkstreams, a persisting ethos that suggests all you need is a #5 nine foot rod, 

a nine foot leader with next to no taper and a Grey Wulff and maybe a Robjent’s Daddy to 

take us the through an entire season. Baloney. That is utterly missing the point of fly fishing. 

It is NOT a lowest common denominator sport. Instead, it is a craft that demands both respect 

for the quarry, its ways, and for our approach - with each fish afforded individual status. We 

are not expedient lure fishers!  

Think about what you do, how the fly might appear to the trout; for instance, is the design 

sitting in, on or just under the film? Will your imitation be able to mimic that critical 

difference to the trout’s point of view? If you haven’t got a fly like that in your box and 

everything you own looks fuller-hackled and whiskery, in the true Halfordian tradition just 

get your leader snips, close your eyes (well, actually don't, it could be painful) and snip away 

the hackle on the underside...voila, a semi parachute. Now that didn’t hurt much, did it? 

Suddenly, you will have a fish-catching pattern... as opposed to a trout scaring one. A little 

ruse that has got me “out of goal” so many times down the years.  

Of course, size matters, both in terms of matching your design to the natural’s and indeed 

the size of leader you might well put that fly on. Let’s get one thing out of the way - bin the 

prescriptive 9X5X9X4x (Oh! nine foot rod x five Weight line x nine foot leader ending up with 

4X tippet - persist with this by all means, but I admire your conservational spirit in not 

catching as many trout as you would wish. Be bold; change.  

If I am fishing a small fly, I fish a diminutive tippet - and critically on a rod to match; often a 

#3 - and a ten foot rod at that. Using a system like this, allows me to operate 18 plus feet of 

leader. Not always, sometimes - and when called for: High summer and so on -  and yet  still 
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be able to deliver accurate casts and importantly cushion my ultra-fragile 6 or 7X tippets - 

that is 3.5 lbs down to 2.8 (seriously thin stuff) - but often the crucial difference when tackling 

both a fussy or wilful trout.  

None of this is accidental. I have made the same mistakes as you. But, by watching a whole 

gamut of international fishers, I have been able to fuse their brilliance into fragments of my 

approach. We are back to that business of a being a student again! 

In the dry fly sense, two, perhaps three, things have made the difference: length of leader; 

fineness of tippet; CDC and parachute flies.... That’s four. Fisherman can’t count. Oh! And 

observation. Heck! Just get Peter and Don’s book!  

 

4. Casting.  

If there is one area that drives me 

clinically nuts (it does, truly) it is the fact 

that people pay a small fortune to fish 

our fabulous rivers and then turn up, 

stumbling at the first backside 

manoeuvre and try and cast. For pity’s 

sake, it is tantamount to turning up to 

Gleneagles, Carnoustie or Royal St 

George, wanting to break the course 

record, having never hit a golf ball in 

years. Possible, but wholly unrealistic. 

Why-oh-why do fishers not get 

professional casting tuition to start the season is an absolute mystery. 

Fly casting is, arguably, the single most potent weapon in your arsenal.  Learn to do it.... and 

then, vitally, practice and practice. Few weeks or days slip past when I am not casting, trying 

to perfect, enquire and just, well, have fun with a fly rod. Work on angles of delivery, cast 

with your eyes closed.... now that is liberating AND surprising. Understand how to throw a 

wind-penetrating tight loop, know how to double haul, when to soften a cast and 

importantly, how to do it and when to apply it. Honestly, fly casting should never be a chore. 

It should be a unique rhythmic pleasure. And practiced!  

 

5. Blending In.  

Well, we have all seen them, haven’t we? The white shirt striding along the bank: the garish 

dress-sense of a Paris catwalk parading along the stream. The one thing that is so often 

overlooked is to dress drably; we preach it, yet so often fall off that lofty pedestal that we 

have set for ourselves. Oddly, whilst I do wear a good deal of neutral grey and softer moss 

colours, I have worn black.... the starkness of the colour really does seem at odds with the 

background.  

The one element I have tried to apply is that if I feel as though I have struck a discordant note 

when fishing an area, I probably have. I vow to mirror the surroundings better the next time. 
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A placebo? Possibly. But one I subscribe to. I also keep a very low profile, when it is 

practicable to do so. Standing bolt upright on a high bank - even with margin cover - really 

does scare fish. Wade where you can, crouch when you need, would be my watchword…. 

and move smoothly and stealthily. I never rush! Ever. Just ask my poor son, Alex, who is 

forever waiting for me to catch up!  

 

 

6. Fish a long Leader 

I have covered this. But when I say “long” I mean for the area and the situation. On a big 

expanse of river, with low flows and some very “edgy” fish feeding continuously in bright 

conditions (classic Smutting) I might go upwards of 18, possibly 20 feet. How do I do this? 

Simple, a 12 foot proprietary leader (Rio/Guideline are both superb!) to 5X. Tie in a tiny 

stainless steel tippet ring, add a length of 5X tippet to make up about two/three feet, followed 

by a 6X and leave it at that: or if fishing a smaller pattern (20 and below) add a further 18 

inches of 7X tippet.  

Of course, if I was tackling a little stream like the Wallop Brook or Dun with a smaller rod to 

overcome tree canopies, I might opt for nine feet; seldom would I go shorter. I would apply 

this same mantra to fishing nymphs. So long as I can cast the leader accurately in varying 

weather and wind conditions, I will always fish as long a leader as practical. I do, invariably, 

degrease the tippet with Mud.... if I remember.  

 

7. Move with the times  

We have so much to celebrate given the advances in our sport - leaders, rods, lines, reels, fly 

construction design and availability. There is so much to applaud. Embrace it. I love cane fly 

rods.... but really? Would I use one over carbon? Especially in and around the nine feet area? 

Honestly? 

But still Myths and Misconceptions persist, catch and release being at the top. No, fish don't 

die if you release them after capture.  They will if they are left to jump and crash about 
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endlessly on the bank then tossed back like a cartwheeling piece of unsavoury rubbish. 

Caught, brought to the net and with the barbless hook eased from its mouth whilst still in 

the water, and handled throughout with wet hands, will see that noble capture happily swim 

back to its haunt and frustrate you for, hopefully, seasons to come. Conversely, if you want 

to take a fish - and there is absolutely nothing wrong in doing that - please dispatch it 

properly. The device is called a priest - a beautifully constructed weighty metal object or 

artfully crafted section of antler filled with lead. What a priest is NOT, is a chair leg, stone, 

piece of branch, landing net handle or bench.  

 

And pike.... what a magnificent creature. They are not our enemy. I will get into a lion’s den 

of trouble for saying this, I suspect. But I have the back-up boys in Jon Hall, Nick and Phil 

Parker.... I feel safe. Pike are wonderful additions to our rivers; a big pike will predate readily 

on smaller versions - far more ruinous to trout fisheries than several big pike. And just 

consider their deftness, speed, awesome symmetry. What is there not to like? And grayling. 

Thank goodness we have come to our collective senses regarding this gentlest and most 

beautiful of our river dwellers. I have come from an age of mounds of dead grayling left to 

be nothing more than fertiliser, to it being revered, if currently in decline. Just in my lifetime. 

A grayling (and pike) are fish worth celebrating on chalkstreams.... certainly not denigrating 

or destroying.  

 

And Ladies. Gilly Bate, when I gave the talk which precipitated this article, gave me - and 

the audience - the best insight imaginable about what it was like to be a lady fisher in, 

ostensibly, a male-dominated sport. I was shocked, as I know many were, by the misogynistic 

reaction that a lady fisher evokes. Shame on those who do not welcome fishers every bit as 

equal. I have fished with a good many lady fishers. Blimey: they are formidable. I hate to cast 

against Joan Wulff.... I have been beaten hands down and she was in her eighties. We are a 

sport for all.  

 

8, 9, and 10.... just really about.... 

Nurturing the environment - our rivers and the two valleys are both unique and utterly 

precious. I am so fortunate to have fished throughout the globe; my heart - and soul - belong 

to these two valleys. I know of no river systems quite like them. Anywhere. Treasure them, 

care for them and above all, love them and secure them for times immemorial.  

Currently we are all doing a bit of “hand wringing” about bringing youngsters into the sport. 

Cricket, Tennis, Football (Yes!), and just about every other participatory recreation are having 

the same issues. We are dealing with a whole mass of social problems - not just one: computer 

games. The problem is deeper and more “corrosive” than that. 

This is precisely why, twelve years ago, I started Fishing for Schools. Thousands of young 

people later, all I can actually say is that we have planted “the seed”. No more. How we 

germinate that seed and allow it to flourish will be the next battle ground. What is certain, is 

that all of us whom pick up a fishing rod - fly, coarse, sea - have a role to play. I have found 

very few young people who actively don't like fishing and who don't thrill to the electricity 
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of that first bite and lunge of something unknown and unseen. Fishing is a powerful drug. If 

you get a chance this year, take a young person fishing. Better still, why don't we organise as 

a group a few open days during the summer holidays; it will be a start.  

One thing I know, as I glimpse at sunsets as opposed to dawns, is that my fishing days are 

finite. Believe me, I love a day’s fishing as much now as I did when I first made those faltering 

steps on the Little Stour in my native Kent over sixty years ago. The thrill has never gone. I 

just love to fish. Well, I love to be near places where I can fish.  

Fly fishing. A sport worth celebrating...and doing badly...if you must.  

 

Charles Jardine 
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How many fish should we catch and should we put them back? 

Simon Cooper explores changing chalkstream attitudes to bag limits and catch and release 

In the phrase much beloved of X-Factor contestants us chalkstream aficionados have been 

‘on a journey’ in the past half a century. But the ‘journey’ has been long and slow. In fact, so 

long and so slow that it is only when you stop to look back that we are able understand how 

far we have travelled.  Once we were fish killers all. Today not so much or for many, not at 

all. 

Grayling: the rules once insisted that every fish BE killed. Salmon: we took home all the fish 

we caught and thought nothing of it. Sea trout: very much the same. Brown trout: we did at 

least show some sort of moderation eking out our four fish limit to avoid an early bath. Catch 

and release? It was strictly for undersized catches. In fact, when I started out in the 

chalkstream business in the early 1990’s as a keen proponent of catch and release I met with 

plenty of resistance not only from river owners and keepers but also clients who failed to 

share my enthusiasm. I think I might best describe my early flirtations with all catch and 

release beats as loss leaders. 

Times have changed. Catch and release has become the norm and where fish may be kept 

the limit has generally reduced from four, to two and very often just one. On the face of it 

this must be a good thing. What is not to like about the notion of releasing? But dig a little 

beneath the surface and it becomes clear that the destination to which our journey has taken 

us is not without its problems. Let’s start with ethics. 

To my mind catch and release is morally indefensible when set against catch and kill. It is 

very easy to make a reasonable case for catching to eat. Can the same case be made for 

catching for the sheer pleasure of catching? That one is hard. We have to fall back on the 

wider ecological, social and environmental benefits of angling. Generally, I think the public 

is on our side in this but never underestimate how quickly attitudes may change. One 

incident. One vocal group who capture the zeitgeist. All this could be flipped on its head in 

a social media nanosecond. But for the moment the concept of releasing is not a contentious 

issue. However, how many fish it is reasonable to release in a day is becoming a talking point. 

I have to confess at Fishing Breaks we have arrived at our current set of rules in relation to 

catch and release more by accident than design. For a while, in the years as we transitioned 

to our current state, we simply said something along the lines of ‘you may take x no. of fish 

or catch and release as you wish’. But we began to get negative feedback from fishers who 

saw catch numbers of 20, 30, 40 or even 50 recorded for a single day by others. This seemed 

excessive to both them and us. So, we have begun to suggest an advisory release number of 

anywhere between 6-12 per day per rod depending on the nature of the fishery and the 

wishes of the owner. But these numbers have no basis in science. They are simply a-finger-

in-the-air-hope-you-will-agree-and-respect.  

Not everyone does agree. And not everyone does respect the rules. So, in the spirit of 

investigation I set out to find out the views of regular fly-fishers in regard to catch and 

keep/release. The response was staggering; over 700 people replied. The methodology, of 
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what I suspect is the most comprehensive survey ever conducted into modern attitudes to 

catching game fish, was an online survey distributed via social media and my bi-weekly 

Newsletter. Views were sought on brown trout, salmon and grayling both in general terms 

and with the aim of putting a number on what might be a) the number of fish it is acceptable 

to keep each day and b) the number of fish it is acceptable to release each day. 

The first question asked whether you believed in the principle of catch and release; across all 

three species 95% plus agreed. But on catch and keep the results were more nuanced. Almost 

exactly half thought it wrong to kill any salmon. Only a quarter thought any grayling should 

be kept, whilst three quarters of respondents were in favour of keeping brown trout. 

As to how many should be kept, again the results were quite different according to species. 

83% said keep anywhere between 1-4 brown trout, with 52.1% approving of a brace. With 

salmon 38% said one, 11 % two with just a handful three or more; the remainder said keep 

none. Of the small minority who want to keep grayling the most popular choice was one or 

two; we won’t dwell on those who said three or more as the legal daily limit is two! The 

survey seems to conclude that for those who want to take home fish, one is the overwhelming 

choice for salmon and two for brown trout. 
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52.1%
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However, when it comes to catch and release the conclusions are far less clear; breaking them 

down by species indicates this. 
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Grayling 

Close to half thought releasing anywhere between 5-10 in a day was a reasonable number. A 

fifth thought somewhere between 11-20 and one in seven thought no limit should apply. Ten 

released in a day at 23.8% was the most regularly cited number. 

