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Editor’s Notes 

 
The 2020 Rivers Report has been edited during the January 2021 lockdown. It looks as if the 
lockdown will still be in force when our members receive the Report through the post in 
February. You will want something to remind you of days on the riverbank in 2020 and to 
whet your appetite for sunnier days in 2021. I hope Ingrid and I have managed to pull 
together a Report that ticks those boxes. 

Starting on a sad note, the Association lost one of its champions in 2020. Robert Miles’s 
Tribute to Jim Glasspool captures what made Jim such a special man who contributed so 
much to the promotion of fly-fishing on the Test and Itchen and their conservation. He was 
a great source of advice and inspiration to me when I took on the role of Executive Director 
in 2016, a position he had occupied for the best part of 20 years. He will be greatly missed. 

Jim lived on the Upper Itchen and brought his profound knowledge of that beautiful stretch 
of chalkstream to the Board. Vicky Reed, who joined the Board in 2020, tells us about her own 
association with the Upper Itchen in From the Board Room. Keeper’s Corner is occupied this 
year by Bill Hawkins who has been looking after the Test at Wherwell for more than 50 years. 
Ingrid’s conversation with him and his wife Betty brings out how fortunate Wherwell has 
been to have them since their arrival from Yorkshire in 1969. 

On the serious business of river flies, I have captured what a group of chalkstream experts 
made of the results of the Association’s invertebrate monitoring in 2020. Cyril Bennett, one 
of those experts, describes what they have been doing on the Avon to help river flies fight 
the challenges of poor habitat and water quality. The Environment Agency’s Heb Leman, 
Dom Longley and Bethan Davies report on what was a good year for river restoration, 
salmon and sea trout and river flows. 

I asked Kadi de Rakoff if we could carry extracts from an article he wrote a few years ago 
about fishing on the Aclou reach of the Risle in Normandy. He was inspired to go there by 
reading Charles Ritz’s book A Fly Fishers Life, the book that first inspired me to start fly-
fishing. I hope you enjoy Kadi’s article as much I did – I will be heading to the Risle when 
circumstances allow! 

The main body of the Report is, as always, the reports from Test, Itchen and Meon fisheries 
on the 2020 season. The fishing is of course important, but I think the reports provided by 
owners and keepers bring out all the other joys of chalkstreams and just how much care and 
effort is devoted to their conservation.  

 

Jeremy Legge 
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Chairman’s Report 

 
2020 was a year many of us would prefer to forget, even though memories of the pandemic 
and all the restrictions it placed on our lives will prove hard to dislodge. 2021 has started on 
a grim note with a new national lockdown. But the vaccination programme does seem to 
offer some hope for the future. By the end of the year, if not before, we should be back to 
something approaching normality. Let’s hope so. 
 
The pandemic inevitably disrupted the activities the Association had planned for 2020. We 
were unable to hold the Membership Days at Sparsholt we had organised for March and 
October. Face-to-face engagement with our membership was much more limited than we 
would have wanted it to be. We have all become more accustomed to “virtual” meetings, but 
Zoom, Microsoft Teams and the like are no substitute for the real thing. 

Another victim of the pandemic was the lunch we had planned at Kimbridge in June. I had 
hoped this would be one way to mark my ten years as Chairman of the Association. It was 
also going to mark Jim Glasspool’s 30 years of Service on the Board of the Association, 20 
years as Secretary and then 10 years as a Director. Sadly, there will not now be an opportunity 
for us together to thank Jim in person for his tremendous service to the Association as he 
died in September. Jim was a great help to me, especially in my early days as Chairman. He 
was always on hand to share his extensive knowledge and wisdom of his beloved 
Chalkstreams. You can read a full tribute to Jim later in this Report. Jim’s family have kindly 
accepted our suggestion that we rename the Association’s Keepers Bursary the Glasspool 
Keepers Bursary in his memory.  

There were other changes in the Boardroom. Vicky Reed, a member of the Syndicate that 
owns the Yavington stretch of the Upper Itchen, joined the Board in March. She is proving to 
be a powerful advocate for this special part of the Hampshire Chalkstreams. Giles Coode-
Adams stood down from the Board in December after 10 years’ service. I am grateful for his 
strong contribution and wise counsel. Nick Parkhouse, like Giles a member of the Houghton 
Club, joined the Board in December.   

The pandemic did not prevent the Association from continuing its vital work conserving 
Hampshire’s chalkstreams and promoting and protecting the interests of our members. You 
can read about what we have been up to, together with our partners, in the pages that follow. 

 

Clay Brendish CBE.  

Chairman 
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Executive Director’s Report 

Jeremy Legge reports on the work of the Association in 2020 

2020 was a year many of us will not want to remember but will find hard to forget. 2021 has 
not got off to the best of starts, but the roll-out of the vaccines is a ray of hope. Let us hope 
that the pandemic is firmly behind us all in twelve months’ time. 

At the beginning of 2020, we were in the middle of one of the wettest winters on record. By 
March, the Itchen was out of its banks below Winchester and the flood defences were going 
up around Romsey on the Lower Test. Keepers were struggling to get the rivers ready for the 
beginning of the fishing season in April and then the pandemic struck and the country was 
locked down. 

After some good work by the Angling Trust, the national fishing organisation, fishing 
became a permitted activity in mid-May, just in time for the appearance of the Mayfly, 
normally a highlight of the chalkstream year. In the event, Mayfly hatches were spasmodic 
at best in 2020, but fishermen didn’t seem to mind. They were delighted to be out on the 
riverbank again, enjoying a wonderful spell of weather and the countryside bursting into life 
around them. Participation in angling increased quite dramatically in 2020, with the sale of 
rod licences up by about a quarter. Not all fisheries could benefit from this trend, with 
restrictions on travel disrupting the plans of those who come from far away to enjoy 
Hampshire’s chalkstreams, but day ticket fisheries enjoyed a good year. 

The fishing season was a mixed one, with the hot spell of weather in mid-Summer testing 
even the most skilful and committed angler. Most fisheries had at least some good days. 
Fishing and fly life on the Test and its tributaries seem, on the whole, to have been better than 
on the Itchen, but with often quite stark differences between even neighbouring fisheries. 
The fishing was in places exceptional. If you want to whet your appetite for the start of the 
new season look no further than William Daniel’s report on how the Bourne fished in 2020. 
My own highlight was a day on the Cheriton, an Itchen headwater, in late May. I think I 
earned my fly-fishing spurs – and a few scratches – making my way up an inaccessible if 
beautiful beat, which was new to me, and was rewarded with some lovely wild brown trout. 
Magical. I hope you all managed to find some of your own chalkstream magic this year, 
despite all the restrictions. 

It wasn’t just fishermen who were keen to get out and enjoy the riverbank. With families 
spending most of their time cooped up in their homes, lots of people wanted to enjoy the 
countryside when they could. Sadly, this led to a huge increase in trespassing and 
inconsiderate behaviour, particularly during the spells of hot weather. Owners and keepers 
also had to contend with an increase in poaching and other rural crimes, including break-ins 
and theft of river-keeping equipment. The police did their best but were woefully under-
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resourced and were often not able to respond to calls for help. When poachers were caught, 
the fines issued were risible, typically amounting to about a quarter of what a fisherman who 
had bought a day on the river would have paid. 

We circulated to our members guidance on the legal position on poaching – not as clear cut 
as you might imagine – and wanted to lay on training for keepers on how best to defuse 
potentially violent situations. But that was one of many planned membership events that fell 
victim to the pandemic restrictions. We also had to cancel our Members Days at Sparsholt in 
March and October and an Owners Lunch in June.  We do hope that it is going to be possible 
to meet again as an Association in 2021, although that is not going to happen before Easter at 
the earliest, as things stand. 

We were able to conduct a virtual AGM by Zoom in March, back in the days when zoom 
meant taking a close-up photo with your camera to most people – well, me, anyway. The 
Board has now become accustomed to meeting virtually. With the Association office in 
Kimbridge closed since March, personal contact has been at a premium. Being dependent for 
comms with the outside world on one of BT’s thinnest copper wires and dodgy mobile 
reception has led to some frustrating moments and colourful language in my home office, 
but I have done my best with Newsletters and the website to keep everyone abreast with 
what has been going on.  

And there was much that we were able to 
do. The wardens deployed on the Test 
during the weed cuts. The June weed cut 
in the Upper Test was necessarily 
exceptionally heavy with the weed 
thicker than many fisheries had ever seen 
it before. Such were the volumes of cut 
weed coming down the river, we were 
concerned about what might happen at 
some of the chokepoints, such as around 
Chilbolton. In the event, decent river 
flows and the efforts of the keepers meant 
that it all passed off without any major 
incidents. In contrast, there was barely 
any weed growth on the Lower Test until 
later on in the season. There were the 
same sort of contrasts on the Itchen, with 
the Cheriton seeing huge amounts of 
weed growth early in the year, but little 
weed to be seen only a couple of miles 
downstream on the main Itchen. Curious.  Weed cutting on the Dever – June 2020 
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We were also able to complete our invertebrate monitoring programme on the Test and 
Itchen, notwithstanding the challenges of collecting samples during a lockdown. You can 
read about the results in an article in this Rivers Report. In short, river flies, in terms of 
abundance and diversity, are bumping along the bottom, with no sign of the marked 
improvements across the catchments we would all like to see. There is no shortage of 
initiatives to address the water quality problems that lie behind this sad state of affairs, and 
some progress has been made, but there is more, much more, to do. We will continue our 
regular invertebrate monitoring activities in 2021 and add a more targeted approach where 
we think we might be able to pin-point specific problems. One encouraging development is 
the growing amount of evidence indicating that river restoration projects have a positive 
effect on river fly numbers – increases in the speed of flow through the removal of 
obstructions and channel narrowing seems to be particularly beneficial for the growth of the 
most desirable kinds of chalkstream weed and the invertebrates that spend part of their lives 
in them. 

We have tried hard over recent years to give our members opportunities to see at first-hand 
restoration projects and the benefits they bring. The message certainly seems to be getting 
out there. I visited four major restoration projects being undertaken towards the end of 2020 
and have gone back to have a look at those that were completed a year before. The results are 
impressive, not least the speed at which the river and its banks recover from what is often 
fairly major surgery. A number of new funding streams became available during 2020 which 
generated a lot of interest – over 50 potential projects have been identified and surveyed. 

One of the new funding streams was the support provided by the National Lottery for the 
Watercress and Winterbournes project, focussed on seven Test and Itchen headwaters. The 
project is generating a lot of interest in chalkstreams in local communities. This is a good 
thing, as long as sometimes unrealistic expectations on issues such as access can be contained, 
and enthusiasm for sometimes unwise and inappropriate environmental initiatives can be 
channelled in more sensible directions. I never thought anybody would seriously entertain 
the idea of introducing beavers into a chalkstream environment as they would have the 
opposite effect to what so many owners and keepers (and the Environment Agency (EA)) are 
trying to achieve in river management terms. But that is what is being proposed on the 
Frome, the westernmost of the southern chalkstreams. The extreme end of the “wilding” 
lobby is loud, determined and well-organised and can drown out those who know better 
what they are talking about. We now need, more than ever, to get the message across to 
policy-makers that conservation of the chalkstreams is heavily dependent on fisheries and 
most of those fisheries depend on the income provided by fisherfolk. The views of fisheries 
and river owners should be paramount. 

Another river restoration funding stream was provided by Southern Water as part of the 
agreement framing their revised abstraction licences. It would be churlish not to welcome 
this injection of funds, but 2020 has otherwise not been a vintage year for Southern Water, 
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even by their own low standards. After being fined £126 million in 2019 by OFWAT, the 
water industry regulator, for deliberately misreporting data about the performance of their 
waste water treatment plants, they pleaded guilty in March 2020 to over 50 offences of 
dumping noxious substances, including raw sewage, into waterways. Their activities in 
Hampshire remain under investigation by the EA.  

Progress on their commitment to deliver new supplies of water for Hampshire by 2027 
remains elusive. Portsmouth Water are moving forward with the Havant Thicket Reservoir, 
for which Southern Water would be the main beneficiary, but Southern Water seem to be 
busy talking themselves out of building a desalination plant, although that remains their 
preferred option. Starting the process of applying for a River Test drought permit application 
in September after 12 months of above average rainfall demonstrates just how little they have 
done to deal with a water supply model wholly dependent on sucking water out of the 
aquifer and the rivers, despite the Association and others badgering them for more than a 
decade to do something about it. Southern Water say their new leadership team is 
determined to do better. Maybe. But trust in Southern Water is in short supply given their 
track record. OFWAT assessed them to be the worst performing water company in 2020 
across a whole range of metrics, which sadly didn’t come as a great surprise to those who 
have to deal with them.   

The performance of the water companies is attracting increased parliamentary attention. 
Phillip Dunne’s Private Members Bill, which would oblige water companies to stop dumping 
sewage into our rivers, has attracted a lot of support. I have been struck by how supportive 
our local MPs have been and how interested, more generally, they are in the well-being of 
the chalkstreams. The formation of an All Party Parliamentary Chalkstream group is another 
sign of growing interest in Westminster. Rebecca Pow, the Environment Minister, is engaged 
and well-briefed. These are all positive developments. 

Another positive 
development in 2020 
was a resurgence in the 
numbers of salmon and 
sea trout coming back 
to the Test and Itchen 
from their time at sea. 
2,000 salmon passed 
through the counter on 
the Lower Test in 2020, 
more than double the 
total in 2019. Salmon 
redds have been seen 
as far upstream as River Test cumulative salmon counts for 2020 (source – Environment Agency) 
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Wherwell and Longparish. It has been a good year for salmon and sea trout on the Itchen 
too, with large numbers of redds seen below Winchester after a couple of years when they 
had become something of a rarity. Nobody really knows what explains the rise in salmon 
and sea trout numbers in 2020, but the hope is that it is not a one-off. 

Another satisfying number at the end of 2020 is the Association’s membership. We have 465 
members which is pretty much what we had at the beginning of the year. After such a 
difficult 12 months, during which our ability to engage with our members has been severely 
constrained, your continued support is much appreciated. Thank you.  

 

Jeremy Legge 

 

 

The Test at Lower Brook (photo credit - Nick Parker) 
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A Tribute to Jim Glasspool (1933-2020) 

Robert Miles pays tribute to Jim Glasspool 

On 7 September 2020, at the age of 87, the angling community lost a real champion and my 
task, in these few words, is to attempt to do justice to the life of a busy man. 

Jim was born in Bristol in 1933 and after school at Clifton College and completing national 
service as a pilot officer in the RAF, he won a scholarship to read chemistry at The Queen’s 
College, Oxford. 

Jim was a man of considerable intellect and ability. He joined Shell Chemicals and began a 
career that put him in senior positions which took him, and his family, first to Sweden 
between 1969 and 1972 and then to Canada, before they finally settled in the Hampshire 
village of Itchen Abbas. He was a successful businessman with considerable integrity and a 
talent for languages – particularly Swedish and German.  

As a man of wide tastes apart from his fishing, he had a love of opera, squash, and Labradors. 
Jim was in every sense of the words a gentle man – always polite, kind and composed. He 
was modest regarding his considerable achievements and never one to show temper even, at 
times, in the face of considerable adversity. 

Underpinning all this was Jim’s scientific knowledge and experience. Although in many 
ways a quiet man, he used his skills, dry sense of humour together with an ability to recognise 
when to persist and when to hold back, to considerable effect. He was a wise man with 
formidable powers of logic, possessed of both an incisive mind and an ability to see the big 
picture. He took these qualities into all his work. 

In terms of family, Jim married Susan in April 1959. They had three children, Andrew, David, 
and Rosalind, nine grandchildren and two great grandchildren.  
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It was relatives in Dorset that kindled Jim’s interest in fishing. In the 1960s and 1970s some 
bank holidays were spent on the Frome putting a mayfly in front of trout, but there is no 
doubt that working in Sweden and Canada afforded Jim every opportunity to widen his 
angling skills. Perhaps it was not then surprising that family holidays frequently had fishing 
as a common theme! Jim and Susan also loved fishing in Scotland, where they enjoyed 
regular trips to the Tay and the Conon. 

After his retirement from Shell in 1993, it was a natural progression that Jim would gravitate 
toward working on several key committees in the angling world. He occupied senior 
positions on committees concerned with national issues such as water quality, rare species 
protection, fish conservation and the impact of major developments on the freshwater 
environment. He was a trustee of the Wessex River Trust, a Chairman of the Environment 
Agency Southern Region Fisheries, Ecology and Recreation Advisory Committee and a 
former chair of the Hampshire Area Environment Group, to name but a few. 

Jim had turned himself in to what some have called a fishing activist. Jim well understood 
that if the fishing community was going to have some political clout there was a desperate 
need to bring together all the disparate groups of fishing clubs and associations, whether 
they were concerned with coarse fishing, sea angling or fishing for trout and salmon. 
Personally, I think it was his role as Vice Chair, and ultimately Chairman, of what we know 
best as the Moran Committee in 2006 that had tremendous significance. This was the 
forerunner to the Angling Trust.  Jim was chairman in 2008/9, at a time of transition to the 
Angling Trust we know today. Alongside that, Jim was a Board member of the new Fish 
Legal. The fishing community now had a source of legal expertise to turn to for advice.  

I knew Jim best fishing the river Itchen as a member of the Bishopstoke Fishing Club which 
he joined in 1985. He served on the Committee and then as a fellow Trustee. The Club were 
able to appreciate first-hand his scientific knowledge of how chemicals worked in the 
environment.  

He had the task of following Peggy Baring as Secretary of the Test and Itchen Fishing 
Association in 1993, a post which he held until 2009.  Jim then became a director and it was a 
pleasure to have his company and counsel on the Board.  

The work that he put in as Editor of “Chalk Streams,” which was published to mark the 
centenary of the Association, was impressive. This stands as a compelling compendium of 
chalk steam characteristics, their history and of the work of river keepers. He had the difficult 
task of organising the contributions from various experts well-known in the chalk stream 
world. 

In many ways Jim was the embodiment of chalk stream heritage. Jim knew that to 
understand the Test and Itchen it was essential to know their geological and human history 
in addition to the regime which is required to conserve their ecology and landscape. He was 
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acutely aware that it is largely the fishing interest which pays for the care and attention to 
and the conservation of wildlife habitat that these great rivers enjoy to this day. 

By the river, Jim was always instantly recognisable by his signature tweed jacket, cap, a huge 
bag and, often, his Labrador in tow and I shall miss him. 

We owe him a tremendous debt of gratitude and I am pleased to report that in order to mark 
Jim’s achievement in some permanent way, the Test and Itchen Association have agreed to 
create and finance an annual award, to be called The Glasspool River Keepers Bursary, which 
will benefit River Keepers in the work that they do by funding opportunities to improve or 
learn new skills. 

Robert Miles, Hon. President, Bishopstoke Fishing Club 

 

From the Boardroom - The history of my involvement with the River Itchen 
at Yavington  

Vicky Reed, who joined the Association’s Board in 2020, describes her involvement with the Upper 
Itchen 

My parents were keen flyfishers and bought a stretch of the River Frome in Dorset during 
the mid-fifties. The Frome was said to be England’s finest salmon river at that time. I caught 
my first salmon there when I was around ten years old. My father was delighted and 
suggested that I carry on and try for another fish, but I preferred to ride my pony. In truth, I 
prefer trout fishing to salmon fishing. Over the years, I have made a number of visits to 
Scotland with very limited success. It has always seemed to be too hot, too cold, too low, too 
high or the fish would not take my fly! 

My parents and some friends bought the Yavington beat on the Upper Itchen in the early 
sixties and I have inherited their share. I now manage this fishery for myself and three other 
co-owners. We have an excellent part-time keeper, Patrick Moyle, who has been with us for 
some years and keeps the river in good order. 

With my husband, Ray, we visit the beat regularly on my allotted days, often with friends, 
which means that having lunch or supper takes up more of the time than fishing. I am pleased 
that Jim Glasspool joined us for supper and fishing one day last summer, not long before he 
died. Jim has been a good friend and a fount of knowledge. 

When my parents started fishing the Upper Itchen, there were no grayling and no mayfly. 
Grayling appeared some years ago, but now seem to be less plentiful. Mayfly became 
established about ten years ago and there was a good hatch this spring while the lower Itchen 
had a very sparse hatch. In earlier years, there were good hatches of small fly and regular, 
good rises of trout. This has not been the case in recent years. 
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The main concern is the fly life, which is in decline.  There must be more work done on water 
quality, supported by regular kick sampling to assess the invertebrate life. There may be 
chemical pollution from agriculture, especially watercress beds. Recently attention has been 
drawn to the regular discharge of raw sewage into our rivers when high rainfall overwhelms 
the treatment plants. A related issue may be the number of new properties which are not 
connected to mains drainage. Domestic septic tanks cannot remove many chemical 
substances which can then leach into the groundwater. In recent years there has been a great 
deal of dark green filamentous algae which was not seen in my parent’s time. This must be 
due to eutrophication. A phosphate stripper should be installed in the sewage works in 
Alresford. There is one in Marlborough which seems to protect the River Kennet very well. 

My first priority as a new Director of the Association is to meet with as many owners and 
tenants of the Upper 
Itchen and its tributaries 
as possible to ascertain 
their views. I can then 
discuss issues with 
Jeremy Legge and take 
them to Board meetings. I 
look forward to learning 
more about our 
wonderful chalk rivers 
where I have spent so 
many happy days over 
many years. 

Vicky Reed 

 

 

Photos of harrowing at Yavington – taken in the 1980s – exact year unknown 



Aardvark McLeod are international travel specialists. For over 15 years 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: +44 (0)1980 847389 • E: mail@aardvarkmcleod.com • www.aardvarkmcleod.com 
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Keepers’ Corner 

Ingrid Burt talks to Bill Hawkins, Keeper for the Wherwell Estate on the River Test, about his record 
51 years as a Riverkeeper.  The interview includes input from his wife, Betty. 

Bill, you are marking your 51st year of riverkeeping this year.  How did you start? 
Bill - I was a miner first, at the Manvers Main Colliery, Yorkshire, in between Rotherham and 
Doncaster.  My father, grandfather and many of my relatives were all miners before me.  I 
was in the pit for 18 years but knew that I needed to change.  I wanted to be in the countryside 
and started looking for gamekeeping and riverkeeping positions.  My fellow miners thought 
I was mad.  I spotted an advert in the Trout & Salmon in 1969 for an Under Keeper at Wherwell 
Priory and wrote a brief letter applying.  The Head Keeper at the time was Paul O’Toole, he 
was an Irish/Yorkshire man by birth so wasn’t too fussed that my letter was very much to the 
point!  I got an interview, so Betty, mother-in-law and me raced down the A1 in my red VW 
Beetle to Wherwell.  We got hopelessly lost in the village, but thankfully the first person we 
asked for help from was Paul O’Toole.  They took a punt on me as I had no experience at all.  
I guess that Paul could tell that I had the interest and wasn’t afraid of hard work.   
Betty – we were shown the cottage which was to be part of the job and where we were to live 
and I was quite surprised by the condition, but my mother told me that there was nothing 
there that couldn’t be sorted with a lot of spit and polish.  We’ve been in the same cottage for 
51 years now! 
Editor’s note:  Bill and Betty live in an idyllic thatched cottage in Wherwell just by the Church 
and the Test.  

Bill Hawkins (photo credit: - Mark Shickle) 
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With no experience, how did you learn your craft? 
Bill - I knew nothing.  Paul O’Toole died within eighteen months of me starting.  Lady 
Brecknock offered me the Head Keeper position, but I didn’t want it as I had no experience.  
Lady Brecknock told me to take the job and she organised for me to be under Mick Lunn for 
a year.  Anything I didn’t know I asked Mick.  He was Head Keeper for the Houghton Club 
at the time but made time to teach me.  I made mistakes, but never twice.  Mick and I became 
good friends.   
Editor’s note:  The Wherwell Estate was owned by the Countess of Brecknock until her death 
in 1989 when it was passed to her son the Marquis of Camden.  The Estate was split, with the 
fishing, land and house that comprises the current Wherwell Priory being sold in the late 
1980s.  The fishing at Wherwell Priory continued to be leased to Lord Camden until 2006.  
Wherwell Estate fishery today comprises approximately 3 miles of the River Test.   

You must have seen enormous changes on the Estate since you moved here in 1969? 
Bill - Back when I started there were eighteen staff on the Estate, from a chauffeur to 
gamekeepers.  Today there are about six.  Those who came to fish on the Estate were nearly 
all Lords and Ladies.  I would wait outside the Priory in the morning, all suited and booted, 
and lead the fishing guests to the River, giving them guidance and tips. I was told to check 
on them twice a day and be on hand for all eventualities.   I even had to pull one out of the 
river, Colonel Burney.  He had got too excited!  
Nowadays, I don’t often get to meet those who 
fish here.  There are all sorts who fish at 
Wherwell, including Paul Whitehouse and Bob 
Mortimer who filmed here for their Gone Fishing 
TV series.  I did get to meet them!  That was a 
great day.   
Betty – I was a Lady’s Maid to Lady Brecknock 
for many years.  It was unusual for me to allowed 
to be a lady’s maid as we had a daughter.  In 
those days, women weren’t supposed to work in 
service if they had children.  I was a Lady’s Maid 
for 20 odd years and was with Lady Brecknock 
right up until she died.  It was a privilege.   
Bill – yes, it was a privilege to work for her.  She 
was strict though, but we had so much respect for 
her.    

What about changes in how the fishery is 
managed? 
Bill - Oh there have been lots of changes, some of them good, like the ride-on mower, and 
some bad.  We used to have to cut all the riverbanks with push-along mowers.  I do still use 

Betty Hawkins 
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one though as I prefer it especially where the 
banks are narrower.  It keeps me walking! 
Weedcutting hasn’t changed though, it’s still 
all done by hand. I’ve had the same scythe 
since 1969, I’ve had to change the handle a 
couple of times. I’m happiest when I’m 
weedcutting, when I’m in my waders in the 
river, working out what to cut and what not to 
cut. That’s the hardest part, because once it’s 
cut, it’s cut.  You can’t put it back.  The whole 
process of the weedcut on The Test has got 
better over the years though, there’s much less 
complaints between fisheries.   
Betty – Way back, I used to help with 
weedcutting as well, even though I can’t 
swim.   
Bill - The Estate used to have stews, but sadly 
we had to get rid of them with all the otter 
trouble we were getting.  We buy our stocked 
fish in now. We still have otter problems, 
particularly around the lake. I see fewer swans 
though which is a good thing.   
Bill – One change for the good is that hopefully 
I’ve stopped falling in the river.  I fell in once, 

years ago in January, just by the stews.  There were cows in the nearby field, with an electric 
fence to keep them off the riverbank.  A bull got me, pushed me through the electric fence 
and into the river. 

Do you fish yourself? 
Bill - I have a go on the lake now and again.   
Betty – He’s very good, but he doesn’t praise himself.  I don’t fish, but I’ve been in the river 
with Bill when he’s catching eels.  I help him where I can.  I don’t get into the river anymore, 
but I like to walk the banks with Bill and help with the burn ups.   

What’s a burn up? 
Bill - That’s when we have taken branches and other overhang down and we burn them up 
on the banks.  The trouble is when we have a burn up, Betty is too tidy, I can’t get her away 
so that I can start the fire.  She’ll be picking up every leaf if she could.  I want to get on with 
the job! 
Betty – I wish Bill would let me get the brush and shovel out!   

 
 
 
 

Bill weedcutting (photo credit - Mark Shickle) 
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Do you have a favourite fly? 
Bill - Not really.  Going back a bit to when Lady Brecknock was 
alive, one of her guests used the same fly from the start of the 
season to the end and he was very successful.  Never changed his 
fly.  It was an Iron Blue.   
 
Do you have any plans to retire? 
Bill - Why do people keep asking me if I’m going to retire?  Why should I retire?  I’m not as 
quick or strong as I used to be, but I can still do the work that I do.  I count myself very lucky.  
I miss my dogs though.  We had working Labradors, usually 3 at a time, one puppy, one in 
middle years and then an older one.  I used them for beating during the shooting season.   
Betty – He’ll never retire and I wouldn’t want him to.  He loves it too much.  How many 
people can say that they love the job that they do?   
Bill – I work Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday and am on duty on Sundays, but work all week 
during weedcut. 
Betty – Even on his days off, he’ll be walking the banks, checking on everything.   

What about the changes in the village over the years? 
Bill - When we first moved to Wherwell, most of the cottages were lived in by those who 
worked on the Estate or those who had worked on the Estate but retired.  Now it’s very 
different, more from London.  There have been lots of houses built that are out of place in the 
village.   
Betty – In the early days, others in the village didn’t quite understand us and we didn’t quite 
understand them!  These southerners thought they were talking normally and so did we.  Bill 
would come back from the White Lion pub and say that the others didn’t laugh at his jokes, 
but when we got friendlier with everyone, they told us that they hadn’t understood him. 

 

River Flies on the Test and Itchen – the latest evidence 

Jeremy Legge reports on the Association’s 2020 invertebrate sampling programme 

Poor water quality, as reflected in poor river fly abundance and diversity, is the issue of 
greatest concern to our members. The Association has invested heavily in recent years in 
gathering river fly data on the Test and Itchen. What does the data tell us? How can we use 
it to identify the problems causing poor water quality? Can we use it to assess the efficacy of 
some of the solutions that have been tried? 

Salmon and Trout Conservation (STC) created a baseline with their River Fly Census. Over 
the period 2015-17, Spring and Autumn samples were taken at the same five sites on the Test 
and six sites on the Itchen. The sample collection method used was the “Three Minute Kick-
Sweep sample”, the established and recognised methodology for collecting invertebrate 
samples. As the name implies, it involves collecting invertebrates from a cross-section of the 
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river over a period of three minutes. The invertebrates collected are identified and counted. 
The results are then put through various metrics designed to identify the problems causing 
poor water quality: different invertebrates have different tolerances for stressors such as 
excessive sediment, low flow and high organic content. Conclusions about water quality can 
be drawn from the presence or absence of certain species (diversity) and how many there are 
(abundance). As the invertebrates are living in the river, they can tell you about water quality 
over time, as opposed to the snap-shot provided by chemical analysis of a water sample. 
Invertebrate sampling is also relatively easy and cheap to do.  

The Association helped fund the River Fly Census on the Test and Itchen and continued 
collecting samples from the same sites in 2019 and 2020. We now have all the results. What 
do they tell us? The depressing if not unexpected overall picture is that the Test and Itchen 
are basically bumping along the bottom in water quality terms. Things have not got 

significantly worse over the 
period 2015-20, but you 
cannot point to sustained 
improvements. Low flows, 
excessive sediment, high 
phosphate levels, organic 
pollution and a cocktail of 
complex chemicals 
(insecticides, pesticides etc) 
continue to have a negative 
impact on invertebrate 
diversity and abundance 
along the length of both 
rivers.  

Some of the problems are 
diffuse, without any 

obvious single source. On the Itchen, for example, complex chemicals were causing problems 
at all sites on the river in 2020, with the SPEAR index, the metric used to measure the impact 
of complex chemicals, hovering around the Water Framework Directive (WFD) threshold at 
all five sites. One oddity of the Itchen is that water quality appears to improve as you move 
downstream, with some of the best invertebrate results being seen at the most downstream 
site (Brambridge). You would expect the opposite.  

On the Test, the results do point to some site-specific problems (and success stories). The site 
at Fullerton showed the highest levels of organic pollution: it is just downstream of where 
two sewage works discharge into the river which points pretty clearly to the likely problem. 
The results at Bossington, on the other hand, were relatively good. This seems to be linked to 
the extensive river restoration projects that have been undertaken at Bossington in recent 

Matt Owen-Farmer collecting samples 
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years – there is good evidence that river invertebrate abundance and diversity respond 
positively to increased flow which is often the main objective (and outcome) of well-designed 
and managed river restoration projects. 