 

Salmon 

There is no real consensus on salmon, opinion largely divided between releasing anywhere 

between two to six fish in a day. Perhaps most surprisingly close to 15% thought there should 

be no limit on the number of salmon caught and released in a day. 
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Brown Trout 

The trout responses were similar as to those for grayling. Two thirds gave a number from 4-

10, 16% 11-20 and one in nine stated no limit should apply. 10, selected by a quarter of all 

respondents, was the most popular upper limit for the number to be released in a day. 

 

 

So, what to conclude from all this? Well, we have most certainly become a committed band 

of fish releasers and less concerned about taking fish home. However, I think most 

worryingly the results point to a certain disregard for fish stocks and the long term quality 

of our fishing with roughly one person in every ten believing that they should be able to catch 

and release any game species without any limit, with twice that number suggesting up to 

twenty in a day was acceptable. I beg to differ.  

It seems to me that as an angler you have a duty to care for the fish you seek. A responsibility 

to moderate your desires when Mother Nature is bountiful. To leave for others that follow 

what you desire.  It will always be hard to walk away. But it is the better thing to do. 

 

Simon Cooper is the Founder and Managing Director of Fishing Breaks, leading chalkstream 

specialists. He is also author of best-selling books Life of a Chalkstream and The Otters’ Tale 

published by William Collins. His latest book Frankel: the greatest racehorse to ever live is 

published in May. 
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The Test and Itchen River Restoration Strategy 2012 – 2019 

Heb Leman reports on the Environment Agency’s River Restoration Strategy 

The Test and Itchen Restoration Strategy was launched in the main hall at Sparsholt College 

to a slightly wary audience seven years ago. The event was planned to inform those present 

that the Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) status of these famous rivers had been 

classified by Natural England as being in Unfavourable condition and that something needed 

to be done. That something was the Restoration Strategy, at the time a joint project between 

Natural England and the Environment Agency, the aim of which was to work collaboratively 

with fisheries and landowners to improve the habitat of both rivers through river restoration 

and improvement to achieve Favourable condition. Favourable condition includes thriving 

salmonid populations and rich chalk stream habitat, and embraces the past and present 

importance of each river as iconic salmonid fisheries. 

Following the launch at Sparsholt College a few prestigious fisheries agreed to work with the 

Strategy in 2013 improving sections of river they owned. Their willingness to work with the 

Strategy gave others the confidence to follow suit. Since then the Strategy has worked with 

28 owners and restored 13km of river.    

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While many of these collaborative restoration projects have had to use heavy machinery, 

river restoration can take many more subtle forms. A major component of a good restoration, 

and a simpler and cheaper way to improve chalkstream habitats, is the use of woody 

material. While there was some initial reluctance to embrace this technique, it is now used 

widely. If used correctly the benefits of increased habitat diversity for all species are clear for 

 
The Old Stews Beat, Bossington. Once, slow flowing and with poor in-channel and bankside habitat. Restored in 2015 

and now an excellent example of a fishable, flourishing chalkstream.  



 

THE TEST AND ITCHEN RIVER RESTORATION STRATEGY 2012 - 2019 
 

45 
 
 

all to see. It is also a very cost-effective method of restoration as often the raw materials are 

already on site. If appropriate, it can be as simple as leaving a fallen tree in the river.     

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Since 2012, the Restoration Strategy has 

removed 13 structures, built 5 islands, 

used 20,000 tonnes of gravel for bed 

raising, removed 1km of steel and wood 

piling and reduced flood risk at 3 

locations. While these techniques 

dramatically improve sections of river 

instantly there is another cost-effective 

technique, which can benefit the river, 

providing habitat, erosion protection and 

cover. Marginal vegetation management 

is key to improving the SSSI status of both 

rivers. Manicured margins provide little 

habitat. There are now numerous 

examples of excellent bankside 

management which provide anglers with 

access and also provide a rich variety of 

habitats for plants and insects.         

An excellent example of a large woody material meander at Compton Estate with easy access. Now colonised with a 

stunning array of self-seeded wild plant species. The woody material underneath will also provide resilience to low 

flows and cover for a huge number of aquatic and amphibious species.  
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In 2019, the Strategy has been involved in four excellent collaborative restoration projects, 

three on the Test and one on the Itchen. 

3000 tonnes of gravel were used at East Lodge on the Itchen to transform a previously canal-

like section. By creating pools and meanders and with the use of woody material, a wide 

variety of habitats have been created. Salmon have already been seen using the woody 

material as cover.  On the Leckford Estate, a previously wide section of river with little in-

channel habitat diversity has been improved by creating a series of meanders. Judging from 

the success of a previous much smaller scale project upstream, in time the in-channel habitat 

in this section of river will improve dramatically.   

Numerous impounding structures which had previously been preventing fish passage and 

creating siltation were also removed on the upper Test. The Wild Trout Trust (WTT) and the 

Wessex Chalk Stream Rivers Trust then created an excellent chalk stream restoration project 

which will only get better with time. 

 

   

The Restoration Strategy is already working with owners on new collaborative projects for 

2020 and 2021. Back in 2012 the Strategy was not able to cover the lower Test because of local 

objections, but this year talks have begun which will hopefully result in a bespoke river 

restoration/improvement plan being produced for the lower Test, which the Agency might 

then be willing to part fund and implement.  

This year the Strategy was entered into the annual WTT Conservation Awards. As an 

endorsement of the hard work of all involved over the last seven years, the Restoration 

Strategy won the main award of ‘Outstanding Habitat Improvement Project 2019’. This is a 

Removing an impounding structure on the upper Test 



 

THE TEST AND ITCHEN RIVER RESTORATION STRATEGY 2012 - 2019 
 

47 
 
 

fantastic result for all the owners, fishery managers, keepers and contractors who have 

worked so hard together in improving these rivers so that they can reach their full potential 

and thrive into the future. 

 

Heb Leman being presented with the WTT award by Tony Juniper, Chair Natural England 

The Test and Itchen River Restoration Strategy would like to thank all the owners, fisheries 

and contractors it has worked with over the last seven years and looks forwards to continuing 

this valuable work into the future.  

If you would like to discuss collaborative river restoration on the Test and Itchen as part of 

the Strategy or arrange a site visit please contact Heb Leman, the Strategy Project Officer, on 

07702 719398 or email heb.leman@environment-agency.gov.uk  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



For ‘post-restoration’ results visit...

Test Bossington two years on
If you mend it, they will come!
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Fish population monitoring on the Test and Itchen in 2019 
Dom Longley, Analysis & Reporting Team, Environment Agency 

 

Salmon counters 

At midnight on 31st December our Test and Itchen salmon counters saved their final data files 

for 2019 and clicked over to start recording the 2020 run. Those December files and photos 

were collected and checked on New Year’s Day and we can now consider the year as a whole. 

Figures 1 and 2 show the cumulative upstream salmon counts for the Test and Itchen 

respectively, as well as the 2015-2018 daily averages. Average daily flow and the long-term 

average (LTA) daily flow (10 yr.) are also given (NB Test flow data for December not available 

at the time of writing). 

 

 
Figure 1: River Test cumulative upstream daily salmon counts 

 

 
Figure 2: River Itchen cumulative upstream daily salmon counts 
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Please note that the last upstream counts shown in these figures are not the final end of 

year run estimates: further calculations will take account of downstream movements and 

estimated passage of salmon via non-counted routes. In January 2020, we will report final 

stock assessment figures to the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES), 

who collate Atlantic salmon stock data. However, we can be sure that the final values will 

reflect what Figures 1 and 2 indicate: a poor year on the Test and an average one on the 

Itchen, with notably low flows on both rivers last winter and low flows persisting on the 

Test throughout spring and summer. Similar results have been reported on other UK 

salmon rivers this year. 

On the Test in 2019, the greatest difference between actual daily mean flow and the LTA 

occurred on 15th January, when flow was only 66% of the LTA for that date. The lowest 

flow day on the Test was 5th September, with 72% of the LTA. On the Itchen, the greatest 

difference between daily mean flow and the LTA occurred on 31st January (75% LTA) 

and the lowest flow day of the whole year was 18th September (86% LTA). 

On a slightly brighter note, the raw cumulative total upstream counts for sea trout were 

10% greater than the 2015-18 average on the Test and 8% greater on the Itchen. 

Downstream eel counts were equal to the 2015-18 average on the Test and 7% greater on 

the Itchen. 

 

 

  
In December, it’s not uncommon to see the first dead kelts appear even before the last salmon has headed 

up through the counters 

 

Drought Monitoring 

2019 was the second year that we carried out a water company-funded programme of 

detailed fish population monitoring on the Test and Itchen in support of drought 

investigations, with the focus on salmon parr, wild brown trout, eels and lamprey: a full 

report is available from the EA on request. 

 

We conducted twenty-two salmon parr surveys on the Test and eleven on the Itchen and the 

results both last year and this year raised some important questions. Figure 3 shows the 

average number of parr caught per survey on each of the two rivers in both years: the bars 

show the highest and lowest catches at individual sites: 
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Figure 3: Comparison of average parr catches, 2018 & 2019 

 

Every survey lasts for exactly the same period of time and covers the same area, so why was 

average salmon parr abundance significantly less on the Test than the Itchen in both years? 

This suggests a difference between the two rivers - is it physical habitat quality, water 

temperature, predation pressure, or something else?  

Another aspect of our 2019 salmon parr data that appears to be anomalous is the lack of parr 

in their second year of life (the 1+ year class) in comparison with historic survey records. 

Figure 4 sheds some light on this by comparing parr data from three regular, long-term 

surveys on the lower Itchen: the markers indicate the percentage of the total catch comprising 

1+ year class parr. Our data shows a similar trend on the Test. If 1+ salmon parr really are in 

decline, is it because they aren’t surviving, or because they are smolting earlier? Either way, 

what are the implications for salmon conservation? In general terms, we would expect the 

presence of two year classes to be a form of diversity within the population, potentially 

providing a greater degree of resilience to environmental change. 

 
Figure 4: Proportion of 1+ year class parr in survey catches 
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To most, the iconic fish of the chalkstreams is the wild brown trout; but surely the salmon parr is the ultimate totem? 

More challenging species and locations call for specialised survey techniques, and on the 

Great Test at Testwood our Drought Monitoring programme includes Baited Remote 

Underwater Video (BRUV) surveys to gather information on the fish community in locations 

where none of the usual fish survey techniques would be feasible. BRUV has proved to be a 

simple and effective way to record and better understand fish communities and it is 

surprisingly well suited to fast, shallow water as well as deeper reaches – you just need a 

reasonable degree of clarity. The technique provides a fascinating insight into what’s going 

on beneath the surface: when the photos below were taken, the surveyors were oblivious to 

what was unfolding on the riverbed just a few metres away. 

 

  

Views from the riverbed: clockwise from top left: common bream, dace, perch & sea bass. 
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Itchen eel index 

When our biennial Eel Index monitoring on the Itchen began in 2009, the European eel had 

already been in steep decline for at least a decade. Our survey results charted the continued 

decline from 2009 to 2015, since when abundance has been relatively static, at a low level. In 

2019, one of the ten survey sites, Bishopstoke Barge, yielded an improved catch relative to 

recent years, principally comprising juvenile eels. While this is a positive development, eel 

abundance on the Itchen in general remains very low. 

Figure 5 shows “boxplots” combining the ten survey catches in each year. The mid-line 

represents the median, the bars the highest and lowest catches and the upper and lower edges 

of the boxes the 1st and 3rd quartiles. For 2019 we can see that despite the tall bar representing 

the Bishopstoke catch, the rest of the catches remain clustered around a low median value 

and with the first quartile at zero. 

 

 
Figure 5: Estimated eels per 100m2 on the Itchen, 2009-2019 

 

The year ahead: 

With the salmon counters poised in readiness for early 2020 salmon and sea trout, we are 

currently preparing for our salmon redd mapping work (part of the Drought Monitoring 

programme), which will commence at the end of January. After this, we will develop and 

publish our Annual EA Fish Monitoring Report, copies of which will of course be available 

on request. This comprehensive report covers all fish monitoring work completed in 2019 

across Solent & South Downs.  We will then move on to planning the summer survey season. 

In 2020, all elements of the Test and Itchen Drought Monitoring programme will be repeated 

and we anticipate the resumption of estuarine fish monitoring in Southampton Water in 

autumn. 

 

For further information contact: 

dominic.longley@environment-agency.gov.uk 

 

mailto:dominic.longley@environment-agency.gov.uk
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Water Resources in the Test and Itchen catchments 

Bethan Davies, an EA hydrologist, analyses rainfall and river flows in 2019 

Over the past year, the water resources situation in Hampshire has developed from a third 

successive dry winter, to a second successive hot summer and then to a notably wet autumn 

and winter leading to a remarkable recovery of water resources. Teams at the Environment 

Agency have been working behind the scenes to monitor rainfall, river flows and 

groundwater levels to help us build a picture of the water situation in the area. This helps us 

to decide on the best ways to manage resources and what action to take to ensure that there 

is enough water for people and the environment. 

Rainfall 

When averaged over the past 12 months, the Solent and South Downs area has received 

above normal amounts of precipitation in comparison to historic totals. However, this does 

not reflect the reality of the pattern and distribution of the precipitation throughout the year 

– it is a story of two halves. In the first half of the year the Solent and South Downs area 

received below normal amounts of precipitation while in the second half of the year they 

received above normal amounts (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. Total rainfall for hydrological areas across Solent and South Downs for the 6 
months 1st January to 30th June 2019, and 6 months 1st July to 31st December 2019, classed 
relative to an analysis of respective historic totals. Data updated to December 2019 
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A lot of emphasis has been placed on the prolonged dry weather we experienced this spring 

and summer and the implications for river flows and water supply. Spring rainfall amounted 

to only 80% of the long-term average and followed another dry autumn in 2018, making a 

third successive below average recharge season. Summer was a second successive hot dry 

period (Apr and May received 43% and 46% of average long-term rainfall respectively) but 

was interspersed with bursts of intense heavy rainfall. Individual gauges recorded a pattern 

of no rain for a minimum of 10 consecutive days followed by a day or two of heavy rainfall 

throughout the summer months. June rainfall was particularly wet with 165% of long-term 

average rainfall but 23 consecutive days of the month had no rain and 80% of the monthly 

total fell in heavy rainfall events over 4 days.  The heavy rainfall fell on dry ground and did 

very little to improve the water situation. 