The metrics used are valuable tools, but they are a bit dry and intangible. What does it really 
mean if the river at site X is Moderately Impacted as opposed to Slightly Impacted by Organic 
pollution? The Environment Agency use - in fact, they are required by law to use – the generic 
WFD standards to assess river quality. Using these standards, the Test and Itchen are judged 
to be in “Good” condition – which they are clearly not. What we really need is bespoke 
chalkstream water quality standards that are both recognised and used by the regulators, as 
well as being readily intelligible and meaningful to the interested layman.  

 

With this in mind, STC agreed two chalkstream targets with the Environment Agency. The 
first is that there should be more than 500 gammarus in an Autumn invertebrate sample 
(gammarus, the freshwater shrimp, is typically the main food source of chalkstream trout 
and you would hope to find thousands of them in a sample – and still sometimes do). The 
second is that there should be more than 10 species of Mayflies at a site over the combined 
Spring and Autumn samples. 

How did the Test and Itchen rate against these standards in 2020? Badly. At the five Test 
sites, gammarus counts from the Autumn 2020 samples ranged from 97 (Fullerton) to 678 
(Polhampton), with only Polhampton exceeding the 500+ standard. On the Itchen, the scores 
ranged from 32 (Yavington) to 597 (Brambridge), with only Brambridge exceeding the 
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standard. The Mayfly diversity scores were also disappointing. On the Test, the number of 
Mayfly species identified at the 5 sites ranged from 4 to 7 (Whitchurch and Broadlands) 
against the standard of 10. At the five Itchen sites, the range was from 5 to 8 (Yavington). 
These 2020 results are generally similar to those from the 2015-17 River Fly Census survey. 

Are these chalkstream standards being consistently met on any river in England? The short 
answer is no, but some rivers have been or are in better condition than the Test and Itchen. 
Sampling done by the Association on the Meon in 2017 showed gammarus counts exceeding 
500 at nine of the 12 sites, with numbers above 1,000 at most of them. But none of the 12 sites 
met an invertebrate diversity chalkstream target. Invertebrate abundance and diversity on 
the Upper Avon did come close to or exceed the standards until 2015 when there was a 
sudden and dramatic decline of the kind that appears to date back to the 1970s on the Test 
and Itchen. 

Why isn’t anything being done about it? Well, lots has been done, but clearly not enough. 
New(ish) limits on abstraction licences will help maintain river flows in the future. River 
restoration projects enhance flows. New discharge licences for water cress farmers have seen 
phosphate levels in the Upper Itchen start to decline – though nitrate levels are increasing, 
probably as a result of the legacy of old agricultural practices locked into the groundwater. 
Numerous projects have been completed to stop sediment getting into the tributaries and 
headwaters of both rivers. Farmers are encouraged by initiatives such as Catchment Sensitive 
Farming to limit their impact on water quality in rivers neighbouring their land. The water 
companies are investing in equipment to strip phosphates and other harmful materials from 
what is discharged into rivers from sewage treatment plants – but their performance in this 
area remains so poor that they have been successfully prosecuted by the Environment 
Agency.  

What more can be done? The government has an opportunity to set ambitious new 
environmental standards and sometimes sounds like it means to. Ministers and local MPs 
understand that the chalkstreams of southern England are an environmental treasure of 
global importance and much more needs to be done to conserve and protect them. The public 
are much more engaged and, when well-informed, can be a powerful voice for change. The 
real custodians of the rivers, the owners and their keepers, care deeply about their inheritance 
and are determined to do all they can to restore the rivers to their full majesty. A selection of 
NGOs, including the Association, have between them the resources, expertise, contacts and 
determination to identify the problems and keep the pressure on the regulators to do more 
about them.  

Catchment-wide solutions to generic problems are important, but I think many of us would 
share the sense of satisfaction if we could use invertebrate sampling to identify definitively 
the source of a specific problem and then use that evidence to persuade those with the powers 
to do so, to rectify it.  
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The work of Dr Cyril Bennett on the Upper Avon shows what is possible when the required 
skill, persistence and determination is applied. In the Autumn of 2020 sampling at a number 
of Upper Avon sites showed poor river fly results compared to baseline levels from previous 
sampling campaigns. Follow-up sampling was conducted and the source of the problem was 
traced upstream to a specific site. Much higher numbers of Heptageniidae, invertebrates 
intolerant of high levels of organic pollution, above the site than below it pinpointed the 
nature of the problem. The story does not yet have the happy ending of the regulators 
requiring the offending site to mend its ways, but Cyril is on the case. If nothing else, this 
case study shows the power of invertebrate sampling to quickly identify problems and pin-
point the source. 

The Association will continue its invertebrate monitoring programme in 2021. Other than 
building a valuable, scientifically rigorous, record of the state of the two rivers, the ambition 
is to use the data to identify site-specific pollution problems and then work with the 
regulators to rectify them. 

The Association is indebted to Richard and Daniel Osmond and Matt Owen-Farmer for 
collecting the 2020 samples; to Dr Nick Everall for analysing the samples; and to them and 
Dr Cyril Bennett and Dr Janina Grey, for sharing their expertise and insights on what the 
results meant. 

For those of you who would like to see more of the detail, all of the Test and Itchen results 
are on the Association’s website (www.testanditchen.com - Members Area (password 
browntrout) – River Fly Data and Analysis). You will also find there analysis of previous 
invertebrate sampling on the Test, Itchen and Meon. 

Jeremy Legge 
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Improving River Fly Populations 

Dr Cyril Bennett describes some of the initiatives undertaken by the Salisbury and District Angling 
Club to improve river fly populations on the Wiltshire Avon 

Like other southern chalk streams, the Wiltshire Avon has suffered from poor water quality 
issues leading to a reduction in the abundance and diversity of river flies. The Salisbury and 
District Angling Club (S&DAC) have taken a number of initiatives to help populations of 
some of the iconic chalk stream river flies to recover.  

 
The Blue Winged Olive (Serratella ignita) 
 

Without doubt, this is one of the most important flies for our summer evening fishing, but 
recent reductions in the populations appear to be due to the effects that increased levels of 
silt and phosphates are having on the eggs during the long incubation period. Eggs placed 
in the river showed that huge numbers were losing their adhesion and research carried out 
by Dr Nick Everall (Aquascience) has shown increasing egg mortality with increasing levels 
of sediment and phosphates. 

The Blue Winged Olive is recorded as 
having one generation a year with 
overwintering eggs; the eggs enter 
diapause (suspended development) in 
the penultimate stage of development. 
Rising water temperatures in the 
following spring break the diapause, 
allowing the eggs to hatch.  

However, work at S&DAC has shown 
that, instead of entering diapause, a 
small (perhaps increasing) proportion 
of the eggs hatch to produce a second 
generation (shown in red) which 
probably overwinter as larvae.    

BWO - Egg Development & losses due to increasing silt levels 
 

Second Generation of BWO 
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Collecting the eggs 
Females returning to the river in the late evening carry an ‘egg ball’ consisting of around 1000 
fertilised eggs which are released into fast flowing water (riffles). Flying females (together 
with the eggs) are collected in a large insect net (keeping the net dry) and transported to 
nearby premises to separate the eggs.  

The contents of the net are emptied into a large tray filled with tap water* and agitated to 
allow the eggs to sink down onto glass ‘incubation’ plates and then left for 24 hours to stick. 
The plates are then upended and placed into a slotted incubation chamber and left in an 
unheated area. The eggs darken as they mature and require only a minimum of attention, 
mild aeration and occasional (very gentle) water changes. 

In early March (before they hatch) the eggs are moved into the river, suspended below a ‘Fly 
Board’ out in the main flow of the river. In late May, a small sample of the eggs can be 
removed and checked under a microscope to confirm they have hatched. 
* Eggs are fine in tap water and this overcomes any biosecurity problems - but they must be placed into the river before they hatch 

The Grannom (Brachycentrus subnubilus) 

Egg-Laying Females (Sherry Spinners) at West Amesbury in the late evening 
 

Separating the eggs Incubation Chamber Moving the eggs to the river 

Egg-Laying females on Grannom board Grannom Eggs Grannom popultaions at Ham Hatches 
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Depleted Grannom populations upstream of Salisbury have been overcome with the 
movement of large numbers of eggs from below the city. As egg-laying females are attracted 
to old posts in the river, specially designed ‘egg boards’ are used by our river keeper Paul 
Clancy to collect large numbers of eggs. The boards are then moved to sites upstream where 
the eggs hatch in about 21 days. Good hatches of Grannom are now being recorded at 
Queensberry Bridge (Site 4) and Ham Hatches (Site 5) providing some welcome dry fly 
fishing in the middle of April.  

The Mayfly (Ephemera Danica)   
  

Mayfly eggs can be collecting in the same way as Black Winged 
Olive eggs except that the eggs need to be ‘milked’ out of the 
females directly into a tray of water, sinking down onto the 
incubation plates; each female produces 4000 - 5000 eggs. The 
eggs darken as they mature (unfertilised eggs remain white) and 
will hatch in about 24 days.  

Development stages (similar to Black Winged Olive but without 
diapause) can be checked under a microscope but they must be placed into the river before 
they hatch.  After a pollution incident on the Derbyshire Wye, a full population was restored 
in just two years. 

Habitat Improvement – Gravel Jetting 

Apart from improving trout spawning areas, the removal of silt from gravel also improves 
the habitat for invertebrates. After a substantial drop, all invertebrates increase to well above 
their original population size by migrating from the surrounding ‘silty’ areas. Whilst this is 
only a temporary fix, a silt free habitat can be maintained with the use of suitable groynes 
etc. to increase flow rates.           

‘Milking’ eggs from female 

Gravel jetting at Queensberry Bridge 



Chalk stream restoration specialists

If you mend it, trout will come!

For more information please visit

www.cainbioengineering.co.uk

To contact us call 01725 467003
or email info@cainbioengineering.co.uk

Photo: Award winning conservation - Bourne Rivulet Project
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No one said being a wildlife photographer was easy 

Dick Hawkes describes some of the challenges he faced capturing images for his new book 

Over the last couple of years, I have been taking photographs for my book "Chalk Streams - 
A Unique Environment Worth Conserving”. The book is a layperson’s guide to these habitats 
and a photographic record of their current state; because, as we all know, chalk streams are 
at risk from the threats of abstraction, climate change, chemical and effluent pollution, and 
housing development. Having decided to take all the photographs myself, it has been an all-
absorbing focus over many months, although I have only been “on location” once a week. 
My aim was to take all the shots of the wildlife featured in the book in the chalk stream 
environment. This has been a real logistical challenge: I live nearly a two-hour drive away, 
and, as I discovered on multiple occasions, wildlife does not appear to order. 

The two images of water voles in the 
book are the result of four 120-mile 
round trips and the help of Ali Morse 
(Hampshire & Isle Wight Wildlife 
Trust) and Elaina Whittaker-Stark 
(South Downs National Park 
Authority), who shared the locations 
of several recent sightings. 
Unfortunately, these extremely shy 
animals are usually only seen very 
briefly - perhaps a momentary 
glimpse, - then a “plop” as it enters 
the water. I knew that the chances of 
water vole sightings coinciding with 

my visits with a camera were not high. Pleasant but long hours spent lugging my camera 
equipment many miles around the locations were not showing any results, and I was on my 
fourth (so far unsuccessful) trip when I arranged to meet Elaina for a thank you drink in East 
Meon. I was a few minutes early, so I revisited a nearby tiny channel of the Meon chalk stream 
— more a ditch, really. I looked over a low wall to spot a water vole peering out of its burrow. 
I don’t know who was most surprised! I managed to quickly shoot off a few frames before it 
disappeared.  

Most of us who spend time by rivers frequently see kingfishers flashing by - although it never 
seems to occur when I have a camera in my hand. Even if I did, these birds are much too fast 
for me to be able to raise the camera, focus, and press the shutter before they’ve flown on. 
And how often do you see a kingfisher? Maybe a one-millisecond flash by every few days? 
So, a bit of planning was required to capture the photos I wanted.  

One option is to locate a perch and stake it out using a hide for hours on end over many days. 
As I only had one day a week to shoot the photographs for the book, this wasn’t going to be 
practical for me. The wonderful shots you see of kingfishers in books and calendars are 
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almost always setups, but I wanted the images I took to be "in-situ” and “natural”, either in 
chalk streams or in chalk stream valleys. Peter Hellard, the keeper at Bishopstoke, knew of 
one fairly reliable location. I set up my kit and kept well hidden, but having spent a whole 
day there, I had nothing to show for it. A kingfisher was in the area, but it just flashed by half 
a dozen times at incredible speed, patrolling his kilometre of territory. I needed to try again! 

Stuart Mcteare, Head Keeper for the Piscatorial Society, knew there were kingfishers nesting 
near his house on the Avon, so I tried several times to locate the birds and find a suitable 
location from which to get my shots. Inevitably, after spending a couple of unfruitful and 
uncomfortable hours staking out likely spots, I came back to base to chat with Stuart — and, 
of course, that’s when the kingfisher flashed by us! This was much to the amusement of Stuart 
and the others who had seen me wandering back and forth on a fruitless search, loaded down 
with camera gear. 

On another trip, I staked out a location on the Avon where I had found a perch for the 
kingfisher to spot and catch fish. I was suitably well hidden (or so I thought) behind some 
shrubs and reeds. Sitting on a flimsy stool that was constantly sinking into the mud, I 
managed a two-hour stint before I decided it was time to go. I got up, moved back a yard to 
pack up my gear, glanced back at the perch and (you’ve guessed it) the kingfisher appeared 
at the perch. I lurched for the camera on the tripod but only managed to get one blurred, out-
of-focus photo. The bird had quickly spotted his prey in the water, dived in, and flown off.  

Fortunately, on yet another trip, a two-hour stint finally resulted in a couple of snatched shots 
as the light was fading. I got my photo for the book — a kingfisher in a natural setting. It took 
six 160-mile round trips and many patient hours just to get one suitable shot for the book! I 
also wanted to get a photo of mayfly spinners swarming over the river in the early evening. 
This required a very fast shutter speed to freeze the flies in the frame and avoid a blurred 
mess. I needed to be close enough for the flies to be recognisable, which meant standing on 
a bridge overlooking the river Avon, but at the same time showing the trees in the 
background to give context. A second image, shot with a longer lens to isolate a single fly, 
was next to a bush, again to give context.  

I wanted to get a close-up image of 
this iconic chalk stream species, so I 
needed to get some control over the 
process. To do this, I used a very soft 
bug net to capture a male spinner 
returning to the Avon in the late 
afternoon. I then placed the fly on a 
leaf I had set up in a light tent, which 
gives the soft lighting essential to 
bring out the features of the body and 
wings. The mayfly was co-operative 
just long enough for me to get my shot 
before it flew off. I think this image 
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shows the intricate details that are so easy to miss when you’re viewing these creatures from 
a distance on the river bank. 

Getting photographs of wild brown trout proved to be even more of a challenge than I had 
anticipated. I wanted shots of them in their natural habitat, not on the bank, in a net, or being 
handled. Many of my attempts to photograph them from the bank or from bridges proved to 
be unsatisfactory. Reflections that couldn’t be eliminated with a polarising filter and the 
refraction of the moving water resulted in a blurred and milky picture. It took a crystal clear 
stretch of the Upper Itchen and bright sunshine at the right angle to get two of the images of 
wild brown trout used in the book. One shot was taken above the surface of the water, and 
the other under the water. I rather like all the colours and patterns created by the light on the 
clean gravel of the riverbed and the reflection of the fish in the “window” in the underwater 
shot. This and some of the other images of fish I shortlisted for the book were taken while 
wading with a waterproof compact camera. It took the right weather, light, and clarity of 
water to get an acceptable outcome — as well as the rejection of many out-of-focus or badly-
composed efforts! I took other images of fish and aquatic weeds such as ranunculus with a 
standard camera held perilously close to the surface of the water.  

I wanted to get shots of trout mating activity, but, as with many of the photos for the book, 
the wildlife had not read the script. I needed to find the redds the trout scrape in suitably-
sized clean gravel. Several contacts suggested locations, but after three 140-mile return trips 
at the right time of year, I had spotted a few redds, but no trout action. 

Then, in January 2019, Nick Gooderham came to the rescue: We were tipped off that redds 
were visible on the Bourne Rivulet. Nick gained permission from the owner and we walked 
the length of the stretch. Right at the end of it, we came across a fabulous sight: several 
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sizeable trout going about their mating activity. We were both blown away to see this so 
clearly in the shallow crystal-clear water. The summer drought and very low water levels did 
me a favour, as normally the trout activity would be totally underwater, making it impossible 
to get decent images from the bank. The photos would have come out murky, even with a 
polarising filter. But my luck was in that day. The trout were thrashing around and breaking 
the surface in a frenzy, enabling me to capture some clear and fairly dramatic action shots. 
Nick and I felt privileged to see this. I have included a sequence of the action in the book. 

I hope the book captures the essence of the chalk streams - featuring the beauty of the 
environments, the way they were formed and are now being maintained, and the rich variety 
of wildlife these habitats support.   

Dick Hawkes 
www.dickhawkesphotography.com 
 
Copies of the book can be purchased from: www.riversidepublishingsolutions.com 
 

 

Upper Itchen at Ovington 
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representative record of this precious and ecologically unique habitat - before much of it is lost 
to the many threats it faces. Chalk streams have been described as England’s “rainforest”. 
Around 85% of the world’s chalk streams are in England. They are beautiful, biologically distinct 
and amazingly rich in wildlife, but are under threat from man-made issues of abstraction, 
pollution from chemicals and effluent, development for housing, and climate change.  
Included in the book are images of typical habitats  
and species of wildlife found in chalk streams and  
water meadows, highlighting those that are rare  
or most under threat. A4 Hardcover 160 pages. 
£30 per copy from:  
www.riversidepublishingsolutions.com  

For photographic commissions of fisheries contact: 
dickhawkes@dickhawkesphotography.com 
www.dickhawkesphotography.com

mailto:dickhawkes@dickhawkesphotography.com
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Trout fishing in Normandy…. on Charles Ritz’s favourite river La Risle 

Arkadi de Rakoff remembers his first visit to the Risle 

It was my birthday. I was sitting alone in our holiday home in northern France.  Our local 
river, a pretty little stream and haven to worm casting, 'rip 'em out for the table' fishermen, 
was dying on its feet in the summer's heat. Having just devoured the last pages of a 
thoughtful present, Charles Ritz's wonderful autobiography 'A Fly Fisher's Life', I was left 
yellowing with cabin fever and envy.  

That man had led some kind of life.  Heir to the fabulous Ritz Hotel fortune, he was an 
immensely sophisticated and passionate Frenchman who had the time and resources to scour 
the world for his fishing pleasure - and pretty much to the exclusion of everything else in his 
life, that's exactly what he did. But in the end, doesn't it always come down to a question of 
where the heart lies?  And in his case, that special home water he kept returning to was the 
river Risle in Normandy.  

To quote from Ritz's eulogy. 

 " The finest and richest reach of the Risle is undoubtedly that of Aclou.  I think it is the finest in the 
world and better than any reach of the Test, Itchen and Wylie". 

Now you have to say that's a pretty ambitious claim. Nothing else to do, I dug out the 
maps. 'Aclou' lay 150 km from my front door.  

Now picture a meeting with a total stranger in a pub in Stockbridge and him 
actually pleased to offer you a prime stretch of the Test, and at a cost next to nothing. 
Impossible, you say.   Well, not in France, my friends. The next afternoon I found myself in 
the bar of the Hotel Soleil d'Or, deep in a Normandy Valley.  My companion over coffee and 
Calvados was the charming Bernard Rambaud.  And to my amazement, Bernard turned out 
be the proprietor of a 3 km stretch of double bank fishing on the Risle.  Ritz's beloved Aclou 
just a couple of kms downstream. 

Bernard suggested we take a trip to the waters before I made up my mind about fishing there. 
I think it was his chance to check me out a little, too!   5 minutes later, I was driving through 
the fisherman's entrance to the Rambaud family domain. Beyond the cow-grazed pastures - 
the banks of the Risle. 

 When Bernard showed me the catch book I was surprised to see how little the river had been 
fished in the past few years.  Just family and the odd visit from Parisian angling friends.  But 
their catch rate certainly looked impressive, and with sizes up to fifty-five centimetres.  Lots 
caught on sedge and something called a Pont Audmer?  Bernard gave me one from his box.  I 
thought it looked like more like the gaudy cockade on a French Dragoon's helmet than the 
delicate up-winged insect it was supposed to imitate.  But then I always distrust a fly until 
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I've caught with it.  It's part of the territory that comes from a novice's lack of self-confidence, 
plus a niggling urge to keep changing the offering. 

Bernard left me with the keys to the gates of his kingdom along with an invitation for drinks 
at his home the following evening.  Driving the valley road back to my hotel, I mulled on the 
following day's prospects. The realities of life started creeping back in. In those days I was 
just an average fishing nut with a limited experience of rivers.  This nagging quotation from 
Ritz's book kept running through my mind.  

"When I finally learnt how to fish for trout, it was on the Risle. When you can take fish there, you can 
take anywhere".   

Not exactly the balm of inspiration for a wobbly confidence. 

Around seven the next morning I'd given up fighting a fitful night's sleep and was taking a 
coffee in the breakfast room.  Like all those privileged to fish a trout river from their own 
front door, Bernard had tactfully suggested that the evening rise was the cream of the day's 
sport, and I might like to save my energies for that.  But how do you constrain a starving man 
to just an evening course, when he can gorge on the banquet of a whole day? 

I hit the banks in my usual fashion, armed with the last fly I'd used on a previous trip.  The 
first section I encountered was the longest on offer, and at its broadest, about thirty metres 
across; too deep to wade in hip boots, and eddies and strong pulling currents would play 
havoc with any long line.   After half an hour or so of wandering, I found what I'd come for, 
under the shifting shadows of an overhanging low willow - dull golden flanks ascending 
from a weed bed, nosing and sifting the river for food. I didn't manage to put him down until 
the fourth cast - but at least he'd shown a quiver of interest in one of my efforts. 
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But now the river was getting more interesting.  I'd arrived at a point where it bottle-necked 
to shallows before spreading to encompass the Islands - and that's where I felt I had my best 
chance.   Most of the waters alongside the Islands were wade-able, so I could work upstream 
prospecting under their inviting overhangs or back to the undercut banks.  Much better than 
the deep daunting water that had dampened my spirits for the last couple of hours.   

Then for one of the few times in my fishing life, I actually walked the waters I was going to 
fish in, first.  I can hear the sighs.  But I did it, and unbelievably, I even walked away from it 
too.  It was around noon and already an average dog day in August. So why be lacerating 
the waters of a dead river in frustration when I should be saving myself for ”la crème”, the 
evening rise.   

So I followed the main river road down to Montford-sur-Risle, where I found a lovely 
riverside Auberge where I satisfied my craving for a steak, frites and salad on a terrace 
overlooking the river. Around 5 in the evening I was back at the river, buoyed by a refreshing 
breeze and the huge calvados that had tailed my long lunch. Funny how it is when you're 
feeling confident - alcohol induced or not - but the river in front of me had an altogether 
different complexion.  It felt alive, and for the first time that day my adrenaline was on the 
rise.  I'd even spotted a few pale olives dancing in the tree-filtered sunlight - so I had a point 
of departure. 

Casting to a fishy looking weed bed just downstream of an island, I got an immediate 
response.  My knee-jerk reaction produced a tightening and I was in to my first Risle trout. 
It couldn't have been more than 25cm, but from the fight that he gave me he obviously wasn't 
aware of his size.  What a start - hole in one off the first tee.  But we all know what sporting 
Gods are like, and it was soon back to double bogeys.  Still no signs of rising fish, and I missed 
two unannounced offers.  I took a break on the bank side for tobacco and a survey.  

The sun was on the dip and the waters alongside the Island were mainly in shadow.  Midges 
and sedge were making an appearance along with the olives.  Dithering as usual when faced 
with choice, I tied on a cul de canard emerger in the hope they might fancy something French 
to eat.  I cast to a small pool at the tail of the riffle dividing the Islands. Misjudging the flow, 
I was fighting to retrieve slack when a fish rose to engulf the fly.  The rod shot up, the line 
went tight, and this time there was a dogged two pounder on the end and punching every 
ounce of its weight.  One of the things I love most about wading in rivers is sliding a fish to 
thigh and unhooking it in its own environment.  It was a joy to watch that beautiful brownie 
flashing away untouched by net or human hand.  "When you can take a fish from the Risle – you 
can take fish anywhere". Well now I’d two, and I was feeling chipper. And I managed one more 
before I finally gave the water best around nine thirty. If the first two had an element of luck 
attached - this one was a complete fluke.  

I'd given up trying to tempt them with the dry fly and in the absence any real signs of a rise, 
I'd resorted to a little nymphing.  I knew it was probably bad form, but I have to admit I'm 
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partial to a nymph - especially a hare's ear. I was a few feet out into the river and pitched the 
nymph into a clear gravel run.  It was just reaching the tail when the electric blue of a 
Kingfisher shot clear of the wooded Island.  Nymph forgotten I watched in pleasure as it 
zeroed upstream to disappear round a curve at the end of the stretch.  Retrieving the 
neglected line now trailing behind me, I tightened into what I thought was a snag but turned 
out to be a fish.  It fair leapt out of the water and it was a toss-up as to whether fish or angler 
was more surprised.  But I managed to keep contact and slid another lovely wild brownie to 
thigh.  What was it I said about sporting Gods? 

 

Kadi de Rakoff  



www.clubfishworld.com info@clubfishworld.com +44 (0) 787 993 4141

Dordogne is one of France’s most famous and picturesque 
regions. Also its best kept fishing secret. There are 
wonderful opportunities for fly fishing of the upper Dordogne 

river -  home to Trophy size browns and Grayling .

Also, the Dordogne river's feeder streams are wonderfully peaty, 
crystal clear, and home to feisty wild brown trout - the Doustre and 
Maronne amongst their best.  Dordogne also offers France’s 
longest season, extending March to the end of November.

Lozere’s pleasure lies in the delicate stalking of wild and canny 
fish in magnificent scenery, from upland wild-flower prairies 
and plateaus to the dramatic gorges of the Tarn and the Lot. 

This is not trophy territory but possibilities abound for 18-24 inch 
fish. Also many opportunities for Barbel on the fly. 
Lozere regularly produces France’s top rated guides and national 
team members - when you spend a few days with them under their 
tutelage - you will soon understand why.

Normandy is Charles Ritz territory - and unlike the majority of 
France, most of the rivers here are private. And the jewel in 
the crown - La Risle - considered the finest traditional brown 

trout chalk stream in France. 
We have access to two privately owned Risle domains - offering in 
the region of 10 kms of water for native brown trout .  The fish here 
are not easily fooled: to quote Ritz  ‘If you catch a fish on the Risle 
you can catch one anywhere’. 

Pyrénées is the last remaining wilderness in Southern Europe - 
a habitat for rare animal life. And for the fly fisherman - 4500 
kms of mountain trout rivers fed by snow melts from the 

towering mountains of the region.

Amongst them - Gave de Mauleon and Gave d’Oloron - the premier 
combined trout and salmon rivers in France - and host to the annu-
al World Salmon Fishing Championship at Navarrenx.

Jura: Fish amid breathtaking alpine scenery - casting a delicate 
fly upon lakes and meandering spring-fed meadow brooks for 
brightly coloured mountain trout  and Grayling.

Or stalk mighty pools, runs and boulder strewn stretches on the 
lower waters of Jura’s finest - the Bienne, Ain, Loue, Doubs and 
Seine - for the region’s fabled Zebra trout (specimens have been 
caught up to 105cm)

www.clubfishworld.com info@clubfishworld.com +44 (0) 787 993 4141

FISHING HOLIDAYS IN 
FRANCE

Guiding Accommodation  

mailto:info@clubfishworld.com
http://www.clubfishworld.com
mailto:info@clubfishworld.com
http://www.clubfishworld.com
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The Test and Itchen River Restoration Strategy  

The Environment Agency’s Heb Leman reports on river restoration projects completed in 2020 

The early spring of 2020 was a difficult time for everyone and it was doubtful if any 
restoration projects would actually happen later in the year. Thankfully, concerns were 
overcome and four collaborative restoration projects were successfully completed in 2020 as 
part of the Test and Itchen River Restoration Strategy. Using a variety of techniques, two 
projects took place on the Test and two on the Itchen. Just over a kilometre of river channel 
has been improved for the benefit of each Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) and the 
fishing. 

At the Wherwell Estate on the Test, a degraded, 
slow flowing and silty section of channel has 
been transformed by narrowing and the creation 
of meanders using locally sourced woody 
material. 30 tonnes of gravel has also been added 
to provide potential spawning habitat into the 
future. Importantly, a series of boards 
impounding the river at the downstream end of 
the works have been removed for the first time 
in 50 years. In combination, the works here have increased velocities encouraging weed 
growth, reduced siltation, and improved fish passage for a range of chalkstream species.  

The Middleton Estate, also on the Test, carried out a collaborative project to improve nearly 
300m of channel and bankside habitat. Over-grown bankside trees were selectively cut and 
dropped into the channel to create a series of meanders throughout the length of an overly 
wide section of channel. This has allowed more light into the channel and will encourage 
weed growth and thereby improve in-channel habitat. Large woody material has also been 
positioned and secured in-channel to create scour and cover features.   

Wherwell Estate - before restoration 

Wherwell Estate 2020 - downstream section just finished 
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The two collaborative projects on the Itchen 
took place at Itchen Abbas, and on the main 
channel just downstream of Twyford. 
Working with the Wessex Rivers Trust and 
the Wild Trout Trust, a long section of river 
at Itchen Abbas has been improved through 
selective bed raising using 100 tonnes of 
gravel and the creation of meanders using 
large woody material. The increased 
velocities have already created some 
excellent potential spawning habitat for 
wild brown trout and will encourage weed 
growth and therefore cover for their 
offspring and the invertebrate community. 

Working collaboratively with Bishopstoke 
Fishing Club, an overly wide section of main 
channel has been improved just 
downstream of Twyford. This was an 
interesting project in that a causeway had to 
be built using locally sourced soil from a 
neighbour’s field. Thankfully, they agreed 

and the field has been left better than before 
by reprofiling the area where the earth was 
taken from into a gentler landscape more in 
keeping with the surroundings. Making a 
causeway gives the added benefit of 
narrowing the channel and also creates very 
valuable backwater habitat not often seen 
on either river. In time, this will be a haven 
for all sorts of species who prefer a gentler 
way of life, away from fast flowing rivers.  

The future. Following on from long-term 
negotiations with Southern Water there will 
be some significant changes in the delivery 
of the Test and Itchen River Restoration 
Strategy. On the Test, the Strategy will now 
work collaboratively with owners 
downstream of Kimbridge and upstream of 
Wherwell. As part of these negotiations, 

Chilland/Itchen Abbas - woody meanders finished 

Malms Project - River Itchen - building causeway & backwater 
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potential restoration projects between Kimbridge and Wherwell will now be carried out by 
the Wessex Rivers Trust, using funding provided by Southern Water. On the Itchen, 
restoration projects will continue to be collaboratively funded by the EA north of Otterbourne 
waterworks. South of Otterbourne waterworks, collaborative restoration projects may be 
funded either by the EA or Southern Water depending on the criteria. The Test and Itchen 
Restoration Strategy is already working with owners and contractors on some exciting 
projects for next year on each river. 

By way of endorsing all the hard work and commitment from owners, fishing clubs, keepers 
and contractors over the year’s it’s great to be able to report that the Test and Itchen River 
Restoration Strategy won the River Restoration Centre’s UK Rivers Prize 2020 this year for a 
catchment-scale project. As one of three finalist, the Strategy was up against some exciting 
projects from Scotland and Wales and during an online awards ceremony was announced as 
the winner. This is a major achievement for the Test and Itchen and would not have been 
possible without the trust, enthusiasm and commitment from all the individuals involved in 
some truly excellent projects over the years. 