Summer ended and autumn started with a remarkable change - during the last week of 

September the area received 150% of the monthly long-term average rainfall. From then 

Solent & South Downs has gone on to receive an above average rainfall each month. 2019 

had the second wettest September to December period since 2000, beaten only by 1mm of 

rain in 2002 (505mm). The total amount of rainfall during this period is the equivalent of two 

thirds of the annual average rainfall. This has turned around the water situation and 

improved it to beyond normal in a short amount of time.  

 

What was the impact of the prolonged dry weather on water resources? 

Whilst some rivers in Hampshire flow over impermeable geology many of our rivers are 

groundwater fed, gaining water from the underlying Chalk. Groundwater usually responds 

more slowly to rainfall compared to river flows, showing longer-term seasonal trends. 

Typically, recharge occurs in the winter months, with groundwater levels peaking in spring 

followed by a steady decline from summer and into autumn. Figure 2 (overleaf) shows 

groundwater levels for Clanville Gate borehole situated in in the chalk aquifer to the north-

west of Andover. This shows the smooth annual fluctuations in groundwater level typical of 

unconfined chalk aquifers in Hampshire.   
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  Exceptionally high   Notably high   Above normal   Normal 
  Below normal   Notably low   Exceptionally low ───  Latest 

data 

Figure 2. Shows the groundwater level at Clanville Gate borehole situated in the chalk aquifer 
to the north-west of Andover.  

 

Groundwater availability plays an important role in how resilient a catchment is to a shortage 

of rainfall. Areas are more prone to the effects of dry weather if sufficient groundwater 

recharge does not occur. The below average rainfall in the 2018 autumn and 2019 spring 

resulted in below normal recharge which meant that flows at the start of the summer in 

groundwater-fed rivers including the River Test, River Itchen and River Meon were at or 

below normal (Figure 3, overleaf). This meant that flows in our chalk streams were relatively 

poor throughout the entire summer. Rainfall in June and a bit in August provided a short 

respite from the dry conditions and riverflows increased to normal for a few weeks but fell 

quickly back to below normal. Unlike the two previous years autumn recharged started 

earlier than normal. In 2017 and 2018 recharge started late into autumn but this year it started 

at the very end of summer.  Groundwater level and flows recovered astoundingly fast to end 

winter in the notably high to exceptionally high range.  
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  Exceptionally high   Notably high   Above normal   Normal 
  Below normal   Notably low   Exceptionally low ───  Latest 

data 

Figure 3. Hydrograph of 2018 river flows in the chalk-fed River Itchen  

 

The rivers in Hampshire with little groundwater input rely far more on rainfall to sustain 

flows. These rivers have suffered more notably as a result of the dry spring and hot and dry 

summer conditions as they do not have the storage to draw upon to maintain flows. The 

hydrograph overleaf shows flows for 2019 for the River Lymington in the New Forest (Figure 

4). In contrast to the River Itchen the hydrograph for the Lymington River shows rapid 

response to rainfall events, with high flow peaks caused by surface runoff which recede 

quickly once rainfall has stopped. The lack of winter 2018 and spring 2019 rainfall meant 

flows started the year exceptionally low which is very unusual and the overall baseflow (the 

flow after a rainfall response) did not rise much beyond the exceptionally low range all 

summer. Since the end of September, when rainfall increased substantially, flow have 

increased rapidly and have recovered to normal ranges for the rivers and up to exceptionally 

high flows during large rainfall events.  

Although the River Meon, Itchen and Test are all groundwater-fed chalk streams, in some 

areas they flow over less permeable Tertiary deposits. This can affect flow as there is less 

accretion from groundwater in these stretches. In these areas flow will be more reactive to 

rainfall and dry weather events.  
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  Exceptionally high   Notably high   Above normal   Normal 
  Below normal   Notably low   Exceptionally low ───  Latest 

data 

Figure 4. Hydrographs for 2019 river flows showing the rainfall-dependant Lymington River 

in the New Forest   

 

Forward look 

Winter rainfall has been above average and recharge to the chalk aquifer started early this 

year.  In response, river flows in both the groundwater fed and surface water dominated 

rivers have risen and recovered to above normal.  At time of writing groundwater levels are 

now very high in all communities across Hampshire and a small number of properties are 

experiencing groundwater flooding. Generally, groundwater levels have peaked in response 

to December's rain. Projections show that at least 80% of long-term average rainfall is needed 

over the next 3 months to ensure that our chalk streams have healthy flows in the coming 

year.  

 

For more information please contact: HydroloySSD@environment-agency.gov.uk. You can 

find our Monthly Water Situation Report at this link: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/water-situation-local-area-reports 
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Aardvark McLeod are international travel specialists. For over a decade they have been organising  

holidays for fly fisherman and their families around the world. From swinging flies for salmon in Iceland 

and casting dry flies to rising brown trout in New Zealand to stalking bonefish in the Caribbean or 

hunting giant trevally in the Seychelles to African safaris and horse trekking in South America. 

T: 01980 847389 • E: mail@aardvarkmcleod.com • www.aardvarkmcleod.com 
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FISHERY REPORTS 

 

RIVER TEST 

 

Piscatorial Society – Freefolk 

 

Another summer of sun, the only difference being that this season began with far less water 

than the previous. The promise before Christmas, in terms of rainfall, soon disappeared with 

a fine dry Spring followed by a scorching summer, making for a testing season both keeper 

and rod wise. A year like this requires judicious and careful weed cutting to maintain and 

preserve river levels. It is also a year where all that in-stream woody debris and folded willow 

comes into its own providing pinch points, deeper pools, overhead cover and shade for the 

fish, especially where the river has been rendered ribbon thin. 

 

The season opened with a sparse showing of weed (our resident swans make sure of that) 

but lacked the vigour of last season, given the much reduced flows, and so light cutting was 

the order of the day and remained so to the end. In fact, the river probably has more weed in 

it now than at any other time this season. Much like last year, daytime fishing was tricky in 

all that bright sunshine with rapidly hatching fly. Mayfly numbers were good (for up here) 

although that is not necessarily a good thing this far up the Test as it would suggest 

increasing silt levels. They (Mayfly) do provide excellent sport as the upper Test trout take 

them greedily, not seeing huge numbers of them. The best of the fishing, as ever, was at last 

knockings with some decent spinner falls, albeit brief. Sedge in the evenings were a little 

more reliable. 

 

As I write this in late November, it is very wet outside (long may it continue) and the river 

still holds a lot of weed that may require a tickle to open the spawning gravels. 

 

Craig Dawson 

 

 

Middleton Estate 

 

At the completion of our 4th season of restoration or as some would have it ‘re-wilding’ on 

the Middleton Water, the improved natural habitat continues to thrive in helping our native 

Wild Trout populations flourish. The work previously completed in past seasons on our mid-

stream island has resulted in well-established goat willow and various other plants taking 

hold on this man-made improvement, continuing to help increase the water flow and the 

clarity of the water. More logs will be put into the River this winter to aid scouring and 

variability of the bed. 
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Fly life on our beats was almost non-existent this spring with no Hawthorn at all, followed 

by very sporadic evening hatches of Mayfly that seemed to arrive later than normal. An 

increasingly worrying trend that is forever repeated in these pages year after year. 

 

Our main river beats showed a marked increase in weed growth, but our tributaries lacked 

a lot of areas covered in weed, mainly due to constant grazing by over-wintering 

Swans taking advantage of the lack of water. In past seasons, the sheer volume of weed being 

sent down river during the annual weed cut clear down has been a huge problem at 

Middleton so the change in dates and timings has reduced the volume and made the 

situation a lot more manageable. 

 

The Fishing Syndicate, who prefer quality and difficulty to quantity, are supportive of the 

restoration work and fish the river lightly which has aided numbers to flourish. 

 

As the season drew to a close our wild stock continued to show well, and as winter takes its 

hold, focus shifts to maintaining predator control.  Herons and Cormorants are ever present 

threat to our wild fish population. 

 

Andy Clay 

 

 

Wherwell Estate 

 

A new rule brought in before the 2019 trout season at Wherwell was a ban on wading on all 

beats for both trout and grayling. The rationale behind this was to prevent the banks being 

ruined by people clambering in and out of the river, to protect the weed and most 

importantly to protect the trout redds and prevent disturbing the spawning trout by some of 

the less knowledgeable grayling fishermen, who, despite being told to avoid the trout 

spawning areas still insisted on wading over the redds. 

 

The majority of the trout fishermen (especially the season rods) although not all, were pleased 

with this.  Many of the grayling fishermen were not!  I personally could not see the point in 

wading here.   The river at Wherwell is not exactly as wide as the London Thames.  No doubt 

others will have other opinions on wading here! 

 

The Mayfly hatch was very good once again, if possibly a little shorter than normal.  Other 

fly life was fairly good if not spectacular throughout the season.  From mid-August through 

to the end of the season there were good hatches of Sedges and various Olives. There were 

very few Crane flies this season for some reason.   Once again we are still getting an hour or 

two of Olive hatches until the time of writing (mid-December), with both trout and grayling 

rising to them. I was very pleased to see that some of the grayling fishermen who used very 

small dry flies during these hatches caught more grayling than those who insisted on using 

nymphs. 
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Weed growth this year was very good, especially on the faster beats, due to swans being 

constantly moved on before they could do their usual damage.  Ranunculus was doing very 

well until the dreaded blanket weed appeared, very early, just as the June weed cut started.  

Unfortunately, the blanket weed just got worse and worse as the season progressed and 

killed off a lot of the ranunculus, all this no doubt due to the very low flows, blistering heat 

and too many nutrients leaching into the river.  This blanket weed made the weed cuts very 

difficult as the season progressed. The ranunculus that was smothered by blanket weed/ 

eaten by swans will be replaced by taking weed from other areas and replanting. 

 

Otters are still proving a major problem, wiping out lots of our wildlife. We had a few broods 

of ducklings on the river this year and they are usually gone within a few days of hatching 

due to predation by otters which are obviously killing lots of fish, especially large grayling 

as well as trout. Herring and great blacked gulls are now patrolling the Test Valley killing 

any ducklings and moorhen chicks that the otters have not killed.  The gulls have no right to 

be here as far as I'm concerned, although I'm not allowed to do anything about it!   Please 

don't talk to me about cormorants - we had a flock of sixty flying over the river when we had 

the first really cold spell of last year. 

 

It's not all bad news however.  We had a good season in 2019 with lots of good fish caught, 

and I hope, lots of contented fishermen/fisher women. 

 

Other good news is that our Mr Bill Hawkins (85 years old) has just completed 50 years as a 

river keeper at Wherwell, still keen and with a razor wit which cannot be beaten!  I believe 

Bill is now the oldest working riverkeeper on either the Test or the Itchen, the last of the old 

school keepers!  Congratulations Bill and well done. 

 

James Buckley has joined the riverkeeping team at Wherwell this summer as assistant keeper.  

James is very enthusiastic and has got off to a very good start and all credit to him for putting 

up with the old boys (Bill and me). 

 

And finally! With all the rain we've had this autumn and early winter so far, the aquifers 

should be slowly replenishing, which looks good for next year, however we've still got a long 

way to go!  
 

Paul Moncaster 

 

 

The Watch Estate, Chilbolton Common 

 

The rods began fishing with Hawthorn flies at the beginning of the season with some success. 

As often happens, the Hawthorn was over by May 1st, but fish still remember them. 

The Mayfly was again adequate, but not as spectacular as some years. The fish still became 

satiated and difficult to tempt. Spinner returns went on and on until the June weedcut. 
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The June weedcut went well. I had no ranunculus to cut as the swans did that for me! I cut 

fairly lightly as I was concerned about water levels in case of a long hot summer. The lack of 

mid-channel weed meant that fish were “walked up” to the upstream fisheries. These stock 

fish are now too valuable to lose to neighbours. One consolation is that we also gain some 

fish from below as some Rainbows are caught and I never stock Rainbows in the river. 

I panicked about the smaller of the Estate lakes pre-season as it became choked to the surface 

with weed. First, I tried dyeing the water with a dark dye. This was unsuccessful as water 

escaped through the porous gravel banks. Next, we cut the weed with chain link scythes, 

pulled the cut weed to the banks with Seine nets, then hauled it out with grabs. This was 

successful. 

As I write (early January 2020), we have had no cold, hard weather this winter and I have a 

pair of hungry swans cropping the lake weed. A downside of this is that they constantly send 

weed fragments down to block the stew pond screens. 

I saw many more Sedges in 2019, especially the long “needle” Sedges. After Mayfly, Sedges 

and Daddies were popular flies, but as with 2018 the most successful flies were Emergers 

and Klinkhammers.  I lost count of the number of days when fish would only take Emergers 

just sub-surface, and not Duns. 

I did an extra stocking during the Mayfly, and the end of season results showed it to be a 

reasonably good year. Even though August was hopeless, catch rates were up and blank days 

fewer. Fly life improved in September and there were Pale Wateries early October. 

I am writing this on an awful rainy day and the river has risen over its banks. Before levels 

rose, I installed some tin deflectors and the flood water has cleared the bed down to gravel. 

As usual we hope the 2020 season is a good one, with improved hatches of fly. 

 

Jeff Hounslow 

  



 

Lyndilou Ltd. 