The Test and Itchen Restoration Strategy would like to thank all the owners, keepers and 
contractors it has worked with this year. We got there in the end! 

For further information or to arrange a site visit please contact Heb Leman at 
heb.leman@environment-agency.gov.uk or telephone on 07702 719398.      
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Water Resources in the Test and Itchen catchments  

Bethan Davies reports on an exceptional hydrological year 

The Environment Agency worked throughout 2020 to monitor rainfall, river flows and 
groundwater levels to build a picture of the water situation. 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. A big thank you goes to all those who have ensured our 
monitoring networks have been resilient and robust during the major health emergency of 
2020.  

Rainfall 

When averaged over the 12 months of 2020, 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 “seasons”. In the first three months of the year, Hampshire received notably 
high amounts of precipitation. Spring and summer saw below normal and normal amounts 
respectively. Autumn into the beginning of winter saw notably high amounts (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. Total rainfall percentage for hydrological areas across Solent and South Downs classed relative to an 
analysis of respective historic totals. (Final NCIC (National Climate Information Centre) data based on the Met Office 5km gridded 
rainfall dataset derived from rain gauges (Source: Met Office © Crown Copyright, 2020). Provisional data based on Environment Agency 
1km gridded rainfall dataset derived from Environment Agency intensity rain gauges. Crown copyright. All rights reserved. Environment 
Agency, 100026380, 2020) 
 

2020 started off with a wet winter that allowed a remarkable recovery in water resources after 
three dry winters. The autumn/winter groundwater recharge period typically occurs in 
October to March and the 2019-2020 period ranked as the 3rd wettest in the Test and Itchen 
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catchments (at Overton and Otterbourne rain gauges respectively). Most notable during this 
period was February 2020 which had exceptionally high amounts of rain – in the Test 
catchment, at Overton, rainfall represented 257% of the long-term monthly average (LTA), 
and at Otterbourne, in the Itchen catchment, 283% of the LTA was recorded.   

In stark contrast to the January to March period, April to June rainfall was below normal for 
the Test and Itchen catchments. This was caused in particular by exceptionally low May 
rainfall. Rainfall at Otterbourne amounted to only 4.4 mm for the entire month which is the 
lowest rainfall for May in the rain gauge’s 128 years of record. In the Test catchment, the May 
rainfall total of 3.6mm was also the lowest monthly May rainfall since the Overton record 
began in 1947. A record breaking and exceptional month! 

As we moved further into summer, rainfall picked up allowing a recovery into the more 
normal range of rainfall. August rainfall was notably above average with the Test receiving 
181% of the August LTA rainfall and the Itchen receiving 190%. Unlike 2019, where summer 
was interspersed with bursts of intense heavy rainfall events and dry days outnumbered wet 
ones, rainfall was distributed on a more even pattern.  

Summer ended and the autumn recharge period started as it meant to go on – October rainfall 
amounted to a record-breaking 290% of its LTA in the Itchen and 280% in the Test, the 3rd 
highest rainfall totals for October on record. December also had above average rainfall and 
cumulatively the October to December period in 2020 was the 6th highest on record, and its 
total was the equivalent of half of the annual average rainfall.   

What was the impact of the weather pattern 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. 

Figure 2. Groundwater level at Clanville Gate borehole situated in the chalk aquifer to the north-west of Andover.  
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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 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.   

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 above average rainfall in autumn 2019 through to spring 2020 
resulted in a dramatic recovery of water resources from notably low at the end of summer 
2019 to notably high by spring 2020.  This meant that flows in our chalk streams at the end of 
the recharge period were notably high and some exceptionally high (Figure 3). At the peak of 
the groundwater levels, the Test & Itchen had 12 groundwater flood alerts in force. The 
higher than normal flows at the end of March meant that flow in groundwater-fed rivers 
stayed in the healthy normal range throughout summer 2020 despite the below normal 
rainfall, and total lack of rainfall in May.  

The autumn recharge started slightly earlier than normal at the end of October in the majority 
of Hampshire, with river flows reaching exceptionally high at some sites and groundwater 
levels ranging from above normal to exceptionally high. The Preston Candover (Itchen 
headwater area) groundwater monitoring site ended the month exceptionally high, recording 
the 2nd highest October level since 1975. Only the level recorded in October 2001 was higher. 
The Allbrook & Highbridge gauging station on the Lower Itchen recorded the highest 
October daily mean flow in its 62 year record (Figure 3).  

Figure 3. Hydrograph of 2020 river flows in the chalk-fed River Itchen 
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The rivers in Hampshire with little groundwater input rely far more on rainfall to sustain 
flows as they do not have the aquifer to draw upon to maintain flows. The hydrograph below 
shows flows for 2020 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, receding quickly once rainfall has 
stopped.  

The abundance of rainfall in winter 2019 and spring 2020 meant flows on the rainfall 
dependant rivers started the year notably higher than usual. The overall baseflow (the flow 
between rainfall events) rose to above normal to maintain summer flows. Since the end of 
September, when rainfall increased substantially, flows have increased rapidly, with 
exceptionally high flows during large rainfall events.  

Forward look 
Winter rainfall has been above average and recharge to the chalk aquifer started early.  In 
response, river flows in both the groundwater fed and surface water dominated rivers have 
risen and recovered to above normal, if not higher.  In early January 2021, groundwater levels 
were very high across Hampshire and a small number of properties were starting to 
experience groundwater flooding. Generally, groundwater levels have peaked in response 
to December's rain. Projections show that at least 60% of LTA rainfall is needed over the first 
three months of 2021 to ensure that our chalk streams have healthy flows later in the 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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Figure 4. Hydrograph for 2020 river flows showing the rainfall-dependant Lymington River in the New Forest 
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Fish Monitoring on the Test and Itchen in 2020 

Dominic Longley reports on a good year for Test and Itchen salmon and sea trout 

Routine fish population monitoring by the Environment Agency was heavily curtailed across 
the country in 2020, but in Solent and South Downs Area, we were able to establish safe 
systems of work to commence two of our most crucial elements of fish monitoring soon after 
the end of the spring lockdown. These were, firstly, the operation of our salmon counters 
and, secondly, undertaking our annual drought monitoring programme of salmon parr 
surveys on the Test and Itchen. We’re fortunate that this was the case, as the data collected 
this year is of immense value. 

Salmon counters 

The Test and Itchen fish counters have been in operation since 1990 and they’ve operated 
correctly for the vast majority of 2020. Numbers of salmon and sea trout recorded migrating 
upstream at the Test and Itchen fish counters this year were exceptional. Preliminary 
assessment of the counter data suggests that the Returning Stock Estimate (RSE) for the Test 
was far greater than the previous largest value: for 2020, we estimate that approximately 
2,947 salmon ascended the Test. The second highest RSE was 2,007 salmon, in 2015. The five-
year average RSE for the Test (2015-19) is 1,396. The preliminary Test RSE is therefore 
approximately 147% of the highest previous RSE and 211% of the five-year average. Note 
that the RSE is greater than the raw number of upstream counts because it is adjusted to 
account for salmon using non-counted routes. 

2020 was also an exceptional year for salmon on the Itchen: our preliminary RSE is 719, the 
sixth-highest recorded. The maximum recorded RSE was 903 in 2015 and the five-year 
average is 547. The preliminary Itchen RSE is therefore approximately 80% of the highest 
ever recorded and 130% of the five-year average.  

Numbers of returning sea trout on both rivers were similarly remarkable: we estimate that 
the number of upstream sea trout counts on the Test was 1,341, which is 262% of the previous 
highest record, within the past five years, and 342% of the five year average. For the Itchen, 
we estimate the number of upstream sea trout counts to be 628, which is 114% of the previous 
highest value within the past five years and 144% of the five year average. 

Let’s consider the lives and journeys of those salmon that returned to the southern English 
chalkstreams in 2020: figure 1 overleaf provides generalised timelines showing the key life 
stages of typical 2-sea winter salmon and grilse (1-sea winter salmon). At the time of writing 
(mid-January 2020), these fish are mostly at the gravel riffles at which they were born and 
are finishing spawning – the vast majority will die soon afterwards. 
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What is the most likely explanation for the size of the 2020 salmon and sea trout runs? 

Not all UK rivers experienced exceptional salmon and sea trout runs in 2020, but many have 
had at least better than usual runs, so understanding the contributing factors is a high priority 
for future management. In this article, it is only possible to make an initial assessment of the 
hypotheses that might explain this year’s Test and Itchen salmon and sea trout runs. 

The first hypothesis is the one that under normal circumstances fisheries scientists might 
consider the strongest; that advantageous environmental factors led to large parr populations 
in 2018, leading to an unusually good smolt run in spring 2019 and that in combination with 
good growth and survival conditions in the marine environment, this resulted in the 
remarkable grilse run that we’ve observed this year. However, our 2018 salmon parr surveys 
didn’t reveal exceptional parr numbers on the Test, although they did demonstrate 
reasonably high densities on the Itchen. Similarly, the Game and Wildlife Conservation 
Trust’s annual smolt monitoring on the Frome in spring 2019 suggested a “mediocre” run, 
due to poor overwinter parr survival. Nor do environmental factors such as flow and 
temperature during 2018 and 2019 suggest exceptionally advantageous conditions for 
juvenile salmonids. However, it’s a certainty that the returning grilse observed this year on 
the Test and Itchen largely originated from the 2019 smolt run, so it must have been at least 
of a reasonable magnitude. 

Here we have to consider that the remarkable size of this year’s Test and Itchen sea trout runs 
suggest that whatever factors were so advantageous to grilse, were similarly advantageous 
to their cousins and therefore, were operating within their shared coastal ranges, rather than 
solely the distant NE Atlantic feeding grounds visited only by the grilse. 

The second hypothesis is that environmental conditions affecting this generation of grilse, 
both in fresh and saltwater, were unexceptional and that a significant reduction in marine 
exploitation by commercial fishing vessels (including all legal, illegal, deliberate and 
accidental captures, whether retained or not) was much lower than normal as a result of the 
spring Covid lockdown and the effect this had on fishing activity. 

Figure 1: Generalised typical life history of chalkstream 2-sea winter salmon and grilse. 
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In order to investigate this, marine commercial fishing data, including landings and any other 
metrics indicating differences in activity between years, needs to be collated and analysed in 
detail – not an easy task given the huge spatial extent within which migratory salmonids 
might be vulnerable to capture and the diversity of vessels, nationalities, fishing gears and 
regulations operating within this range. Salmon are within coastal fishing waters for a large 
proportion of their marine migration; virtually the full length of the British Isles for grilse, 
and sea trout are within them for the whole of their marine phase. Such a study, instigated 
by the EA, is about to commence but results are unlikely to be available for several months, 
partly because much of the landing data is yet to be published. 

At this stage of the discussion, we can conclude that the marine exploitation hypothesis is 
credible but requires a great deal of further work to investigate and quantify. It also seems 
likely that other factors were influential. For example, while environmental conditions in the 
river may not appear to have been especially positive, environmental conditions at sea may 
have been more so and we haven’t assessed data on this. It is also possible that other less 
obvious factors may be relevant, such as the notable reduction in general boat traffic, 
recreational and industrial activity in inshore waters and estuaries, also as a result of the 
spring lockdown. 

New salmon counter for the Little River Test. 

For many years our top priority for improving our Test and Itchen salmon counting 
capabilities has been to install a counter on the Little River Test – without a counter, we’ve 
had to apply a correction factor to the numbers of salmon counted at the nearby Nursling 
Mill counter, which is clearly less satisfactory than counting the salmon directly. We have 
now completed installation of a new, compact, low profile salmon counter at an existing 
hydrometric gauging station on the Little River Test. We aim for it to be operational in time 
to cover the 2021 run and then to run indefinitely as a crucial component of our salmon 
monitoring programme. A full project report will be circulated in spring 2021. 

 

Salmon passing the counters in shoals was a common 
occurrence this year 

A beautifully proportioned grilse at Gaters Mill 
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Test & Itchen fish population drought monitoring 

2020 was the third year that we completed our programme of annual, Water Company-
funded fish population surveys on the Test and Itchen, aimed particularly at juvenile 
salmonids. The programme comprises 22 surveys on the Test and 11 on the Itchen, 
distributed throughout the spawning range of salmon; lower reaches to Wherwell on the Test 
and lower reaches to Winchester on the Itchen. The technique used is 5-minute catch per unit 
effort fishing through good quality parr habitat, using a battery powered backpack electric 
fishing unit operated by a two-person team. 

Figure 2 below provides a summary of our drought monitoring fish survey results to date, 
for salmon parr and wild brown trout. The columns represent the average catch per site in 
each year, while the upper and lower error bars indicate the maximum and minimum catches 
at individual survey sites – the maximum catch sites are named below each chart. 

 

  

2018 Bossington 
2019 Little River, Conegar 
2020 Moorcourt  

2018 Highbridge 
2019 Bishopstoke 
2020 Bishopstoke, Shawford & Lower Itchen 

  

2018 Horsebridge & Freelands 
2019 Mayfly Inn 
2020 Horsebridge 

2018 Winchester 
2019 Bishopstoke 
2020 Highbridge 
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The most prominent aspects of the 2020 results are: 

• The low average density of salmon parr and low maximum catch for the Itchen, compared 
with the two previous years. 

• The continuing low average catch of salmon parr per site on the Test, but with a far higher 
maximum individual catch than the Itchen this year: this was at Moorcourt on the 
Broadlands Estate, where floods had reconfigured the riverbed, forming a specific area of 
very good parr habitat alongside an island. 

• The exceptionally high catch of wild brown trout (predominantly parr) at Horsebridge on 
the Test. For wild brown trout, it is important to note that these surveys are located for 
salmon parr and are predominantly on the main river, in the lower two thirds of each 
catchment – far higher densities of wild brown trout are more likely to be found in the 
tributaries. 

 

Salmon on the River Test in 2020 

Neil Freeman, Chairman of the Test Salmon Group, provides a personal perspective on 2020 

Well, 2020 was certainly an annus to be filed away in the horibbilis section of history if ever 
there was one! So saying, that old adage about clouds and silver linings certainly came into 
play as far as the salmon were concerned, but more of that later. 

The beginning of the year saw the river breaching its banks on most of the lower river, the 
rain seemed relentless, and by early February sadly both Jon Hall, the keeper here at 
Broadlands, and I had concluded that this year’s spawning was, quite literally, a wash out, 
with few redds on the lower river likely to have survived the endless shifting of gravel as the 
floods continued through to early spring. But, unlike most of the population, salmon fishers 
would prefer to see too much rather than too little rain and there was a quiet confidence that 
the high river levels might well move some early fish up into the river system as the season 
commenced in March. Little did we realise at this point that Covid-19 would intervene and 
we would all find ourselves off the water until the first mayfly were on the wing. 

By the time the winter rains eased and the river began to drop back in April it was clear here 
on Broadlands the damage this very long high flow spell had caused; shallows were now 
deep lies, holes and slacks that once held fish were now ankle-deep riffles, we even 
(apologetically) had to send a twenty-three ton low loader lorry down to Nursling hatches to 
reclaim one of our bridges! The lower trout beats more closely resembled an American 
freestone river than a classic south-east chalk stream. Not only had the deluge put pay to the 
year’s salmon spawning, but hardly a frond of Ranunculus remained. Bad news for the trout 
fishers we were keen to welcome back to the fishery in May, but not so for the salmon rods…  
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As the season finally got under way many more fish than in previous years were both seen 
and connected with by the rods here at Broadlands. A story that was beginning to unfold the 
length and breadth of the country as rods returned to the rivers. There were many theories 
as to why rivers as far apart as the Thurso and the Test were seeing inordinately high 
numbers of fish landed. The leading one being that the large high seas factory trawlers were 
not operating but, as far as I can ascertain, this wasn’t the case, very few ceased operations 
during this initial outbreak period of the virus. Others pointed towards inshore netting being 
curtailed as a reason for the increase in numbers. This theory has some validity, particularly 
here in the south-east with little or no activity from the inshore Irish commercial fisheries. 
But my view, which is in line with many of the ghillies and guides I have spoken with, is that 
we have simply witnessed one of nature’s many anomalies. An inexplicable increase in 
returning fish numbers coupled with the lack of angling pressure on fish entering the rivers 
allowed them to move upstream unhindered. When the rods did finally cast a line for them, 
the fish had not become “fly shy” from seeing a barrage of fishermen’s offerings on the beats 
below. This makes much more sense to me. If not hooked and landed (or lost) a fish that has 
seen everything on their way upstream will be much less likely to be duped into taking an 
angler’s offering than one who has not. If this latter theory is indeed the case then it does 
raise the question whether it might not be better for both the salmon and anglers’ chances of 
success if the start of the salmon season were delayed, at least until a time when the fish had 
an opportunity to populate the river – food for thought indeed. 

By summer it was apparent that the lack of weed in the lower river was benefiting the 
running fish with Multi Sea Winter (MSW) salmon and good numbers of grilse being both 
seen and caught in the lower middle reaches of the river. Needless to say, those most adept 
of anglers and river keepers, the Parker brothers (if you want to catch a fish in a puddle – 
take a Parker with you!), were soon reporting catches at Pittleworth and Lower Brook. Paul 
Monkhouse even reported salmon laying up as far as Wherwell. How very heartening it was 
to see fish where they should be in a river system at this time of the year which can only be 
a benefit to future stocks. As I write, Phil Parker has counted more than thirty salmon redds 
cut up on Compton and another dozen or so on Pittleworth. Reason to celebrate, of course, 
but in reality, the way it already is on all other rivers and should be here every season.  

By the end of autumn, the EA counter figures were showing around 600 salmon having 
entered the river system, just a shade under the total number of fish that arrived the previous 
year which certainly showed in our returns here on Broadlands. Despite the late start, 69 
landed (and many lost) in 2020 compared to 36 in 2019.  

There is some irony to the fact that at the end of 2019 Jon Hall and I were giving serious 
consideration to the future of salmon fishing on Broadlands, as the stocks were crashing at 
such an alarming rate. It was, for us, becoming a question of moral judgement whether or 
not we should continue to pursue the few that remained, not least of all because by the 
seasons end in 2019 scarcely 200 fish had made it into the system. This year, in stark contrast, 
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the final run figure for 2020 is nearer 3000, but again only 600 of those arriving within the 
fishing season. And herein lies the conundrum for the Test and its sister river the Itchen; 
neither are historically known as being “autumn” rivers and yet the bulk of fish are not 
running the rivers until late October/November when the urge to spawn becomes their main 
driver. Clearly this is far from normal behaviour. Salmon do not, as a rule, run only when 
they have no other choice but to do so. In every other salmon river I have fished (and that is 
a fair few) salmon will migrate into a river dependent on the normal markers; flow and 
temperature. On a “normal” river without historical impediments to migration at the bottom, 
fish will seed a river throughout both the season and system. Perhaps, it is long past time for 
the EA to re-visit their hatch protocols on the lower sections of both our rivers, which do at 
present undoubtedly benefit some, but do not, as far as I can see, benefit the salmon and that, 
after all, is what the EA is tasked to do. In an age when every other country with a stock of 
Atlantic salmon have turned their environmental efforts to ensuring free access and egress 
to salmon in their rivers, our governmental body, by contrast, seems to have little appetite to 
confront the issue of unhindered passage that continues to blight our waters. 

So, in a year that has been turned on its head in more ways than one, we have seen a threefold 
increase in salmon returning to the Test and a doubling of numbers on the Itchen – reason to 
celebrate? Well, of course, it is always good to see healthy numbers of returning salmon but 
anyone who has fished regularly for the silver tourist will know that one year will never be 
a reliable indicator of future stocks and we will just have to keep our fingers crossed that this 
coming season mirrors the last. I understand Dominic Longley of the EA is writing a separate 
article in this year’s report and I am very interested to read his view on this extraordinary 
increase in returning stocks, not just on our rivers but throughout the UK.  I would also take 
this opportunity to once again thank both Dr. Kerry Sims and Dominic Longley at the EA for 
their continued efforts in supplying regular counter data information throughout what has 
been a difficult time for all.  

On other business, the EA’s Heb Lehman has been busy looking at and initiating many 
Southern Water Mitigation/T&I Restoration Strategy joint projects to improve the salmon’s 
lot once they are in-river, including fish passage, spawning site enhancement et al. Good to 
see the company that is happy to abstract our precious resource having to finally put 
something positive back in and Heb has no shortage of excellent thoughts on how best to do 
that. One thing that Heb and I did touch on during a recent telephone conversation, and 
pertinent to the sighting/spawning of so many more salmon higher up the system than 
normal, is that of juvenile habitat. The importance of the river and its margins being managed 
in a way that includes an element of protection to the young fish from an ever-increasing 
predatory element cannot be stressed enough. I think Heb hit the nail on the head with his 
parting comment “The management of a fishery should be dictated by the requirements of 
the fish and not those of the fisherman”. A sentiment I agree with and something we have 
always set out to do here on our fishery. Yes, it may be an inconvenience for the rods to not 
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be able to fish a short stretch of a beat left to “wild” but the benefits to the juvenile wild stocks 
of both in-river and migratory fish are untold. 

The T&I and Test Salmon Group (TSG) have also recently engaged with EA’s Dr. Kerry Sims 
on the River Test Salmon Action Plan (SAP) and can again report positive discussions on a 
number of actions including fish migration, fishery management protocols, juvenile/adult 
habit, water quality and diffuse pollution issues which the plan will aim to address. We have 
also agreed that, rather than the SAP now resting solely with the EA to action over the next 
five years, the TSG and EA will meet on a regular basis for the EA to update and take input 
on progress being made. 

Dr. Sims has also been keeping interested parties updated on the IFCA netting bylaws 
proposals, which in brief could see the reduction/removal of some inshore costal netting 
activities. Should this prove to be the case, then we can certainly expect the nets men to 
question why their interests are being curtailed because of the potential mortality and injury 
to migratory by-catch species when it is a fact that there is a % of mortality on the same stocks 
due to catch and release rod and line fishing. 

Unfortunately, I am unable to report on the overall figures of migratory fish landed this year 
as, despite my request, no figures have been forthcoming from the fishery below us. 
However, I will surmise that, as I mentioned at the T&I Sparsholt day back in 2019, it is very 
likely that the river Test will once again hold the dubious honour of being the only Atlantic 
salmon river in the world where more fish caught are taken in the bottom pool than the rest 
of the river combined.  

So, in conclusion, if we are indeed looking forward to a time of increased salmon stocks 
returning to our beloved waters then let us at least ensure that the future management of the 
rivers is for the betterment of the salmon, not the few and although the events of 2020 have 
certainly cast a dark cloud over us all, there is some hope for we fishers in that in this instance 
the silver lining mentioned at the beginning of this piece has scales! 

I should stress that I am writing this in a personal capacity. Some other members of the TSG 
– and the T&I for that matter – may not agree with some of my points. 

 

Neil Freeman 
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FISHERY REPORTS 

 
RIVER TEST 
 
Piscatorial Society – Freefolk 
 
They say that no two years are the same and never was that more true than this year.  A very 
wet and stormy winter resulted in a much needed recharge of the aquifers and brim full 
rivers come the spring.  The Test, here at Freefolk, carried a lot of weed into the winter, to the 
extent that the spawning gravels required a little cut to open them up for the trout.  The fish 
did not disappoint with the bulk of the spawning done between Boxing Day and early 
February.  Spring arrived with really good strong weed growth, a river looking as promising 
as it gets…..and a Covid-induced Lockdown, so no anglers. When the rods were finally 
allowed out, it was to a river strewn with signage, closed off huts and no warm handshakes. 

Needless to say, all that glorious rainfall and resultant flows followed by plenty of warm 
sunshine meant that all things aquatic were thriving and a river in tiptop condition.  It has 
been many a year, if ever, that I have seen the Test in such fine condition and stuffed with so 
many plump wild trout - long may it continue.  Yes, the banks were boggy in places but a 
small price to pay for such splendour.  The only real drawback to the season could be put 
down to Covid and Boris’ brilliant plan to shut the schools and furlough much of the 
workforce on what turned out to be one long summer holiday, resulting in a countryside full 
of trespass and wild swimming.  And who could blame them with little else to do? 

Back to the river, wonderful weed growth in the spring with all that flow and sunshine had 
all the signs of a good old fashioned heavy summer of cutting ahead. However, this turned 
out not to be the case. After a reasonably heavy June cut, July and August were mere tickles 
here and there.  Unusual, but most welcome to us keepers and clearly a benefit to all those 
invertebrates dwelling within the weed.  Fly life, for the most part has been excellent from 
start to finish this season.  Sadly, the late start meant that the Hawthorn (of which there were 
few) and the best of the Grannom was over by the time the rods reached the bank, but Olives 
were plentiful.  There were good numbers of Mayfly that came off from the third week in 
May, a species that is becoming more prolific at Freefolk, year on year.  All that lush and little 
molested weed yielded some fine hatches of BWO which, coupled with the warm evenings, 
led to some busy surface activity at dusk and beyond.  The autumn (throughout) has seen 
small Olives, pale Wateries and Sedge streaming off the water.   

All in all, a remarkably good season and one that has seen more angler activity than I can 
remember despite the continuing menace of the coronavirus. 

 
Craig Dawson 
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Middleton Estate 
 
As in previous years, the focus on the Middleton water has been on increasing areas for 
habitat improvement and providing the best natural habitat for the wild fish populations to 
continue to increase and flourish.  Our extensive work previously undertaken over the past 
five seasons is starting to prove successful.  Our man-made improvements have helped 
further increase the clarity of the water with the additional works.  In July, two areas of our 
water which have benefited from our work, were sampled by electro-fishing and results 
showed a clear increase in small fry numbers and species diversity over the previous test on 
the same water in 2015. 

One 4.5lb stocked brown trout was found with a signal crayfish in its stomach and one jack 
pike with a young brown trout.  Apart from the abundance of wild brown trout and grayling 
two stretches of 100yds gave up 13 small pike (9 fingerlings), 15 eels and 2 crayfish. 

Early Autumn has seen the undertaking of even more arboreal work with the removal of all 
chalara-infected Ash trees alongside our banks and in nearby copses. It has also given us a 
chance to coppice other areas of Willow and allow light to get through to the sedge 
undergrowth.  Suitable cut logs have enabled us to increase and strengthen our water flow 
methods in additional areas of our waters.  These scouring aids will continue to be added to 
the last two unrestored beats throughout the winter. 

The effect of five winters work is that our Gammarus counts have increased by as much as 
2000% on one of the 15 sites.  13 of the remaining 14 also showed increases as did the mayfly/ 
stonefly/ caddis index. 

As with the increasing trend over the past few years, Mayfly arrival was very late.  We found 
that hatches on one tributary of our river were apparent a good week before hatches arrived 
on the main river.  

Overwintering Mute Swans continue to be an inconvenience on all of our beats, grazing and 
ripping out our weed stocks in large amounts.  There was a very hard first weedcut upstream 
with the clearing down seemingly never ending as large rafts of weed continued to arrive 
from upstream right up until the end of the allocated timeframe for clearing down. 

Due to the ongoing pandemic, syndicate and day rod visitors were fewer, although those 
that did come were grateful to be able to enjoy their sport. 

With winter upon us we continue to undertake restoration and extensive arboreal work 
which will help all species.  Swans, herons and cormorants are an ongoing threat when their 
numbers get too high. 

Andy Clay 
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Wherwell Estate 
 
What a strange and difficult year 2020 was.  I’ll get the negatives out of the way first. 

In well over thirty years as a river keeper, the early part of the year, and during lockdown, 
was among the most challenging of times I have faced.  This was due to the usual ne’er-do-
well’s deciding that they had free rein over the chalk streams.  Theft, poaching and threats 
were commonplace.  The worst of it seemed to be from the Middle Test up to and including 
Whitchurch.  

The Police, when resources allowed, were very good.  Unfortunately, for obvious reasons, 
there were times when they were unable to respond to some poaching events.  The 
Environment Agency Bailiffs were not (if I am correct) allowed to respond to requests for 
help during lockdown, much to their and our frustration. 

Very high flows in January saw the river over the banks in places and flooding into the main 
car park by the lake.  Two weeks later storm Ciara arrived with horrendous wind and rain 
which resulted in some of the water meadows and fields being flooded and causing some 
bank damage on beats 7 and 9. 

The Positives! 

I always like to see the first Swallows arrive, a sign of early summer.  The first ones arrived 
at Wherwell on the 16th April, the same day that I heard my first Cuckoo of the year. 

The first pulse of Swifts came through on the 29th April and on the same day we saw a 
Peregrine over the fields and an Osprey patrolling over the river. 

The first Mayfly was seen on the lake on the 8th May.  This took to the wing and was magically 
followed by a couple more in quick succession. 

During the Mayfly Season we had the absolute pleasure of having Bob Mortimer, Paul 
Whitehouse and their camera crew here to film an episode of ‘Gone Fishing’. They also filmed 
at Bossington for the same episode.  They had Bill Hawkins, James Buckley (my fellow 
keepers) and I in stitches as we were watching them filming.  They were great fun and very 
friendly, even when not filming. 

Weed growth was once again very good in 2020.  Blanket weed, almost non-existent until the 
August weed cut, didn’t cause any major problems.  I’ve noticed a year-on-year increase in 
ivy leafed pond weed which can lodge on top of the other weed and seams to weaken them 
a bit.  The first time I recall seeing this weed was six or seven years ago when I was at Tufton. 

The main part of the season went very well.  Surprisingly, good fish were still being caught 
on some of the hottest days.  I believe that most of the people who fished here enjoyed it 
judging by their positive comments.  It was noted by more than one rod that we seem to have 
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a lot more wild trout than a few years ago, which is a definite plus.  We have lots of trout on 
the Redds at the moment.  Another positive! 

We’ve completed some big river improvements on beat 10 above and below the main 
hatches.  It has transformed a straight, over wide and slack area into a dynamic piece of river.  
The work was carried out by R. J. Bull Environmental Engineering, who did a great job.  We 
should also pay thanks to Heb Leman of the EA for once again helping with the planning, 
permissions and his enthusiasm for the project. 

All we have to do now is plant and seed up the banks with the appropriate plants and plant 
lots of ranunculus in the river, where it will thrive in the faster flows. 

Paul Moncaster 
 
Testcombe 
 
Catch reports are similar to previous years, however the quantity of fly life was significantly 
less than in previous seasons.  No clear reason for this reduction in fly life.   
 
There was, however, a fairly constant flow of SOAP SUDS flowing down river during the 
first half of the fishing period.  Not sure of the source, however. As it appeared mostly in the 
so-called Pub Carrier, it would seem it came from nearby upstream.  This situation was 
reported to the T&I. 
 
Otherwise, it was a decent season with a short but substantial Mayfly hatch which 
unfortunately only lasted for about two weeks.  For the rest of the season fly life was pretty 
sparse...... 
 
Ed Stebbins 
 
Leckford Estate 
 
Once it was decided that Fishing was 
a permitted activity under the Covid 
restrictions it gave us very little time 
to get everything ready for opening 
on the 13th May. Signage was 
ordered and plans made as to how 
we were going to keep everyone safe 
and compliant.  We had a few 
cancellations, mainly due to the lack 
of local accommodation, but the 
days were soon snapped up by 
people desperate to get back fishing. 
 

Aerial view of meanders on Beat 9 
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The River was in fine fettle after 
the wet Winter.  The water ran 
clear all Season even in the hot 
weather. No sign of algal 
blooms in May and June. We 
had good weed growth, with 
Ranunculus in places that 
haven’t seen any for years.  The 
blanket weed didn’t really 
become evident until the end of 
August. The rain came just as 
the Combines started, a 
welcome top up for the River, 
but a pain for the Estates Arable 
team. 