 

CHILBOLTON ⚫ STOCKBRIDGE ⚫ HAMPSHIRE 

 

FISH SMOKING SERVICE 

Fishermen’s Trout & Salmon 

Cold Smoked, Boned, 

Trimmed, Sliced 

Interleaved & Vacuum Packed 

 

Established in 1989, the Smokery uses traditional skills, 

burning English Oak sawdust in brick kilns to produce 

wonderful flavours without the aid of any artificial 

additives or dyes 

 

All fish to be bagged separately. 

 

Deliver your catch any time in  

daylight hours, fresh or frozen to: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Postal Address: 

The Watch Estate, Coley Lane, Chilbolton, Stockbridge, Hampshire SO20 6AQ 

For further information please telephone: 

01264 860813 
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Testcombe 

 

A somewhat confusing season.  Good water levels (even better now), but a widespread lack 

of fly life.  On a number of days, there was no fly life.  Not sure if this indicates that something 

(like agricultural runoff) is affecting the fly life or not but it was obvious something was. 

For the first time in several years a few examples of Ulcerative Dermal Necrosis were 

noted.  It wasn't wide spread but several fish were affected at the end of the season.  I haven't 

seen UDN for at least the past two seasons.   

Catch records were normal and similar to previous seasons. Many of the catches came about 

not because the fish were spotted feeding on surface flies but by spotting the fish and casting 

a fly to them.  

The real concern was the lack of fly life for long periods.  Surprising as water levels were 

good which would dilute anything in the water affecting fly life. 

Given our geographical position on the river we are very concerned about the introduction 

of the massive garbage treatment plant upstream of our location.  Why this enormous plant 

needs to be located in a populous area and will use and discharge questionable water into 

the system is beyond me.  I trust the T&I is registering its grave concerns in this regard to the 

authorities 

Ed Stebbins 

 

Leckford Estate 

 

Although the Summer was not the prolonged heatwave we experienced in 2018, it did have 

a considerable effect on River flows by July.  All the weedcuts were as light as possible, 

mainly to keep Ribbon weed in check but also to help push the ever decreasing supply of  

water to some of the Carriers. Rannunculus did well early on, helped by the lack of Swans, 

but by August most of it was choked by Blanket weed. 

There were a few Hawthorn flies and Large Dark Olives to kick things off and although the 

Mayfly was not the most exciting on record there were enough to get the fish up and a lot 

were caught, mainly late afternoon and evening.  The Iron Blue hatches were notable by their 

absence this year, even on the cold, overcast days when you would have expected to see 

them.  

As the water warmed up the fish became harder to tempt and as usual the main activity was 

late evening when most of the fishermen had given up and gone home to nurse their 

sunburn. 

There were several good returns of BWO Spinners, but not enough to rely on and a nice lot 

of different Sedges. Once again, the September and October fishing was outstanding mainly 

to Pale Wateries and Medium Olives. 
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We have relaxed the nymph rules to allow them to be used from 1st May.  This gives an 

option if the conditions conspire to make fishing a dry impossible. Some people’s idea of 

what constitutes a nymph however never ceases to amaze.  I have never seen a Montana or 

Blue Flash Damsel in a kick sample! Do they work? You bet they do, but Skues must be 

spinning in his grave. 

It was encouraging to see the impact of the in-stream woody material that was used to narrow 

an over-wide reach two years ago. Even with minimal flows the stretch was still holding fish 

and weed growth was much improved on what it used to be. Some of the smaller projects 

had a beneficial effect, creating scours and fish lies and we will be carrying out more of the 

same this Winter.  

There will be a bigger Restoration Project undertaken in collaboration with the E.A this 

November. It will create a series of meanders on a straight, featureless Beat using local Poplar 

and Alder.  Thanks to Heb Lehman for advice and help with the forms.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hopefully we will get above average rainfall this Winter to recharge the aquifers, it has 

certainly started well.  Not another 2014 though please. 

 

Rob Goldsworthy 

 

Houghton Club 

 

After a dry spring, the low water cleared early enabling a fairly reasonable display of Mayfly 

across the river over a two week period, commencing on the 16th of the month.  The dry 

season continued, bringing with it a six week period of scorching heat.  Fortunately, this brief 

spell was not as persistent as last year’s! This said, both last year and this have caused the 

Restoration work on Beat 9 
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subtle colouring of the water with Algal blooms, making spotting fish difficult at times. The 

river has shown great resilience, and for the majority of the season has stood clear, with 

respectable weed left in the river. The low water meant that when the rain did properly show 

itself from late September, she cleared herself surprisingly quickly. For example, the most 

extreme rainfall occurred on the 23rd and 24th September, when we had nearly and inch and 

a half of rain in 36 hours. However, by the 26th fish were easily spottable in 4 to 5 feet of water. 

After the Mayfly, the best fishing was to be had in the evening from 6pm onwards. A fair 

display of fly was observable between mid-June and July. Unfortunately, August again was 

not much cop!  Early to late-September was met with plenty of Needle Brown Sedge which 

the trout (even triploids) relished swiping off the top, but very late in the day. However, the 

excessive rainfall meant that fishermen were consistently rained off in late September and 

into early October. This much needed rainfall has ensured that the river is topped up and 

ready for winter, looking well and thriving in anticipation for the New Year. 

 

Dan Hawkins 

 

 

Bossington Estate 

 

The 2019 Season at the 

Bossington Estate was, like 

many fisheries on the Test, one 

of contrasts.  Good volumes of 

water in the early season fell 

quickly as the warm summer 

progressed and then the 

Autumn showers brought new 

life to the fishery as the season 

headed towards its close.   

The Bossington season opened 

on 17th April with the banks 

full, good weed growth and 

some weed needing to be cut even before the season started.  This was the first time that this 

had happened in many years.  A warm start at the fishery provided fishermen with an 

exceptional hatch of Hawthorn, with fish rising throughout most of the day.  The Easter Bank 

Holiday weekend provided excellent sport and a lot of early season joy to all those lucky 

enough to fish at Bossington.  The introduction to the Bossington Fishery of the excellent 

value Park Stream and expansion of the fishing on the popular Horsebridge Lake were soon 

proving their worth, alongside the famous iconic beats on this part of the Middle Test and 

wild trout fishing on Wallop Brook.   
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It was not long before the June weed cut 

was fast approaching and if anything, a 

little overdue.  The weed was at its 

maximum growth and in full flower; 

making some areas of the river hard to fish 

and especially so given the size of the fish 

that had to be navigated around the flora 

having fed so well with the warm weather 

at the start of the season.   

As the summer went on, high water 

temperatures continued to make the fishing difficult with water temperatures hitting 21 

degrees centigrade on some days.  The fish became lethargic though the mid-day sun and 

even when the sun started to go down, they 

were still was not interested in feeding in 

the early evening.  Nonetheless the crystal-

clear water and much enhanced beats at 

Bossington ensured that the wily fishermen 

continued catching good fish; particularly 

in the early morning and on a small, well 

presented nymph in the middle of the day.   

Such a hot summer proved the value of the 

pioneering river alterations conducted at 

Bossington in recent years because they 

ensured the maximum possible oxygen in the river and healthy flows in areas that previously 

would have suffered.  The Home Stream beat will be receiving the same rejuvenating 

attention ahead of the 2020 season. 

It is not just the fishermen that 

benefit from this.  Over the 

past 2 years, Southampton 

University has undertaken 

invertebrate sampling on the 

restored House and Home 

Beats and the results have 

been very encouraging.  These 

beats have gone from holding 

11 different species to a total 

now of 28 species: in some 

cases, there has been a 300% 

increase in invertebrates and 

that can only bode well for the 

future. 



 

RIVER TEST 
 

69 
 
 

 

As the season drew towards its close, we finally got some rain, water temperatures fell, and 

fish started to show more interest in the surface fly.  With seasoned hardened fish and little 

weed left in the river for cover, the quarry was easily spooked but nonetheless great reward 

for many rods at the end of a season of several more highs than lows. 

 

Matt Hodder 
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Pittleworth Estate 

 

This is my last report for Pittleworth, after 33 years on the estate looking after a wonderful 

stretch of the Test.  My younger son Philip has taken over my position as from 1st November 

2019 and I am sure he will make a success of it. 

As for the 2019 season, what a mixed year we had.  April saw some of the best weed growth 

I had seen for years, I even cut a lot of ranunculus before the season had opened.  The 

Hawthorn flies were more numerous from mid-April than they had been for the last few 

years.  Grannom are on the increase here and good hatches were seen from late April into 

early May. 

By mid-May, the river was looking at its best with a few Mayfly hatching and masses of rising 

fish.  It was not one of the best Mayfly seasons, but by no means poor. 

June saw one of the heaviest weedcuts for a long time.  The ranunculus replaced ribbon weed 

making the weedcut easier.  Leaving lots of bars in the weed encouraged the fish to stay. 

July saw the start of the heatwave which pushed up the river temperatures and made fishing 

very difficult.  Very early morning was the best time to tempt a trout to take a dry fly.  The 

weed that had flowered in early May started to wash out, leaving bare gravel that allowed 

water levels to drop quite quickly.  By 16th July, the river temperature was 20ᵒC and having 

a picnic on the riverbank was more enjoyable than trying to tempt the fish to the fly.  Seeing 

them was not a problem, catching them was a real challenge.   

August saw better fishing conditions.  It was not as hot and water temperatures were starting 

to drop.  Insect life improved and fish started to move more freely to the fly, although Sedges 

were not as numerous.  The August weedcut was very light as a lot of the good weed had 

gone and at this point the blanket weed started to creep in. 

By September the river levels had got very low, but the fishing was good.  The blanket weed 

wasn’t as bad as expected and plenty of fish were caught, helping to increase catch returns, 

making it one of the best years for Pittleworth. 

At the time of writing, the rain keeps falling and the river is already very high for the time of 

year.  All good news for 2020 and Phil’s first season at Pittleworth.  

Brian Parker 

 

Testfield Beat, Mottisfont 

 

As usual the fishing from the start of the season up to the start of the Mayfly was difficult 

due to a shortage of upwinged flies and rising fish. The Mayfly hatch was very good and 

many fish were caught in late-May and early June. The remainder of June was good with 

many fish caught on CDC Olives and Daddy Long Legs. The fishing in July and August was 

about average with some very hot weather in July, but some cooler wet weather in August.  
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The fishing picked up in September with cooler weather and the clear water allowed fish to 

be targeted with nymphs.  In general, during 2019 there were poor hatches of up-winged 

flies, which were not sufficient to bring trout up to the surface, other than a very heavy fall 

of Olive spinner in May, which was very encouraging. 

The river benefited from the narrowing in 2017 with woody debris and the two new islands 

in 2018 and this proved very successful in speeding up the current and increasing the depth. 

This was especially important in 2019 with the low flows due to the preceding dry winter. 

Hopefully the wet weather experienced this autumn will continue over the winter and re-

charge the chalk aquifier.  

The number of grayling caught this year was an increase on the low numbers last year, but 

still below the long-term average.  

The juvenile swans were absent for the first half of this year, which allowed the weed to grow 

quite well after a slow start due to algae colouring the water. Then they arrived in a large 

group in July and they destroyed most of the weed in the low water levels. Which was very 

disappointing. 

Overall it was a good season with plenty of trout caught during the day and some good fish 

caught on a Sherry Spinner in the evening. 

William Sleeman 

 

 

Mottisfont – National Trust 

 

Despite a relatively dry winter and low water levels the season started well, aided by 

excellent water clarity for the time of the year. It was nice to see good numbers of Grannom 

as they had been sparse in 2018, alongside the usual hatches of large dark Olives. Alder 

beetles have become increasingly important to our early season fishing in recent years and 

an abundance of them in the trees and bushes surrounding the river more than made up for 

a lack of Hawthorn. 

Mayfly arrived on cue but whilst we saw some huge hatches in the first week they slowed 

fairly quickly. By this point we were seeing exceptional levels of rannunculus growth on our 

Oakley and Rectory beats – in the middle of May there was already more than we usually 

see at June weed cut. This made the fishing on some stretches extremely challenging but 

didn’t stop the rods catching plenty of fish whilst the Mayfly lasted. 

The heavy weed growth proved to be useful during June weed cut as there was plenty to 

work with when it came to keeping water levels propped up. Areas that had seen less weed 

growth were left relatively untouched, again with water levels in mind. Interestingly the 

weed on our river Dun beat didn’t see the same rapid growth as the Test, although given the 

amount that came from upstream I’d guess it did for others! 
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Through July and into August 

we saw some reasonable Blue 

Winged Olive hatches, along 

with the usual array of Sedge 

species. As always, those who 

chose to fish the hottest, 

sunniest part of the day found 

it much tougher than those 

staying late into the evening. 

The rannunculus died back as 

quickly as it had grown up 

meaning the weed cuts were 

light. Thankfully it wasn’t too 

bad of a year for blanket weed, 

although as always it was 

significantly worse on the Dun 

than the Test. 

A wet September helped the river levels, although even before then it felt like they’d held up 

at least somewhat better than I’d thought they might at the start of the season. The fishing 

picked up too with numbers of Daddy Long Legs about and good mid-morning hatches of 

Pale Watery from time to time. When there was nothing about to keep them looking up the 

fish fed well on nymphs and this is where the rods had most of their success through to the 

end of the season.  

As we move into Winter we’ve started a full restoration of our hut on the Main beat, which 

is very much in need of repair. Contractors are currently painstakingly taking it to pieces and 

salvaging what can be saved before laying a new concrete base and rebuilding from the 

ground up, using as much of the original structure as possible. We look forward to sharing 

the restored hut with our rods next season. 

 

Nigel Swift 

 

 

Lower Mottisfont 

 

Following a dry warm winter, water levels were low and with the Summer coming weed 

cuts would be minimal.   

While repairing the fishing hut, good numbers of Hawthorn were showing.  A few Grannom 

were seen on the shallows, but the fish weren’t interested, only the occasional rise.  Weed 

growth was down.  Only ribbon weed needed to be cut on the lower end of the Beat.   
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Sadly, the willow tree on our island which over hangs the river, snapped and fell in.  I thought 

that I would need to clear it before the first weed cut, but with the flow of the river, hardly 

any weed got caught up.  The tree clearing will be done in the winter. 

Fish have been staying up the top end of our Beat in large numbers, whether this is typical 

triploid behaviour or the fish are being fed at night by poachers.  Although there is no 

evidence to support this, fish numbers of up to 20 have been seen all together.  We have never 

had this with diploid fish.   

Fly life was at an all time low over the summer, but we did have a good number of fish being 

caught late in the day.  This meant that our guests were staying on for the evening rise.   

There have been more cormorants seen at the river than ever before and with a resident 

family of swans, it has been hard work keeping the river healthy.   

Now hoping for a wet and cold winter to top the river up.  It’s raining whilst I write this, so 

I should be careful what I wish for! 

 

Matt Jeans 

 

 

Kimbridge Estate 

 

The season started at Kimbridge with gin clear water, but river levels were very poor.  This 

was to be expected due to the low rainfall during the last two Winters and Springs. 

Massive hatches of Hawthorn and Grannom were present throughout April, as was an 

absolute invasion of Alder Leaf Beetles. These little metallic blue beetles were everywhere, 

lots fell from trees and bridges, immediately being eaten by the Trout. An artificial fly for 

these will certainly be a must 

during April/May in the future I’m 

sure. 

Very good early Ranunculus 

growth on our faster stretches of 

water were a visual treat, however 

on the slower, deeper sections 

Starwort and Canadian pondweed 

replaced the Ranunculus. 

The River Dun also started off 

extremely clear, but by August it 

had become a milky colour, and 

this remained so until the end of 

the fishing season. 
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We had a very good amount of 

Ducklings this year and Anglers 

reported seeing more Eels. There 

were also sightings of Mink. 

Wasp nests in the riverbanks and 

Tick numbers increased as did 

Cormorants and Swans. 23 

Swans in one gathering plagued 

our Main River.  They cleared all 

the weed and made a terrible 

mess of the banks. These also 

shared the Estate with three 

other Swan families.  You can 

imagine the amount of weed 

eaten in a day. 

Good hatches of Olives and Mayfly from the 10th May prompted Trout to rise.  Mayfly 

numbers steadily increased but overall it was a poor Mayfly period for us.  That’s two years 

in a row now. We had some good amounts dancing in the trees but nowhere near this number 

of flies could be seen returning to the river surface of an evening. Despite this, fishing was 

extremely good. 

By the end of May the river was worryingly low.  By July the Main river was showing its 

lowest level on the marker gauge since I have been at Kimbridge (26yrs).   
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The weed cuts were managed to maintain water levels.  By June, July and August only 

Starwort and Ribbon weed were cut heavy, Ranunculus and Parsnip were only lightly 

trimmed.  

There were big BWO hatches in June and overall, we had a very good fishing season, even 

during the very hot spells of weather. 

Thankfully September brought the rain and gradually our river levels rose.  We faired a lot 

better than some, as all of our fishing stretches could be fished. 

Lots and lots of Daddy Long Legs in October rounded the fishing season off nicely, despite 

the low levels and at times very hot fishing days.  2019 was reported by our Club members 

as one of the best for a while. 

Steven Brown 

 

Kimbridge Ginger Beer Beat 

 

2019 was a bit of a get out of jail season after the dry winter but Mother Nature was on our 

side. Thankfully the heavy Spring rains were sufficient to maintain flows until the end of the 

season, just. It was a latish start to any real surface activity but the Hawthorn was ok and 

Black Klinkhammers proved to be the favourite fly for many fisherman. The Mayfly hatch 

was steady but over fairly quickly. Not having the big numbers of old does mean that the 

fish do not become sated and actually provides better fishing. Hatches of BWO, Pale Watery 

and Spurwings still remain at levels that are a fraction of what we had 30 years ago. There is 

still much to be done to restore water quality but there are now positive signs that this will 

be addressed within the next decade. Nature will bounce back quickly once the toxic inputs 

are controlled. All in all, for the modern era, it was quite a good year. 

Richard Banbury 
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Timsbury 5 

When you have a hot summer and restricted flows, the deep sections on this beat provide 

cooler habitat and relief for the fish. The beat fished well right through the season with most 

days seeing surface activity. A fun day was had in late May filming with the Countryfile team 

and Dr. Cyril Bennett. Hopefully this little vignette on prime time TV was able to 

communicate a little bit of the beauty of the Test Valley in May and the joy and value of our 

wonderful sport.  

 

Richard Banbury 

 

 

Timsbury Fishery 

 

The 2019 season started with very clear water, and good weed growth. The ranunculus 

(water crowfoot) in our side carrier “Tumbling Bay Stream” has had excellent growth and 

flowered for the first time in over 30 years. The water levels were lower than usual, and this 

enabled the fish to be seen more easily and enabled fishers to use dry flies, rather than 

nymphs, at the early stage of the season.  

 

 

 

Flowering ranunculus on the cross carrier - 'Tumbling Bay Stream' 
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The weather was reasonable with warm days and cool nights. This gave us some excellent 

and prolonged hatches of Grannom, which continued for a couple of weeks through most of 

the day. Although the fish didn’t take a huge number of them it was refreshing to see large 

hatches of fly. 

The most successful Grannom pattern was with the green egg sack.  I am always surprised 

to find how discerning a trout can be over the smallest detail on a fly, whether it is natural or 

artificial. The Grannom was rapidly followed by some good falls of Hawthorn, which was 

unexpected considering virtually none have appeared in the last 3 years. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

30 plus fish were caught using the traditional Hawthorn pattern. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Mayfly season was mixed; we did not see the traditional huge, impressive hatches of 

mayfly, just a sprinkling each day.  So, actually, the fishing was easier because there were 

fewer, real Mayfly surrounding the artificial flies!   On a couple of days the fish where 

rejecting the Mayfly in favour of Blue Winged Olives. The Mayfly season lasted almost five 

weeks.  I have produced a comparative table so you can see how the seasons fluctuate in 

length year-to-year. Please note 1944, a 4-day wonder, never seen since. 

 

 

Natural Grannom Artificial Grannom 

Natural Hawthorn 
Artificial Hawthorn 
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Emerger Mayfly Spent Male Mayfly 

 

Year Start Finish Days Year Start Finish Days 

2019 May 5 June 7 34 1994 May 14 June 4 22 

2018 May 12 June 10 30 1993 May 14 May 31 17 

2017 May 4 June  5 32 1992 May 15 May 27 13 

2016 May 13 June 12 31 1991 May 17 June 8 23 

2015 May 11 June 14 35 1990 May 3 May 20 18 

2014 May 10 June 14 36 1989 May 14 May 29 16 

2013 May 12 June 13 33 1988 May 14 June 1 17 

2012 May 10 June 12 34 1987 May 16 June 4 20 

2011 May 7 June 9 32 1986 May 18 June 8 22 

2010 May 12 June 13 33 1985 May 18 June 3 17 

2009 May 9 June 7 30 1984 May 11 June 4 24 

2008 May 14 June 5 21 1979 May 5 May 31 26 

2007 May 3 June 8 32 1978 May 10 June 3 24 

2006 May 12 June 10 30 1977 May 11 May 29 19 

2005 May 9 June 11 34 1969 May 17 June 8 23 

2004 May 11 June 6 27 1968 May 10 June 3 24 

2003 May 10 June 12 34 1967 May 15 June 3 19 

2002 May 1 June 3 34 1966 May 15 May 22 8 

2001 May 10 June 17 28 1965 May 16 May 22 7 

2000 May 13 June 6 25 1964 May 17 May 30 14 

1999 May 10 June 4 25 1949 May 12 May 29 18 

1998 May 13 May 31 19 1948 May 9 May 20 12 

1997 May 8 May 31 24 1947 May 20 June 3 14 

1996 May 21 June 10 20 1944 May 3 May 7 4 

1995 May 9 May 31 22 1938 May 8 May 23 15 

 

The two best Mayflies were the same as last year - the Emerger and the Spent Male. 
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As the season has progressed, the water levels have steadily dropped and the water remained 

very clear so considerably more stealth was required, using longer and lighter leaders, in 

order to consistently catch. The use of flies with the brass beads, particularly in clear water, 

was not successful. Although the bead is good at sinking the fly to deeper fish, I think there 

is a possibility that sunlight is reflected in the bead which distracts the fish as it is about to 

take the fly. This year, I encouraged fishers to use weighted nymphs with dark coloured 

beads, usually lead or ideally with the weight tied into the fly so it cannot be seen. This could 

explain why so many fish shy away from a beaded nymph at the last moment. In addition, 

when using a dry fly, if the fish are shying away from the fly at the last moment, they may 

well be able to see your leader. To avoid this, I have been encouraging fishers to sink their 

leader using ‘mud’. This worked well by preventing the fish from having sight of the leader. 

With longer, hotter, low water summers to come in the future, perhaps these strategies 

should be used more often. 

From my perspective, all the weed cuts went incredibly smoothly, given the huge amount of 

weed that came down the river. The day following every last clearing day on all the cuts was 

completely clear of weed floating downstream to interrupt fishing. In my view, this is quite 

an achievement considering how, in years gone by, the weed would flow down stream for 

days after the cut had finished. Our thanks to the weed wardens who work to make the weed 

cuts as efficient as possible. 

The “Sedge season” was not as large in numbers as in former years but during August, in 

spite of the hot weather and low water, a large number of fish were caught at all times of the 

day on all Sedges.   September, my favorite fishing month, started well but the fishing came 

to an abrupt end due to the heavy rainfall half-way 

through. 

Although season 2019 was a hot, low water season the fly 

life was a little better and more consistent. The Mayfly was 

somewhat disappointing but fishers caught more fish on a 

dry fly than in former years. As usual, the “Robjents 

Daddy” rescued many from a blank day! 

The fishery produced 1,502 fish, the biggest brown trout 

was just over 6lbs and a grayling just under 3lbs. Sadly, we 

saw no salmon this season.  Where have they all gone? 
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CDC Klinkhammer Adams 

Peeping Caddis PTN 

 

The best flys this season have been the black CDC, Klinkhammer, Adams and the good old 

“Robjents” Daddy Longlegs.  The best nymphs were the Pheasant Tail Nymph (PTN) and 

Peeping Caddis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                   

 

 

 

 

I’m not sure if we will ever return to the days of 

Norman Therwell’s “Olive Hatch” but maybe we 

have now past the lowest of low points with the fly 

life and will see some consistent improvement? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Olive Hatch 
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The wildlife continues to flourish, with 

Great Crested Grebes nesting on main 

river and successfully producing three 

off-spring.   

 

 

 

 

 

Our owl box was occupied this year, 

producing three more chicks, all of them 

fledged. The photograph is “mum” 

returning after a hunting trip. 

 

Photographs taken  

by Richard Jacobs 

 

 

 

In addition, this year saw Pyramidal Orchids growing in 

the meadows. It is a small, bright pink orchid that lives up 

to its name - its pink flower spike forms a pyramidal 

shape. It grows on chalk grassland, coastal habitats, scrub, 

roadside verges, old quarries and railway embankments. 

It is a densely packed flower spike, holding up to 100 

flowers. It attracts a range of butterflies and moths. 

 

 

 

 

Jonathan Durrant 
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RIVER BOURNE 
 

Bourne Rivulet – Apsley Estate 

 

A common theme in this year’s reports will be the shortage of water.  2 consecutive dry 

winters are particularly damaging to headwater streams like the Bourne.    Since we started 

the 2019 season with little more flow than we ended 2018, it was nothing short of a miracle 

that we got to the end of the season with any water at all.  

Early season, as is so often the case in low flow years, we had some better hatches of small 

fly, so those with the requisite skills managed to do very well.  Due to the conditions, the 

Bourne was fished lightly after the June weedcut, but some very big wild brown trout were 

caught, the largest I heard of being a 22½ inch fish that, despite being past its best, still 

weighed over 4lbs.      

Readers may recall my concerns over the shape of the year class pyramid on the Bourne 

which has been upside down for some years  i.e. we have had some very large fish, but 

nothing like the numbers of younger fish we used to get.  The lack of competition, combined 

with our Catch and Release policy, would explain why these really big fish have survived 

into old age.    

For the first time in several seasons, there were large numbers of fingerlings in the river at 

the end of the season, suggesting that the catastrophic events that affected our spawning in 

recent years did not recur last winter.  The mobilisation of tonnes of fine silt from Vitacress’s 

salad wash discharge channel at the slightest change in pumped flows has to be a prime 

suspect.     

On that subject, at the September meeting of the Bourne Rivulet Initiative (BRI) Vitacress 

unveiled its sediment management plans which we hope will become an industry 

benchmark.  A series of interconnecting settlement pools upstream of Lower Link Farm will, 

it is hoped, move Vitacress closer to their stated aim of returning the water they use to the 

river in as good condition as it was when they took it.   It is an ambitious and expensive 

project, above and beyond the standards required by an out of touch Environment Agency.   

Downstream fishing and conservation interests, and I am sure, the supermarkets, are 

watching with interest.   

At the time of writing, the springs have just broken on the Bourne, which is very early.  After 

all St Mary Bourne is so named because the spring traditionally breaks around the Feast of 

the Purification of the Virgin Mary, which is the 2nd February.   The exceptional rainfall we 

have enjoyed this autumn and winter to date suggests that we will, at last, be blessed with 

some proper flows well into 2020.    It will be good to see some white gravel and bright green 

ranunculus waving in the crystal water of the Bourne again, and hopefully, a better spread 

of year classes in the river.  