Good hatches of Dark Olives to start off with 
a few Hawthorn mixed in.  The Mayfly were 
pretty sparse, but in good enough quantities 
to get the fish feeding.  Spinner returns 
tended to be very late on in the day.  There 
were some nice hatches of BWO again this 
year, presumably helped by the good flows 
and abundant weed. September and 
October fishing was exceptional with Pale 
Wateries, Spurwings and many species of 
Sedge keeping the fish feeding off the 
surface most days.  

 
The River Restoration on Beat 9 proved to be 
a success. There were fish holding in the 
new meanders and now spread throughout 
the Beat rather than in a few deep holes. 
 
2020 was not as difficult as we had feared. 
The increase in the popularity of Angling 
has seen many people revisiting the sport after years of absence.  It was encouraging to see 
how much people appreciated being outside and next to the River. I hope this continues and 
brings new blood into Fly Fishing. 
 
Rob Goldsworthy 

Large woody material meanders 

Ground Level View - Beat 9 
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Houghton Club 
 
Following very heavy rainfall from late January through to March, the river started the 
season almost in flood conditions.  With beautiful clear water by mid-April (but little or no 
weed) we saw a huge amount of Hawthorn and with the often gentle breeze pushing them 
to the river, the trout were on them and became very catchable.  Sadly, at this point the only 
fishermen we were receiving were using spinning rods and not upstream dry fly!  Our 
restocking farm was full of fish with no let-up in general idiocy from the public in sight.  
Fortuitously, a few of our customers had the foresight to stock the river late April, early May 
and alleviate the problem. And then on Sunday 10th May our ever changeable and adaptable 
government informed us that fishing was open ‘tomorrow!’  This then prompted some 
marvellous discussions with the general public, such as; “Sure me and my kids can fish here 
– the government said so!” 
 
Thankfully, with the season declared open just before the Mayfly, the water clarity was 
looking okay, but not as clear as it was earlier in the year.  The Mayfly itself was sparse and 
a fairly forgettable one and we found the fly life was fairly poor until our river weed really 
got going in late June, early July.  Whether this was due to heavy water moving the riverbed 
gravels about in March or suspended solids blocking the light, a lot of our riverweed did not 
get going until July.  As the season progressed the weed growth improved, hand in hand 
with hatches of BWO and Iron Blue.  Sedge was abundant all throughout the days of August 
and September and as many Pale Wateries in August as I have seen in fifteen years or more. 

 
In the summer, swans decimated our weed 
at North Head.  With The Boot Inn shut; the 
swans’ supplemented diet of crisps and 
sandwiches was non-existent; the weed 
became the wildlife’s total focus.  Another 
observation of the Covid year is an increase 
in salmon numbers higher-up the river 
course. One Friday morning, in early 
December, I saw two salmon use our by-
pass ladder; by Sunday morning one had 
succumbed to an otter.  A rather sad end to 
a very long journey. At least most of the fish 
was eaten with only a head and pectoral fin 
remaining. 
 
A lot of winter work this year has been 
focussed on our Ash trees. All seem to have 
varying stages of Ash die back.  Instead of 
just clear felling, we have been working to 
pollard, dead wood and monolith the trees 
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where it is safe to do so, as the last one of these 
does create a very good habitat (even if the tree 
does eventually die completely).   
 
With the river looking full and fairly healthy we 
can look forward to the 2021 season, because we 
definitely don’t want to look back! 
 
Dan Hawkins 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bossington Estate 

 
As we all know, the 2020 fishing season did not get off to the start we had all hoped for and 
especially so when the river was looking in exceptional form.  The later start than normal got 
me wondering if we would ever have a fishing season at all.  It turned out to be a truly surreal 
season, but nonetheless a very good one – both in terms of the quality of the fishing and fish 
at Bossington and the respite a day on the river brought this year to our loyal season rods 
and other guests.  This was epitomised by the visit of the ‘Gone Fishing’ film crew to 
Bossington, who lifted the nation’s heart with their new series in 2020.   
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In October 2019, 
the Bossington 
Estate continued 
its renewal project 
and restored 
another one of our 
beats, Home 
Stream.  This was a 
deep side carrier 
that did not favour 
certain weeds and 
over the years we 
had lost the gravel 
bed due to weirs 
being put in and 
silt settling 
throughout.   We 
used site-won 
gravel to create a new riverbed, high points to provide good weed growth and spawning 
habitat and deeper pools throughout the channel to provide cover for fish.  Within 6 months 
this proved to be a real success, with good weed growth over the whole section of the river 
and a massive improvement in invertebrate life. 
 

In early April we saw good flows and good weed growth in places.  The Hawthorne was 
even better than in previous years and I am not sure if it was a coincidence with the lockdown 
or less air pollution but, either way, there certainly was more fly life when fishing began. 

 
Mayfly was a strange one though 
at Bossington this year.  Good 
hatches at times but I noticed that 
they were very late in the 
evening and we didn't even have 
a Dun hatch on some days.  This 
must have happened under the 
cover of darkness as by the 
morning I found Mayfly shucks 
in the edges and slack water 
along the banks. 
 
While strictly not relevant to this 
river report, another pleasing 

highlight of the 2020 season was the significant uptake in Bossington’s good value 
Horsebridge Lake.  Many a day was had by novice and experienced fishermen alike, enjoying 
the respite from the pandemic while catching some impressive fish in good numbers.   
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While we would all rather forget 2020 and look forward to 2021 with optimism, it is fair to 
say that despite all the obstacles placed in the way, the 2020 season was another very good 
one at Bossington and I would like to say a big thank you to all of our rods who supported 
the Estate through this tough time. 

Matt Hodder 

Pittleworth Estate 

Well, what a year to take over from my father.  I think every curve ball was thrown at me 
this year… flooded river, stage one lock down, Mediterranean temperatures, then a sodden 
August! 

The season started with very high flows.  Although high, the river was in excellent condition. 
Dad said for the height and time of year, it was in the best condition he had known it for 
many years. 

While we were in lockdown we saw some of the finest spring hatches the fishery had seen 
for many years.  The Grannom were appearing in their millions and, while mowing, I was 
choking on the Hawthorne.  It was sad to see such abundance of fly and only myself and 
my father to appreciate it.  

The Mayfly made an early appearance, but struggled with the May frosts, which 
unfortunately killed many of the hatched duns.  This made a very sporadic fall of spinner 
and there was only a couple of nights of good falls.  On one wet early May day I saw the most 
incredible hatch of Iron Blue.  It was intense for well over two hours with the fish going 
completely mad.  It looked like someone had thrown millions of little sailing boats into the 
river from upstream. 

As we moved into June/July the river temperatures rose and humidity on the river was 
unbearable in the middle of the day. The fish sank to the bottom and the fishermen were 

Paul Whitehouse and Bob Mortimer filming at the Bossington Estate – ‘Gone Fishing’ 
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found in the shade until the evening when there were good falls of BWO and Sedge. The best 
fishing was in the early morning at this stage. 
 

Because of high flows in the spring, the ribbon weed was less abundant, allowing more 
favourable weed to grow.  The weed cut in June and July was very light. Careful cutting was 
needed to help keep cover for the fish sheltering from the sun.  Thankfully with the amount 
of water in the aquifers from the winter rains, the river levels held up well.  
 

In June we saw our first salmon on the fishery. It is a rarity to see one at that time of year.  I 
saw three other salmon on the beat throughout the season.  It was lovely to see them in the 
river again. 
 

In August the rain started and didn’t really stop for a good few weeks.  This gave the river a 
new lease of life.  With water temperatures dropping it fished really well until the end of the 
season. We did have a late appearance from the dreaded blanket weed, but the August rains 
cleared most of it away. 
 

September is usually a very good month and it didn’t disappoint this year as all the anglers 
had excellent fishing. The fishery usually closes in early October, but because of Covid 
locking us down again, we extended the season until the middle of the month to try and claw 
back a few lost days.  It was a gamble that paid off as the fishing was excellent. 
 

I do hope in 2021 we can have a ‘normal’ season. 
 
Phil Parker 
 
 
Testfield Beat, Mottisfont 
 
There were some very good hatches of Olives in early May, which boded well for the fishing 
season, but trout seemed reluctant to rise to them. The season opened on 13th May due to the 
restrictions due to Covid-19 virus and the weather in late May was warm and sunny, which 
depressed fly hatches during the daytime and as usual the river was slow to clear due to 
algae in the water.  
 

The Mayfly hatch was generally disappointing and there were poor hatches on most days 
and few good falls of spent gnat on the days when I was on the river. However, a good 
number of trout were caught during May and early June. 
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The river was fished more in July and August as 
the rods were unable to travel abroad for holidays 
and thus catches of trout were higher than in 
previous years, but most fish were caught on 
nymphs, sedges and daddy-long-legs as there 
was a shortage of hatches of upwinged flies. The 
weed growth was much better than in the last two 
years due to the wet winter on 2019/2020 and this 
hopefully will be repeated next summer as 
October and November have had above average 
rainfall. 
 

In the cooler weather of August, we expected 
more daytime activity, but the trout seemed very 
reluctant to feed, maybe due to high water 
temperatures. It was very frustrating that fish 
would not even look at a nymph passing inches 
from their nose. The grayling catches are steadily 
increasing after a low point in 2018, but grayling 
numbers are always cyclical, and this helped on the days when the trout were not feeding. 
 

September was hot, dry and sunny and this restricted the daytime fishing, although it was 
very pleasant to be on the riverbank. October produced some very good hatches of Olives 
and Iron Blue, which was very encouraging and which provided great feeding for the 
Swallows and House Martins, but most of the trout were not rising. Perhaps they were taking 
ascending nymphs sub-surface and not rising to adults on the surface, but it was very 
disappointing to not have any exciting dry fly fishing.  
 
William Sleeman 
 
 
Lower Mottisfont 
 
With such an uncertain season ahead, the start was a few days late.  Good numbers of 
Hawthorne fly were seen in late March.  After the outbreak of Covid 19 and the country in 
lockdown, I was able to spend most of my time on the riverbank removing a large willow 
that was leaning off the end of our island.  By using a massive Massey Ferguson 35 and many 
hours with a chainsaw, the tree finally gave up, revealing a large build-up of silt which was 
about 4ft deep in places.  By the middle of April most of the silt had washed down the river 
leaving large patches of clean gravel which were taken over by lots of Grayling and Perch. 
 
Sadly, poaching was the worst that I have ever known.  The Police weren’t interested, just 
removing poachers’ rods and letting them go, only for them to be seen in Whitchurch an hour 
later poaching again.  
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Mayfly was here and gone again in around 10 days, probably the shortest Mayfly ever with 
small hatches seen.   
 
With the hot weather, weed growth was rapid, ribbon weed growing at an alarming rate.  
Only small amounts of weed were cut to slow the flow down and keep the levels up.  During 
the last weedcut, the dreaded blanket weed was back, making it a tough week of scything for 
me.  
 
Fishing through September was better than last year, and a few days good numbers were 
caught.  Approaching the end of the season, the fish were rising to small olive and cranefly. 
Covid is still with us.  Stay safe. 
 
Matt Jeans 
 
 
Kimbridge Estate 
 
What a difference a year 
can make.  Our season 
opened last year with gin 
clear water and 
exceptionally low flows.  
This year, the season 
opened with surprisingly 
clear water and 
particularly good flows. 
The latter was to be 
expected with the amount 
of rain we had had the 
previous Autumn and 
Winter. 
 
As with all the fishing on 
the Test and Itchen, we 
opened on the 13th May.  
The Estate had already had the biggest hatches of Hawthorn for years and the Grannom were 
fantastic too. Hawthorn were seen from 9th April until 26th. On some of the carriers, Trout 
were rising to them as if it were Mayfly time.  All this was happening, and no one was here 
to fish for them.  Also, on 28th April, massive hatches of Iron Blues were sailing down the 
river.  
 

The Farmhouse Beat at the end of April 
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The wildlife around the meadows and fields certainly welcomed the lockdown, it being so 
quiet. We noticed a considerable increase in Deer, Hedgehog, Hobby, Weasel and Stoat 
numbers.  The resident Barn Owl began using the Owl box to nest in too. 

 
Mayfly numbers were disappointing again, a steady few hatched from early May until the 
19th, and over the next four days numbers steadily increased.  These dropped dramatically 
after this and by the 27th it was as if someone had turned a switch off, the Mayfly just 
disappeared. The evening Olive hatches through May really saved the disappointment of the 
Mayfly. Nearly every evening, massive numbers could be seen dancing up and down in the 
sunlight across the fields and meadows. 
 
Ranunculus growth was poor 
this year, mainly due to the high 
flows during the closed season, 
Swans again were a contributor 
on the shallower stretches of 
water. Over the three weed cuts 
we noticed a definite decrease in 
weed growth. The Ribbon Weed 
that plagues our Main River did 
not get as thick or long as it 
usually does. The blanket weed 
coverage by the end of July 
however was terrible.  Large 
areas of the riverbed were 
smothered. When heavy rain in 
September brought the river levels up, we had a hard time keeping the Fish Farm screens 
from blocking up due to the amount of blanket weed flowing down with the high water. 
 
The river Dun did not get its milky appearance this season, which was nice. Also, the Alder 
Beetle numbers were far fewer. The Alder trees looked much better with their leaves whole. 
 

Visitors to Kimbridge – an 
Egyptian Goose and Great Egret 
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Towards the end of the season, there were massive numbers of Daddy Long Legs and Sedges. 
It was also amazing how quickly the river was clearing each time we had a large amount of 
rain.  
 
The Club members reported a fantastic season. We had great fishing, wildlife and fly hatches 
(apart from the Mayfly). The weed cuts for us were less intense but the poaching incidents 
were far greater than normal. 
 
2020 was a season to remember, for good and bad reasons. 
 
Steven Brown 
 
 
Kimbridge Ginger Beer Beat 
 
The start of this season on the 
Ginger Beer Beat was an odd one.  
No anglers due to lockdown helped 
the river enjoy a longer closed 
season than normal.  The fly life 
showed to be better than the 
previous year with more Grannom, 
Hawthorn and Olives than usual.  
Mayfly started creeping in at the 
end of May but started showing in 
numbers in the first week of June.  Oddly, they were not making much of an appearance until 
after 3 in the afternoon!  Our first weed cut on the beat was not a very big one at all.  With 
not much ranunculus growing in the deeper section, it seemed to have been overtaken by 
Canadian pond weed and starwort more than usual. 
 

As the year progressed the water levels dropped a little bit, but not as much as in previous 
years. Our Island in the top pool was not so much of an island being covered by a few inches 
of water all season.  Due to the water level maintaining itself, fish were spread out all down 
the river not just in the deeper pockets which they go to when the river gets low.  
 

By the time the second weed cut was here the ranunculus had flourished and it was all over 
the river, much thicker than the previous few months.  The fringe was also growing quite 
rapidly.  
 

The flies which seemed to work the best this year were Sedge, Olives, Iron Blues and Beetles. 
 
Rachael Brady 
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Timsbury Fishery 
 

As many of you know, Jim Glasspool, passed away earlier this year, on 7th September.  Jim 
was the Chairman of Timsbury Fishery Ltd for 12 years.  He was a great support to the 
company and syndicate with his breath and depth of knowledge of fishing and the 
management of fisheries.  Jim will be greatly missed. 

Like all other fisheries, the season began late this year, on Wednesday 13 May, when the 
government gave the OK for fisheries to open following the imposed Covid-19 lockdown 
restrictions.  The fishery was well prepared and ready for the start.  Many fishermen had not 
been able to get out much, if at all, during the lock down and were going a little stir-crazy 
being confined to quarters for so long.  This was reflected in the attendance levels, in that the 
fishery was full every day up to the June weed cut.  Sadly, because so many had to travel a 
long way to visit Timsbury, they were leaving early afternoon in order to return home, 
missing some good evening rises.  
 