 

William Daniel   
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RIVER DEVER 

 

Bullington Manor 

 

The stretch of river I look after runs roughly for three miles from Sutton Scotney to Barton 

Stacey.  I’m fortunate to be pretty much at the top of the system with Dever Springs trout 

fishery below.  At the start of 2019 I found myself behind a digger removing over fifty old 

railway sleepers that were used to build up and secure the banks a generation ago.  The banks 

now have a gentler gradient which will benefit flora and fauna for years to come and allow 

the river to move and flow a little more naturally.  

The next few months saw me wondering where the ranunculus was?  It all died back in 

October 2018 as part of its natural cycle and it was not until July 2019 that we really had 

anything to show!  Why?  The big snow melt of March 2018 and the shockingly low water 

levels were the main two suspects.  

For the first year ever not a single 

strand of ranunculus was cut from 

this part of the Dever and not a single 

flower was seen.  

Through early summer the water 

temperature remained low with the 

pike spawning months later than 

usual in June!  Mayfly and fly life, in 

general, was surprisingly good given 

the lack of weed.  The fishing on the 

other hand was tough, low water, 

bright days and no weed meant for 

very spooky fish.  

There have been several 2lb+ 

grayling caught over the winter with 

some larger fish remaining elusive.  

At the time of writing, 2020 is set to 

be a great year with much needed 

winter rain lifting levels, cleaning the 

gravel and promoting weed growth. 

 

 

Si Fields – Headkeeper, Fishing Breaks 
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Bransbury Mill 

 

Following another desperately dry winter the season opened with the Dever down to its bare 

bones. A group of trusts and associations petitioned water companies on the possibility of 

restrictions on the use of eau during the impending summer.  The water company didn’t 

envisage any need for restrictions on water use in the summer. In the unlikely event they did 

need more water they would simply suck some more from the ground. In the Dever valley a 

field known across the ages as “Spring Bottom” remained spring free and springs ran dry at 

Bransbury for the first time in living memory. The Chairman of the EA was asked by the 

reporter for his opinion on the Water Company’s stance. His gaze was drawn to his navel 

and I threw shoes at the TV, a recurring event this year when the issue of aquifers was raised, 

or a wet week in January bemoaned by a disconnected media.   

Weed was slow to grow and the mayfly was ok but ended early. Catches were high in the 

first half of the season and up on the previous year. Then the weather went warm, and in a 

diminished shallow river, blanket weed bloomed and brown trout went into survival mode 

for much of the day.  Emails frantically flew around the ether regarding water levels. The 

Dever had all but run dry a few miles upstream at Stoke Charity.  Less than a hundred days 

after stating that they did not envisage there being a need for restrictions on water use, the 

water company began the process of applying for restrictions on water use.  

Aquifers do not normally receive significant replenishment between April and October.  

Groundwater levels in April made the possibility of restrictions on water use inevitable. This 

was clear to even the most addled of eyes, but any mention of anecdotal evidence of a 

depleted aquifer is oft dismissed as the ravings of loons and cranks. Monitoring and data are 

king.  

The same water company had earlier in the year received a substantial fine for inaccuracies 

in its monitoring and collection of data. The good people from the EA dispatched to this 

valley to investigate the growing furore seemed genuinely surprised that the river had run 

dry at Stoke Charity.  Monitoring and data are also king at the EA. 

In correspondence with the EA in August, the “Customer and Engagements Team” described 

the Dever as a “winterbourne”.  It isn’t, or it wasn’t below Micheldever until this year.  

If the current way we use the 

groundwater in this valley 

continues it may well be a 

winterbourne above the 

outflow from the Barton 

Stacey water works in a 

generation or two.  It’s 

happening on our watch 

everybody.  

September saw a change in 

conditions.  The heavens  
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opened, the river lifted and a few more fish were caught. There were some reasonable hatches 

of sedge and even the odd Mayfly. 

Since the trout fishing season closed it has not stopped raining. One wet winter will be a short 

term fix for this precious river.  Throwing shoes at the television doesn’t work. Tie my hair 

in pigtails and call me Greta but the climate has changed. The way we use our groundwater 

resource in this valley is no longer sustainable. It would help to make the case for change if 

monitoring and data collected more accurately reflected the state of play in the field.   

The mother of all incinerators has been proposed by a company from across the pond for a 

site two fields away from this stretch of the Dever. It is a behemoth of a bonfire that will burn 

waste transported to the site from a long way, and it uses water. Despite much of the region 

classified as “at the maximum level of abstraction if the aquatic habitat is not to be impacted 

upon”, the water company, emboldened by data,  have given assurances that enough water 

will be available for the proposal.  The final yay or nay for the proposal will be taken out of 

this valley and delivered a long way away in Whitehall, not by authorities in this valley.  

Once again, it’s happening on our watch everybody. Stand up and shout the case for your 

chalk rivers.  

 

 

Chris de Cani 
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RIVER ANTON 

 
Norman Court Fishery 

 

After a mild opening to the year the fall of snow that we had in early February provided a 

clear indication of the wildlife roaming our river banks. Very visible were footprints of foxes, 

deer and badger alongside water fowl of course. No sign of otter that I could recognise. I was 

particularly interested to see that our two footbridges are used by deer as well as foxes in 

both directions, a much more sensible way of crossing the river!  

Very good growth of weed this year from early on and becoming so prolific that for the first 

time for several years we had to do strong weed cuts to keep the stream fishable, although 

the two pairs of battling swans with their broods of cygnets patrolling our stretch of the river 

reduced the problem as the year progressed. Rather sadly we had a vigorous return of 

blanket weed from mid-summer onwards, having enjoyed the past two summers largely free 

of it. 

We remember with pleasure the exceptionally warm Easter weekend when the temperature 

reached 23C. The river looked superb with clear water, a good flow, clean gravels and lots of 

fish of all sizes to be seen. It gave us a terrific start to our season from 1st May with the first 

Mayfly from 12th of the month and very large hatches in the third and fourth weeks. More 

Browns than usual were caught, and Grayling too, although their numbers are still a small 

fraction of the total we used to catch several years ago. I saw a very large Grayling on the 

bank in April with its head and roe eaten, presumably the victim of a passing otter. 

The diary records the occasional good hatch of Olives, usually in the evenings, although in 

August more frequently in the mornings, often before 9am. Some Sedge would appear at any 

time of day during the warm summer weather. 

We are blessed with so much bird life around us. There are increasing numbers of Wrens that 

entertain us when sitting on a bench watching the river. They dart out from the bank at great 

speed flying inches above the water, then rise and land silently in the vegetation on the far 

bank. Much larger in size are the Buzzards that soar above us with their haunting cry that 

were such a feature of our summer this year. The spectacular Kingfisher lifts the spirits as it 

arrows past and even the newcomer the White Egret is to be admired. Less popular is the 

Heron which is present in large numbers throughout the length of the Anton and takes a 

heavy toll of the juvenile fish. Happily the Cormorant which is such a problem in parts of the 

Test Valley is not a concern for us here. 

The steady rains we have had in recent weeks has lifted the level and speeded up the flow, 

long may it continue! What is noticeable is that there is much less litter in the river these days 

after a lift of water. Perhaps Sir David Attenborough’s wonderful TV series Blue Planet 

highlighting the damage caused by discarded plastics is the cause, and isn’t it pleasing that 

the Anton no longer seems to be regarded as a convenient place to get rid of empty drink 

bottles and cans. 
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Late in November I saw the first trout redds cut and I hope to see many more in the course 

of the next few weeks. 

David James 

 

 

Fullerton Estate 

 

In 2019, the Fullerton Fishery was a tale of two different rivers. 

The Test had no ranunculus growth on two-and-a-half of the beats. The low flows enabled 

the swans to graze all of it. A brood of 10 from downstream didn’t help! 

The Anton was the opposite. The ranunculus was prolific. I was reluctant to cut it hard, partly 

to keep levels up and also it was nice to see the beats full of weed. The downside was that 

there was a lot of cover for fish. Stocked Triploids are not free rising and some rods had 

difficulty spotting fish! I knew they were there, but with all the cover and the fish reluctant 

to rise to “patchy” hatches, the fishing was challenging until we allowed nymph fishing. 

The Test is cursed by swans and the Anton is cursed by otters! A combination of poor fly-life 

and otter predation can ruin a beat and as usual the Triploid stockies held only in the deeper 

water. 

The quality of the stock fish was excellent. Thorough grading in the fish farm makes all the 

difference. Many rods commented on the great condition of fish caught. 

The Mayfly hatch was much like the previous season, but perhaps a little longer with spinner 

returns. I did a light cut in June but was again caught with water on the banks by the July 

weedcut. The clear downs were harder than usual as I had to clear upstream weed over 

substantial bars left to keep levels up. 

Unfortunately, a fisherwoman had her car broken into on a beat close to the Test Valley Way 

footpath. The first time this happened on this fishery. Now we have to warn rods not to leave 

tackle in huts or valuables in cars! A sign of the times. 

Fishing was rubbish in August with very little fly. It improved in September. In October, we 

were fully booked for a month with Grayling fishermen, many from Europe. They also 

caught plenty of trout which shows the fish were there all the time, even through those dour 

days. 

In early January 2020, I had 20 Cormorants on the Anton and I expect numbers to increase if 

the weather gets worse. 

The Anton is flowing to the top of its banks at present and I am looking forward to it fining 

down and a flush of new weed growth. The prolonged wet weather has hampered some 

bank work but come May 1st 2020 I expect it will all be ready to go again. 

 

Jeff Hounslow 
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PILLHILL BROOK – ABBOTTS ANN 

 

Following the unexpected death of my 

husband, Bernard, in January, I suddenly 

found myself, a total novice in the fishing 

world – with 600 yards of wild chalk 

stream to care for.   

Help! 

Originally, Bernard had considered 

developing an existing duck flighting 

pond into a commercial trout lake, as an 

adjunct to the wild river habitat, but the 

presence of a voracious otter changed his 

mind – he was not minded to fund a 

lutrine breakfast bar!  He treasured the 

wild brown trout in the river and was 

very disappointed that there were hardly 

any fish at all in 2018.   

After his death, our mature poplar trees 

that had survived the 2014 storms were 

felled, with a view to replanting a native 

broad-leaved wild woodland for 

posterity.  At the same time, the Hampshire and Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust embarked on a 

Heritage Lottery Fund bid to help the headwaters of the Test and Itchen.  It has been 

enormously encouraging now to have others, professionals and volunteers, willing to advise, 

and,  almost more importantly, to help bring the Brook back to its former glories as described 

in the classic fishing books that I am currently finding on our bookshelves.  I am so grateful 

for all the help and support, especially from the HIWWT, the T&I Association, and the Wild 

Trout Trust.   

I joined a river fly monitoring course, and suddenly, nasty, squishy bugs took on a 

fascination!  How do Caddis fly know they have to build themselves a little case?   How is 

learned behaviour passed through the generations?  (You can see I am not a scientist!)    

My initial ‘kick-samplings’ revealed healthy supplies of gammarus, Olives, Caddis – 

according to my identification charts.  But no Mayfly!  Maybe I was missing something some 

of these critters are minute!  The last kick sample was disappointing - thirty small beetles and 

a leech.  This was following a very long dry spell, in which the water levels had dropped and 

the flow slowed, causing a lot of silting.  I dutifully reported the figures to my monitoring 

masters.     
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Bernard had been surprised to discover 

when we got married, eleven years ago, that 

I enjoyed donning rubber waders and 

immersing myself in the river, although he 

ought to have remembered that I loved 

beating at Mottisfont (book written, 

unpublished!) when I was a teenager.  This 

June, there was hardly any weed, and I did 

not venture out for the second and third cuts. 

The water level is now higher and the river 

bed is clearer.   Friends have taken 

advantage of fallen trees to repair eroded 

banks at the end of my garden, and nice 

meanders are developing.  As soon as it 

stops raining, I shall sally forth with bucket 

and net to take another sample. 

I am looking forward to learning more about 

chalk streams over the coming years, and to 

preserving this precious and fragile heritage 

– little did I think how abruptly my life was 

about to change this time last year! 

 

 

 

Rosemary Powell Griffiths 
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RIVER DUN 

 

Holbury Lakes 

 

We have had more fishers, men, women and children, this year fishing Holbury Lakes than 

before. The parent and child tickets are particularly in demand. Dhorjee (known to all as 

George) is very popular and is keen to help with all manner of fishing issues. The blanket 

weed has just been kept under control with the aid of barley straw.  The fly life and in 

particular the Mayfly were no better and remain depleted. The loss of Mayfly goes back 

decades to the overspill of slurry upstream which polluted our stretch of the Dun and further 

downstream. 

The fish pass is working well but there was little chance of salmon or salmonids reaching it 

because of troubles with the pass at Lockerley Mill. Hopefully these have now been overcome 

but water levels remain low despite the recent rains.  The kingfishers bred well this year but 

the tufted duck again failed to breed and rear their limited broods. 

The wild flower meadow alongside the large lawn in front of the barn was as popular as ever. 

That lawn is used on many Sundays by the professional fishermen/guides from the area for 

casting practice and display.  Blue trout remain very popular in the 4 lakes, as probably the 

best fighting fish. The brown trout in the river bred well and are now 3-4" long in some places.  

We have limited weed in the latter part of the summer because of algal growth and poor flow 

and the farming chemicals. Only if the amount of arable land upstream is farmed organically 

or returned to meadow grassland and if there is reduced abstraction from the aquifers will 

that situation be resolved. I do not regard the status quo as satisfactory in terms of the 

ecological health of the Dun. 

Roger Henderson 

 

 

Lockerley, NWFFA Beat 

 

Pre-season work was directed at tidying the 

banks, clearing some of the low-hanging 

willows on the far bank of the beat, and 

consolidating one of the previously-

constructed brushwood berms, plus an early 

April weed cut. Heavy rain around this time 

was very welcome.  

There were numerous alder beetles about in 

these early weeks, so they are evidently 

gaining ground from their near-extinction 

levels some years ago.  
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There were good hatches of Hawthorn and Large Dark Olives in late April followed by early 

hatches of Mayfly (which seem to be getting earlier). Good hatches of Mayfly ensued as the 

month wore on. Regular hatches of Olives and Sedge provided some good dry fly fishing 

throughout the season. Despite the hot dry summer and the consequent lower water levels, 

fishing reports were very positive and this hopefully to some extent also reflects the 

improvement work already carried out on the beat.  

The June, July and August weed cuts were kept quite light and in suitable patterns to help to 

maintain water levels as much as possible.  

Rather more incidents involving possible poachers or other unauthorised access on to the 

beat were witnessed through the summer, which is of concern. Some additional security 

measures have been installed. 

The beat was surveyed in mid-September by Arcadian Ecology as part of WCSRT’s two-year 

project across a number of tributaries of the Test and Itchen.  

River fly monitoring checks through the year continued to show a healthy level and diversity 

of the target types. Olive and Blue-Winged Olive larvae were particularly numerous in July. 

The October sample was found to include two elvers, which were safely returned. 

Kingfishers were spotted through the season. There were no breeding swans, and the pair 

and single swan resident for much of the first part of the season did not cause any noticeable 

damage. 

 
 

After the end of the season, despite rapidly-fluctuating water levels because of heavy rain, 

three more brushwood berms were constructed on a relatively straight section of the beat to 

improve sinuosity and speed up flows. A post-season weed cut to promote silt wash-out 

through the winter was also carried out. 

Heather Kirk 

 

 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fly Odyssey UK has a diverse range of beats offering high end, premium fishing on the 
most sought after beats to wild trout fishing for the single angler.  

 
We offer tuition for the complete novice to advanced instruction for the experienced 

rod on private lakes or on any of our beats. 
 

 
Day Rods 

Season Rods 
Corporate Entertaining 

Fly Fishing Experience days for the Novice 
Tactical workshops for the Experienced Rod 

AAPGAI Tuition  
Professional Guiding 

Tackle Advice 
 
 
Please email Gilly Bate on g.bate@flyodyssey.co.uk or call 
on 07817 304242 

 
For OverSeas destinations, please contact Mat McHugh on 
m.mchugh@flyodyssey.co.uk         

   

www.flyodyssey.co.uk 

mailto:g.bate@flyodyssey.co.uk
http://www.flyodyssey.co.uk/
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RIVER ITCHEN 

Borough Farm 

 

Again, another hot summer, peaking in May and June (only one day fished in July), leading 

to the inevitable appearance of blanket weed. The river level held up well even after the weed 

cuts and made for enjoyable fishing. 

An unusual sighting was an abandoned 

upturned rowing boat, stranded on our 

upper beat. We are still waiting for the 

owner to claim it. An enjoyable sighting 

was a late afternoon showing of 

swallows, dive bombing the water to 

take flies off the surface and high in the 

air, an aerial display which brought a 

productive days fishing to a close. 

Days fished 22, with a total of 91 fish 

caught, the majority were returned. 

Brown trout – 82 (2 killed) Largest- 2 

1/4lbs 

Grayling           8 – largest – 1 3/4lbs (photo) 

Rainbow          1 (killed) 

 

Lord Ribeiro 

 

Itchen Stoke Mill 

The Itchen, as an SAC, is supposed to be one of the most highly protected rivers in England 

but in 2019 we still had a position in which the invertebrate life below Winchester was far 

better than it was below Alresford.   More specifically, professional three minute kick 

samples at Itchen Stoke Mill and at Ovington during the summer all had less than 200 

shrimp   - a fraction of what there should be. Sampling done here and on the Meon on the 

same day in May showed the Itchen numbers at  less than seven per cent of those on the 

Upper Meon. 

Fly life in the early part of the season was almost non existent. With severely reduced food 

the wild trout numbers are in sharp decline and, those that there are, are in far less good 

condition than they once were.  Today there is a dearth of redds. 

Throughout the early spring the river was always clouded with algae and was never 

completely clear, by May the gravels were covered in brown algae and by late summer there 

was voluminous cladophora everywhere. 
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 Our concerns are no longer about the numbers of trout that were caught but about the 

ecology of the entire valley and its future. After years of meetings, television programmes, 

costly private interventions and ongoing but entirely fruitless efforts by the relevant 

organisations directed towards every level of the Environment Agency and even to 

the minister, Lord Gardiner,  there has been absolutely no improvement whatever. This is 

nothing less than a disgrace when at least some of the likely causes, the chemicals concerned 

and where they enter the system are perfectly well known. 

 

Roger Harrison 

 

Yavington Fishery 

 

This year has seen slightly better fly life. That said, the Mayfly hatch was smaller than in 

previous seasons. Blue Winged Olive spinners were much reduced, so the evening rises were 

disappointing. There were good hatches of Pale Watery Duns, especially in September. Days 

with cool rainy weather often produced better daytime hatches and rising fish. 

Three minute kick samples, showed poor numbers of Gammarus, often in single figures. 

Water flows were low, but due to wonderful weed growth, especially ranunculus, the level 

kept up well. 

 

Vicky Reed 

 

Ovington & Lower Chilland 

 

2020 was the worst year since 1978 by miles.  Virtually no daytime fly-life except two good 

Mayfly days.  Fish were extremely few:  those fish seen were pretty long, thin and probably 

cannibals.  No fish in 9” to 12” class visible.  The water was dirty until early June and then 

not completely clear.  The river is polluted and on its knees. 

Bo Ivanovic 

 

Martyr Worthy 

 

This year’s fishing season has been dominated by the growth and abundance of two 

different types of algae, both of which have adversely affected the fishery throughout the 

Spring and Summer months. A form of diatomaceous algae appeared during April and into 

May that not only smothered the gravel but also the aquatic weed, suppressing any weed 

growth until well into June when the algae finally washed off, and for about three weeks 

the fishery resembled a healthy chalkstream. 
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By early July, the first strands of blanket weed started to appear and by the middle of the 

month virtually every clump of weed was infiltrated with it, and no amount of raking was 

able to keep it at bay for the rest of the Summer. Come the September rains the increase in 

flow not only washed the blanket weed out of the river, but this in turn dragged most of the 

aquatic weed with it and anything that remained was dislodged by a large gathering of 

swans. By early October the riverbed resembled early January. 

The combination of an over eutrophic water course along with below average flows and too 

many hot sunny days is a lethal recipe for a chalkstream. The fishing was incidental.  

 

Simon Ffennell 

 

Easton – TLB below Easton Bridge 

 

The year began with gravel standing proud of 

the water at the tail of the pool below the 

Easton road bridge with fingers firmly crossed 

for rain. Conditions were so dry in February 

that a fire set to burn pollarded willow quickly 

spread and in a few minutes a quarter of an 

acre of reed bed had gone up in smoke.  

Numbers of Grannom in April were good as 

were the Mayfly. Mid-summer hatches of fly 

were disappointing with Olives and Sedge 

reluctant to put in an appearance.  Ribbon 

weed enjoyed an annus mirabilis. Cut back 

hard in each weed cut from April to August it 

poked clear of the water within a fortnight of 

being subject to the swish of the scythe.  

Grayling numbers seem to have taken a hit in 

recent years, with a few gaps in year classes. 

Double-figure pike were seen spawning in the spring ditch that runs down from Easton and 

the odd chub puts in an appearance.  

It was a little disturbing to see slurry being spread on adjacent fields throughout much of 13th 

August.  I am confident of the date as the 14th August was the first day of the Lords Test and 

we had tickets. It was a wash out, with twelve hours of intense rain predicted throughout the 

preceding week. Some of this slurry must have been washed from the adjoining field into 

ditches that feed into the river.  

Chris de Cani 
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Easton Fishing Syndicate 

 

Low winter rainfall meant that we started off with low flows for the second year running. 

Levels improved slightly with the weed growth but remained down on normal all season. 

We left more weed than usual to try and maintain flow speed and height. This required 

cutting a channel down one bank through the weed. We had some good ranunculus growth 

in a couple of faster, shallower areas, but this unfortunately got stripped out in late summer 

by a group of about eight swans which appeared, we think, from Avington Park Lake. 

Hopefully the weed will come back next season and the swans won’t. There wasn’t much 

water cress growth this year but there did seem to be more blanket weed than usual. Now, 

in mid-winter with the heavy rainfall, flows have increased well. 

One thing we have noted is the amount of ash die back now in evidence on the Upper Itchen. 

It seems to have taken hold a lot quicker than expected. 

The fishing was fairly good this year. There were some good catches of trout, especially in 

the Mayfly season, some up to 3lbs. We did have some good grayling in the autumn with a 

couple around the 3lb mark, but overall grayling numbers seem to be down on previous 

seasons, especially juveniles. We think this has also been noticed on other fisheries. The 

carrier has been fished more with the addition of new rods. It is not an easy stretch to fish, 

but the more able have caught well there, mostly wild browns but also larger grayling. We 

are trying to improve the flow of water into the carrier as it can struggle in late summer. The 

weed must be cut regularly and we have also narrowed it in places with timber. 

More otters were spotted this season and there was more evidence of where they access the 

river. A mixed blessing, perhaps, as you wonder what impact they are having on our fish 

stocks. 

Although house martins seemed late arriving this year, by June on some days hundreds 

could be seen about the river and meadows. On wetter days they could be seen feeding on 

the Olive hatch. Cuckoos could be seen and heard on a regular basis in spring, and water rail 

in winter. Kingfishers and little grebes were also regularly seen, although luckily cormorants 

not so much. 

On the fly life front there were some good Hawthorn hatches in late April, followed by 

Mayfly in late May and then again in mid-June. In the summer we had plenty of Sedge and 

on the gloomy, wet days Olive hatches, but then no one was fishing!  

Hopefully the flows will hold up next season and by then I should be back on the bank with 

a new hip! 

 

Patrick Moyle 
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Orvis Abbots Worthy Beat 

 

At the start of the year, as part of the Test and Itchen Restoration Strategy, a collaborative 

project with the EA saw the introduction of around 1500 tons of gravel. This was introduced 

into an over-deepened, canal-like section of the beat directly downstream of the M3 bridge. 

Rock and gravel were also used to repair a deep scour hole at the takeoff to the Fulling Mill 

Carrier. These works have much improved this section and we had multiple pairs of grayling 

spawning on the new riffles within weeks of the works. There is more work still to be done 

this winter to repair the eroded revetments to the takeoff. The beat is now part of the Upper 

Itchen wild trout conservation zone and will not be stocked in 2020. 

 

 

Richard Banbury 

 

Piscatorial Society - The Grange Estate, Abbots Worthy and Abbots Barton 

 

The Piscatorial waters on the Upper Itchen include beats on the Grange Estate and at Abbots 

Barton and Abbots Worthy. 

This season was essentially, and for the most part, a repeat of the previous one with regards 

the weather, the only difference being that we began with less water this season and appear 

to have finished somewhat wetter. All bodes well, thus far, for better river levels at the start 

of the 2020 season. 
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All of our beats opened with a reasonable showing of weed and the promise that it would be 

there for the season, albeit somewhat less vigorous in nature than 2018. It therefore required 

careful and sparing cuts to ensure the weed was there throughout and held up the rapidly 

thinning water levels at the back end of the season.  

Another tricky year for the angler given the daytime conditions for much of the 

spring/summer. Hawthorn were out in reasonable numbers, particularly at Abbots Barton, 

and there were a few Olives to get things underway. When the Mayfly arrived, there were 

good steady hatches with a few very heavy days at Abbots Worthy. The Grange, as ever, 

produced some extraordinary hatches of Mayfly but picky fish, often the case here when 

presented with such a buffet. It will be a lifetime’s work fine-tuning patterns for this water. 

The summer progressed with steady, if rapidly hatching Olives during the day and good but 

brief spinner falls in the evening. Sedge were more reliable late on. 

As I pen this in late December, we have had quite a drop of rain, the river is/has been over 

the banks in places, the trout are busy cutting redds and all is looking rather promising for 

the coming season. 

 

Craig Dawson 

 

Pudding Farm 

 

Apart from the usual routine winter work we had additional tasks this winter.  A 

replacement ‘home’ footbridge was needed, the original being wrecked by the cattle the 

previous summer.  Also a couple of hundred yards of soft bank required repair after these 

‘beasts’ broke through a fence and found themselves along the stream, a place they are 

normally kept well away from.  Tied-in with this incident was substantial re-fencing and 

some new gates, all of which made for an unusually high winter workload.  The springs 

broke in January and this always gives our little Nun’s Stream some speed and a sparkle,  yet 

remaining gin clear and looking very healthy. 

Towards the season’s start and beyond, there was little sign of the anticipated large dark 

olives, we see little or nothing of these insects these days.  Once so common in March and 

April as to be considered the principle cause of rising trout then, although there were few 

winter days that were not accompanied by the merest trickle of these hatching duns.  

The end of April is the usual time for the appearance of Hawthorn flies.  These will usually 

induce serious surface feeding by the trout when they are blown onto the surface.  I have to 

report that I did not see a single Hawthorn fly this spring although one or two keeper friends 

reported otherwise. By the time of the “darling buds of May” a few Medium Olives put in an 

appearance and here and there the surface was disturbed by the ‘nebs’ of the resident trout 

and grayling.  Predominantly, however, the fish would feed below the surface or on the 

emerging duns, which seems to be the consistent pattern these days.  
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And before you know it, it’s Mayfly time.  The hatches seemed to be somewhat late in starting 

this year but by the month’s end there were strong daytime showings of Mayfly, 

predominantly around teatime.  On the 3rd of June some visiting Norwegian friends enjoyed 

a remarkable time around 5p.m. and into the evening when a typical appearance of both 

duns and spinners seemed to excite every trout in the vicinity giving them all a memorable 

visit to an English chalkstream.  Generally, the Mayfly season was quite good if a little hit 

and miss some days. Fishing during the remainder of the season seemed mainly confined to 

using the nymph, as any surface activity was pretty spurious.  September provided some 

excitement with trout chasing Daddy Long Legs and the few Sedge flies in the evenings. 

Weed growth, yet again, seemed strange this summer.  Water crowfoot, Ranunculus, 

continues to gradually decline, it seems.  Yet the beds of Ribbon weed, known locally also as 

Lace weed, appear to proliferate somewhat.  Each year we are forced to cut hard during the 

June, July and August weed cuts.  These plants seem to provide little in benefit to the river 

environment, particularly in terms of habitat for any up-winged species.  However, I have 

seen numbers of Damsel flies, seemingly egg-laying on the submerged side of the long, 

floating leaves.       

At the time of writing, rainfall has been exceptional with many areas reporting local flooding 

up and down the country.  The autumn arrived with groundwater levels being somewhat 

below average so these recent rains should have done much to replenish the aquifers.  Indeed, 

some respite now would be welcome as the ground is saturated and covered, here and there, 

with large areas of standing water. 

 

Roy Darlington 

 

Winchester College 

 

As we began 2019, there was a generally drier feel to the winter than we have experienced in 

recent years. Trout spawning was almost complete, with just one or two of the smaller wild 

fish still flashing around on the gravelly shallows. Although we did have a few salmon up, 

their numbers were by no means significant. 

 

Flow rates were not great, being slightly below the seasonal average, with cold being the 

norm opposed to wet. When the waters cleared and the season got under way, there were a 

good number of fish showing and the early season flies had begun to make a show. Fish were 

rising sporadically, with the most significant rises being in the very first and last hours of 

daylight.  

 

As we moved towards the beginning of May, the Mayfly began to make a show, peaking 

towards the middle and end of the month. A magical time to be on the water. This has been 

the first year where I have been troubled by poor weed growth caused by swans. Our resident 

pair on the main river, who normally have between 3 and 5 cygnets, brought up a brood of 

8, which caused chaos with the weed, especially as we tried to manage the lower than average 
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flow rates that we experienced as the summer progressed. I have never experienced a year 

before where the weed cuts were so light, leaving as much as possible to try to hold up the 

water levels. I am hoping that 2020 is better and that the invertebrates have managed to 

survive with the much-reduced weed cover that they had.  

 

Following the end of the Mayfly, there were some notable hatches of Olives and Sedges, once 

again starting late in the day and going on well past dusk. The fish were not too enthusiastic 

after the initial gorge of the Mayfly, but did start to tuck into them in earnest as July 

progressed. It was also fun to watch as the fish sat under the alder trees, waiting for the alder 

leaf beetle larvae to fall into the water. 

 

There has been a noticeable increase  in the number of cormorants.  They are now spotted 

quite frequently. Historically they would only be noticed ‘passing by’, at great altitude. Now 

they are seen in twos and threes, flying close to the water or roosting in alder trees along the 

bank of the main river. Herons and otters continue to be ever present, with lots of spraints 

and slides showing up, especially easy to spot in the winter months. 

 

As autumn approached, we were still suffering from below average flow rates, and the water 

we did have was still warm. The trout began spawning early in November and the salmon 

did not appear until December, along with the much-needed heavy rain. The water quickly 

became coloured and only recently during the current lull in conditions, have I begun to be 

able to see where they have been spawning. 

 

Fungus in the on-growing site has once again caused a major headache, with us being unable 

to obtain any Pyceze, the Bronopol-based medicine we previously used to treat them with, 

this year. Most of the males were lost but the hen fish are certainly looking better now. 

 Last year I signed off with concerns of a ‘dry January’. This year, we have been blessed with 

a good wet late autumn and early winter, with good flow rates and hopefully some further 

rainfall to come to top up the aquifers and bestow a healthy river upon us for a fantastic 2020 

season. 

Tight lines. 

 

Mark Sankey 

 

Brambridge, Portsmouth Services Fly Fishing Association (PSFFA) Beat 

 

Thanks to some excellent work by the PSFFA volunteer keepers, the beat was in first class 

condition at season’s commencement and this was maintained, notwithstanding some local 

difficulties with an adjacent landowner.   

Over the winter 2018/19, an encouraging number of salmon redds were spotted. 

In the early months of the season fly life was plentiful and the fish responded accordingly.   

Members rendered some remarkable returns.   
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Water levels dropped considerably during the summer months, but blanket weed, that has 

been quite persistent over recent years, was not as bad as in 2018.  

An otter has been spotted on several occasions on the beat and water voles are flourishing, 

albeit damaging the banksides. There was also a fairly extensive outbreak of azolla during 

the summer months, but this has now all but been eradicated (for the moment at least). 

As the 2019 season progressed, fly life seemed to reduce and there was an increase in use of 

nymphs by members. This produced some very respectable returns (3 fish per visit in July 

increasing to over 6 per visit in October) and some notable grayling fishing, making this the 

most productive beat of the PSFFA’s waters. 

 

 

A fine grayling caught at Brambridge by PSFFA member Andy Ford 

Anthony McEwen  

 

Bishopstoke Fishing Club 

 

As I write, the River flow is strong and clear, fed by the New Year rains.  Not long ago, there 

were 5 salmon lying at the Highbridge sill and three more just above, in Lone Tree pool.  

However, as I mention further below, this late run was but a glimmer of hope in an otherwise 

dire year for the salmon.  

The BFC water has again been in excellent condition, as evidenced by the results of kick-

sampling of invertebrates and the abundance of fly life.  In particular, the resurgence of the 

Grannom was consolidated and their hatches even continued into early summer. There was 

also an unusually strong fall of Hawthorn fly early in the season, although for the second 
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consecutive year the Mayfly hatches were sporadic. It is tempting to agree with those who 

suggest that the Mayfly population enjoys more silted riverbeds, while thriving less in the 

cleaner river gravels that we have enjoyed lately. 

Anyway, as the season progressed there were huge hatches of Iron Blue and Blue Winged 

Olive, and the Sedge and Pale Watery continued to be plentiful deep into the autumn. This 

has also been another year of excellent weed growth, and the health of the river is matched 

by the variety of bird, mammal and plant life all around the riverbank.  There have been 

plentiful trout and grayling on all beats, with a growing and healthy population of wild trout, 

especially above Otterbourne.  

This was also an excellent year for angling. The catch returns tell a part of the story and, not 

surprisingly, members often report that they and their guests have enjoyed a memorable 

day’s fishing. There have, as usual, been especially good opportunities in the earlier morning 

and late evening. Yet, much as our members and guests are able to experience chalk stream 

fly-fishing that is as good as any in the world, I am struck by the consistency with which they 

report that the greatest joy of the day has simply been that of absorbing the diverse beauty 

and fascination of this environment.   

 

All of the same applies to the Lower Bishopstoke Fishery where the river condition and fly 

life have been strong and healthy. However, this is the beat where we are most aware of the 

travails of the chalk stream salmon, whose numbers have again declined, in spite of the late 

run of both salmon and sea trout . However, the beat remains as beautiful as ever and one of 

our more pressing jobs has been the familiar one of defending its banks against cattle 

degradation. 
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That we can take such pride in the Club’s waters is of course to a great extent due to the care 

and expertise of our River Keepers. Philip Parker left us at the end of the season to take up a 

deserved opportunity as the Head River and Game Keeper of the Pittleworth Manor Farm 

Estate and we are delighted that Richard Redsull joined us in his stead, directly from his role 

as Environment Agency Inspector. Peter Hellard has continued to be the rock of stability and 

support throughout this transition and we are particularly grateful for his help in facilitating 

so carefully the integration of Richard into his new role. 

Already, Peter and Richard are busy with their winter projects, which include important 

protection and restoration work at Six Hatches and along the Shawford Stream. The keepers 

were also active throughout the season in the continuing control of trespassers onto our 

property.  This has included the setting up of social media links between themselves, the EA 

and the Police, firmly supported by our regional Police Coordination Officer. Most recently, 

we have had to alert the EA to the increased level of illegal salmon fishing in the pools further 

downstream, where the fish congregate in the slack water awaiting the increased flow that 

can drive them upstream. 

In a wider sense, communication continues to be an important topic for the Club, both 

internally and with the wider community.  In this context, it is timely that we have now built 

and launched a Club website, focused on providing information on the Club and its policies, 

with links to suppliers and information useful to support members’ angling experience.   

Building our relationship with future generations and the wider community continues to be 

important to the long-term sustainability of the club. To attract the young to the magic of the 

chalk stream environment we have this year again organized a successful members’ Family 

Day and hosted another primary school visit to the river organised by the Wessex Chalk 

Streams and Rivers Trust. Our involvement with the wider community has also included 

raising funds for river conservation and related charities.  

Most recently we joined many others in presenting at the Eastleigh Plan public hearing the 

case for protecting the Itchen SAC/SSSI from urban development. The river is under threat 

in the long term from the trends of climate change, but also from the immediate pressures of 

housing development, roadbuilding, water extraction and pollution of many kinds, 

including from fine silt deposits. The damage is already evidenced by the dramatic decline 

in numbers of migrating chalk stream salmon, and we will continue to support those such as 

the Test & Itchen Association, the Itchen Salmon Group and Action Against Destructive 

Development (ADD) in campaigning to safeguard this wonderful preserve of nature. 

 

Mick Green 

Chairman  
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RIVER MEON 

 

Portsmouth Services Fly Fishing Association 

 

The early part of the season saw high flows with water levels holding up well, especially 

considering we had such a dry winter. However, levels suffered towards the middle and 

latter part of the season, with many anglers reporting very lethargic schools of fish laying 

close to the bottom. 

 

Generally, reports of fly hatches were intermittent throughout the season, although some 

very good hatches were witnessed by those anglers who stayed latest on the riverbanks. 

Sadly, this now appears to be a more common theme on most rivers and I would encourage 

all of us to do our part to help reverse the decline in our Riverflies and invertebrates in 

general. Overall the best chance of success seems to have been with a nymph pattern, 

however some anglers were occasionally in the right place at the right time and enjoyed 

excellent sport with the dry fly during some good Mayfly hatches. 

 

The wildlife spotted by anglers during the season certainly added to the enjoyment of their 

time spent on the riverbank, with Kingfishers, Deer, Watervoles and even the odd grass 

snake putting in an appearance. A good variety of fish species were also reported via the 

fishing returns, along with the Environmental Agency Electro Fishing Surveys which 

included species ranging from the tiny Sticklebacks, Lamprey (Brook and River) and 

Bullhead, to some very nice sized Chub, Trout, Eels and Sea Trout. 

 

Invertebrate sampling is carried out regularly along the 

length of the Meon, mainly by volunteers from the South 

Downs National Park Authority. In general the river is 

in good ecological health, although there does appear to 

be a decline in Gammarus numbers when compared to 

recent years, a trend I will be keeping a close eye on over 

the coming season. The full results of the surveys can be 

viewed on the Riverfly Partnership website 

http://riverflies.org/ 

 

Exton 

This section of the river is always lightly fished and this season was no exception.  There 

were some very nice wild trout caught by anglers who were able to engage stealth mode, 

which is a must in this section as the fish are easily spooked. The occasional good Mayfly 

hatch was also seen and the otter often left evidence of visiting the area, with paw prints 

often found on the mink raft. 
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St Clair’s 

The early part of season saw some good Mayfly hatches, 

although most fish were caught using nymphs. There were 

some cracking wild trout caught, along with a 24” Rainbow 

trout! which rather surprised the fisherman involved, 

especially as this section has been a wild trout catch and release 

only area since 2013. There were also some very nice chub 

caught, which always meets with mixed views from anglers. 

 

Holywell 

Anglers struggled to catch with any consistency on this section compared to previous 

seasons, with very few fish being seen in the middle to latter parts of the season.  The 

morphology of the Meon changes at this point and the low flows may have had a more 

significant impact here than other parts of the river. Even though fewer fish were caught, the 

Mayfly in the early part of the season still provided a good hatch and in general the 

invertebrate surveys showed numbers remaining at a good level. 

 

Mislingford 

Another section where the mayfly put on an excellent display early in the season, with 

spinners returning to the river in the evening leading to an excellent session for one lucky 

angler. Although this was the second highest performing beat, it never really seemed to fulfil 

its potential. 

 

Rookesbury 

Definitely a Marmite beat! with some members loving it and some very much less keen. This 

section of the river performed the best in terms of catch rate per visit over the season and one 

angler had great sport early in the season, when despite a good amount of fly life being 

present, they found nothing was rising, however switching a quilled nymph turned out to be 

the secret of success.  

 

Fontley 

A large amount of work has been undertaken on this section to control the Himalayan Balsam 

that has been running rampant for many years, a new fence was also erected to keep the 

horses away from the riverbank to allow a good fringe to establish. This has always been a 

challenging section to fish, with wading essential, it has been made easier by the selective 

trimming of overhanging branches and general maintenance (well done Jan!). I personally 

had a fantastic afternoon fishing here using nymphing tactics, catching a wide variety of 

species including Roach, Grayling, Trout, Perch and Chub. 

 

Other anglers have also had good fishing, with seat trout to 1.5lb being caught in the latter 

part of the season. 

 

Matt Owen-Farmer 

http://riverflies.org/
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