The season was mixed. Very cold, dry weather to start with, then heavy showers, followed 
by unseasonably high temperatures.  As a result, the fishing was also mixed.  During the 
early part of the season, we enjoyed some truly massive hatches of Grannom Sedge (Caddis) 
(Brachycentrus Subnubilis).   Unfortunately, the fish only fed on them occasionally, which was 
very disappointing given the quantity of surface 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, the second year that there has been a good 
showing.  Again, missed by fishers because restrictions were still imposed. 
 
The Mayfly started at the usual time, so we were straight in on May 13.  The Mayfly were 
constant throughout May coming to an abrupt end on 3 June.  As usual, the best fly was spent 
male Mayfly regardless of the time of day.  Biggest fish caught during the Mayfly was a 
brown of 6½lbs, with six fish over 5lbs and several chub, the biggest of which was 4lbs, 
caught on Mayfly. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Grannom Spent Male Mayfly 
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As the weather became warmer and the river clearer, the fishing became increasingly more 
demanding.  The “Robjents’” Daddy and Pheasant Tail Nymph supported the period from 
June to the end of July with the Gold Ribbed Hares Ear and black CDC coming a close second. 
There was some showing of Blue Winged Olives, catching fish in the evenings.  Towards the 
end of July and throughout August, given the very hot weather, the smaller flies and lighter 
leaders were needed.  The smaller flies were the black Klinkhammer, a green or black CDC, 
a very small, size 18, Pheasant Tail Nymph.  The exception to the small size was the good, 
old, Robjents’ Daddy Longlegs.  Sedges made disturbingly brief appearances during August 

but started to appear in slightly higher numbers at the beginning of 
September.  The water, being crystal-clear and low, meant the fish 
were highly visible and much harder to catch.  This was the time to 
use very small emergers, mainly black, some green.  Used with an 
even longer light leader, this was an enjoyable and successful way to 
catching “difficult” fish. Generally, I would say that the fly life has 
been poor this year with a much-reduced showing of sedges, which 
have always been the mainstay of the August and September fishing. 
 

The weed cuts went very smoothly, with no 
weed of any significance floating 
downstream after the last clearing day.  This 
makes life so much easier, knowing that 
those fishing the days immediately after the 
cut is finished will not be disrupted by weed 
continually floating downstream.  The June 
cut was light this year as the weed was slow 
to grow.  Somehow, July made up for the 
slow June with much better growth from all 
varieties, particularly Ranunculus and 
Starwort.  By August the water was 
becoming low and the weed growth had 
slowed significantly making the August cut 
quite light.  Our thanks to all the weed 
wardens for their work which we know, at 
times, can be difficult.  
 
Timsbury has a mixture of water over its length, from very fast carriers to slower, deeper 
parts of the main river. As a consequence, we enjoy a large variety of fish.  2020 has been a 
great year for that variety to be demonstrated.  There have been some large chub and roach 
along with some great pike.  Grayling have not been as numerous, but those caught have 
been large, the biggest of which was over 3lbs. All fish were returned to the water. 

Black CDC emerger 

20lb Pike 
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This year has been good for Salmon. We caught a total of 14 Salmon, the largest about 14lbs 
and the smallest about 8lbs. All were returned successfully to the water. They were all caught 
while fishing for trout, mainly on a Gold Ribbed Hare’s Ear nymph. Amazingly one over 
10lbs took a G&H sedge while being retrieved across the surface. Some of the salmon spotted 
in the river were over a metre long, so likely to be in excess of 20lbs.   Thirty years ago, 
Timsbury Fishery was called “Timsbury Salmon & Trout”. Between the wars the beat would 
catch over 100 salmon a year.  

 

 

The artist Norman Thelwell, who started Timsbury Salmon 
& Trout in the 1960s, always endorsed the returning of 
salmon as demonstrated in his drawing “Slipping the 
clutch”! 

 

 

6lb Chub 3lb Grayling 

Fresh run hen Salmon, probably about 8lbs 
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The meadows at Timsbury have a 
small population of deer that inhabit 
the woodlands. This photograph of a 
deer commuting between river banks 
was taken by one of our fishermen, 
Patrick White, early one summer 
morning. 

 

 

Our resident Kingfishers had another 
successful year producing a youngster, 
photographed by Richard Jacobs. 

 
Season 2020 will always be 
remembered because of the Covid-19 
pandemic.  The season was generally 
good, with all the variety and 
challenges that one hopes is going to 
come out of a fishing season.  One of the 
best and most memorable things about 
it, is that those who don’t normally 
come fishing because of a full and busy 
life, actually took the opportunity to be 
on the riverbank and enjoy everything 
that it has to offer.  I am optimistic that 
season 2021 will pass without imposed 
restrictions, and I am hopeful that 
fishermen who normally struggle to 
find time to visit will now find the time 
to fish on a more regular basis.  
 

Jonathan Durrant 
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Broadlands 
 
The 2020 season started with very high water levels after the huge amount of rainfall during 
the winter. Almost all the weed was ripped out and hundreds of tons of gravel through the 
lower part of the fishery were moved by the floods. Lockdown was a blessing as the river 
was virtually unfishable through April.  
 
The first spring salmon was seen during early May and the fish just kept on coming back.  
Good numbers of Multi Sea Winter fish were followed by huge numbers of grilse. Many 
theories have been bandied about as to why this increase in numbers was seen, but the fact 
remains keeping humans inside is beneficial to the salmon stocks.  
 
The Mayfly was a non-starter as all the silt was gone from the fishery, but some decent 
numbers of BWO and sedge on an evening made for some good fishing.  Flows continued to 
be very fast until late summer.  Stocking was held back as there was little cover to hold fish, 
but anglers still reported decent catches throughout.  The only weed cut all season amounted 
to one day’s graft for one man and a scythe.  
 

 
 
Jon Hall  
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RIVER BOURNE 
 
Bourne Rivulet – Apsley Estate 

 
For once all the necessary stars were aligned for the 2020 season, with spectacular results.   It 
was a shame we missed the first 2 weeks due to the first COVID lockdown, as the Bourne 
and her trout were in fantastic condition right from the start. The exceptional rainfall in 
October and November 2019 resulted in the springs breaking earlier than usual, so by May 
1st the stream was already running crystal clear with thick tresses of ranunculus waving over 
a white riverbed, and fish actively feeding in front of every weedbed - just as it should be.    
 
You may recall my concerns in recent years that the Bourne’s year class pyramid has been 
upside down - that is to say, we have had some very large fish but not the expected number 
of smaller fish following them. On the basis that there must be enough food in the river to 
support these big old fish, our assumption has been that this was likely to be a sediment and 
spawning-related issue, which many believe to be connected to the salad washing operation 
at Vitacress just upstream of our top boundary.  After 2 consecutive low-flow years we finally 
got a flush out of the fine organic sediment that has for years accumulated in any low 
gradient areas.   
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Even after so many seasons, all different, the Bourne never ceases to amaze me with her 
ability to bounce back in the face of adversity.  The river was suddenly full of fish of all sizes, 
with numbers we have not seen for maybe 20 years.  I’d noticed an encouraging number of 
small trout at the end of the 2019 season indicating better spawning the previous winter but 
what really took me by surprise was the number of 1-1½lb fish, which seemed to have 
appeared from nowhere.   Later this year, a lot of these will have hit the magical 2lb mark, so 
all being well we should have another cracking season ahead of us, given the wet winter to 
date.   
 
It was extremely pleasing after all the environmental battles, and the ongoing habitat work, 
to receive feedback from rods that was uniformly superlative in its praise, commenting on 
the improved fly life (backed up by surveys) as well as the extraordinary number of fish.   As 
is always the case with this extraordinary little chalk stream, the water held up remarkably 
well despite the summer drought, and on days when there was some invertebrate activity, 
the fish fed freely and forgot themselves, with some spectacular catches.   
 
Wild brown trout over 3lb, while noteworthy, are no longer the talking point they used to 
be, and it is not possible to walk the beat without seeing several fish of this size or bigger.    
Well known northern trout fisherman Paul Procter, who fished in late September - by which 
time the water was getting a bit thin - told me that his best fish that day weighed 3-10 but that 
he lost another “much bigger” fish that “looked like a leopard” at the net after a hair-raising 
battle on 7x tippet.   I shall be looking out for this one come May!  Many of our regular rods 
now rate the Bourne – as did Harry Plunket Greene – “unquestionably the finest small trout 
stream in the south of England”.    Perhaps he will no longer be endlessly turning in his grave 
in the churchyard of St Andrew’s, Hurstbourne Priors.    
 
I am really pleased that Vitacress intend to go ahead with their wetland scheme which is in 
line with their stated aim to return the water they use to the river in at least as good condition 
as it was when they removed it.   They have just announced the pre-planning public 
consultation phase which is online at http://www.adamshendry.co.uk/vitacress/   This is a 
far-sighted project which I believe at last demonstrates a genuine commitment to the 
environment.    
 
Until relatively recently, there was never any Mayfly hatch at all on the Bourne due to its 
pure, clean gravels. In recent years, the hatches have increased, curiously in parallel with the 
expansion of the salad washing business upstream!    Although it is popular with some 
people, the Mayfly’s natural habitat is the middle and lower reaches of our chalk rivers not 
the winterbournes and uppermost tributaries.   Ultimately, the proof of substantial 
restoration will be when this silt loving creature is finally eradicated from the Bourne and we 

http://www.adamshendry.co.uk/vitacress/
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get all our small flies back, including the Iron-blue dun, so loved by Plunket Greene.  That 
day is still some way off, but there are at last reasons to be hopeful!   

 
 
William Daniel   
 

  

A very fat fish of 3lb 6oz caught on May 25th 2020 by Adrian Latimer 
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RIVER DEVER 
 
Bullington Manor 
 
After a slightly late start to the 2020 season, I was pleased to see more family groups and 
young people enjoying the tranquillity of the riverbank than ever before.  As well as the 
newcomers, 2020 saw lots of people dusting off their old rods and getting back out there 
which was great to see. 

Weed growth this year has been fantastic - dare I say we had too much at times with some of 
the longest cutting days I have known.  In the June clear down we managed to properly block 
the river up.  After a few hours, not to mention some blood, sweat, and tears it was all cleared 
and flowing again! 

The water levels were a lot better than 2019 and held up well throughout the year - the 
amount of weed definitely helped.  We lost a large 100+ year old oak in September due to a 
soggy bank! 

The fly life was consistent this year with a good mayfly hatch during peak season and the 
odd rogue mayfly into July. The beetles seemed to also have had a good year - I don’t think 
I’ve ever seen so many alder leaf beetles and the trout certainly took a liking to them.  The 
green dock beetles also thrived.  Olives of all varieties have been of a good number, hatching 
even on a cold December afternoon with fish rising accordingly.  

The trout attempted to start spawning early in November and came to an abrupt stop.  At 
the time of writing, I am a little concerned, as the number of trout redds is far lower than in 
previous years, despite conditions being great.  I am hoping it will be a case of ‘better late 
than never’ on the spawning front and hoping for a little more rain before the start of the 
season to hold the levels up. 

Si Fields – Headkeeper, Fishing Breaks 
 
 
Barton Stacey Fly Fishing Club 
 
The relaxation of lockdown regulations allowed us to start fishing on 13th May. The enforced 
isolation, the rivers in spectacular conditions and the Mayfly hatch imminent only served to 
heighten the excitement and anticipation.   
 

Records show that the hottest years in UK history have occurred since 2002 and extreme 
winter rainfall is now seven times more likely. This year the consequence of the wettest 
February ever recorded and the driest and brightest May in England in over a century was 
an explosion of weed growth. The June weedcut was the heaviest anyone in the catchment’s 
upper sector could remember. It took four days to cleardown both rivers. February storms 
Ciara and Dennis brought down two trees on the Test and one on the lower Dever.  
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After the horrendous amount of weed cut on the Dever in June three keepers got together to 
better co-ordinate their efforts. Improved communications have definitely worked, and in 
July and August the weed was cleared down to Bransbury Mill (Chris de Cani) with relative 
ease. 

 
In June the T&I announced 
two multi-million-pound 
funds for restoration work on 
the upper Test and Itchen. The 
first is under the auspices of 
the T&I Catchment 
Partnership and the second is 
the FReSH Water Programme 
run by Wessex Rivers Trust 
(WRT). We hope the Defence 
Infrastructure Organisation, 
(DIO), the riparian owner, will 
submit the Club’s “Dever 
Project” as it is an ideal 
candidate. Phragmites reed 
would be removed and gravel 

introduced into the river to increase flow which would reduce the flood risk and improve 
the SSSI status of the river.  
 

The heatwave in early August prompted another spurt in weed and reed growth and our 
expected ‘light trim’ weed cut turned out to be much heavier.  In the Dever we continue to 
knock back the phragmites growth as much as we can, but the rhizome roots are spreading,  

Three Dever Keepers; L-R Ian (BSFFC), Jamie (Dever Springs), Simon (Bullington) 
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choking the river and scouring the bottom to a depth greater 
than our waders. 
 
Turning to other news; a Sea Eagle, one of five released on 
the Isle of Wight, was seen flying up the Test valley on a 
number of occasions in early May and a European Crane is 
frequently spotted on the Test Halfwater water meadows. 
 
In the latter half of July there was a kaleidoscope of 
butterflies around the entrance gate to Training Area 1. It 
was the sheer numbers that was impressive. As they were 
by the entrance they should have been Gatekeeper’s, but 
they could also have been Meadow Brown or Small Heath 
butterflies.  
 

In September a diseased grayling was caught on the 
Dever and the photo was sent via the T&I to the EA’s 
Specialist Solent Fisheries Team. They considered, 
“The symptoms on the ventral surface of the fish 
may suggest bacterial infection. In this case the 
symptoms don’t look overly severe, and the fish 
appears to be in otherwise good condition. The fact 
that it has been caught by an angler suggests that it 
is still feeding which is also a good sign that it is not 
too debilitated.” We were asked to monitor and 
report if more fish showed the same symptoms. 

 

Angler’s River Management Initiative (ARMI): 
Due to flooding, fast river flow and the 
lockdown, invertebrate monitoring on our three 
sites was suspended for five months. 
 

 

Grayling (20") being returned to The 
Dever 

Diseased Grayling 

Crayfish:  
In October we had confirmation that the Test 
has a population of the American Red Signal 
Crayfish.  This specimen was 23cms long. 
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A memorable evening 
Fishing during the dog days of August is always a challenge and this day was no exception. 
I had been stalking the lower beat on our stretch of the Dever and so far, it had been an 
uneventful and unsuccessful expedition. I could see there were plenty of fish in the clear, fast 
flowing water; trout, grayling, rudd, dace and an occasional jack-pike, holding station or 
darting off when they saw me. There were plenty of natural flies; a dozen or so small black 
things skittling around just above the surface, sedges and olives rising up and down and 
occasionally dipping into the water. But the surface remained undisturbed by the swirl of a 
fin or the slurp of a fish sucking in a morsel. Nothing was rising and nothing could be 
tempted to the many, and various, flies and nymphs I threw at them.  
 
It was a warm and muggy day and as the light was starting to fade under leaden skies, I 
could feel the pangs of a G&T coming on. I started home and then heard it – plop. A fish 
starting to feed!  Then, a minute or so later, another plop.  Maybe I was not going home with 
a dry landing net after all.  I took a circuitous route back downstream so not to spook him 
and as I slowly peeked over the reed heard another plop and saw – a kingfisher emerging 
from the river with a fish. I stood mesmerised as he flipped the bullhead around and 
swallowed it headfirst, had a quick look into the darkening waters and plop – another fish. 
What an experience, what a privilege to witness. This was as exciting and even more 
memorable than any initial tug of a fish taking the fly could be.  I made my way home 
thinking what a perfect day it had been and how extremely lucky I was to see such a sight.  
It was also some comfort to know that at least one Fisher caught something that day. 
 
Keith Fisher 
 
 
Bransbury Mill 
 
January found the Dever bank high and in superb condition.  What was once considered a 
normal amount of winter rain replenished aquifers that only a few months before had been 
seriously depleted.  Late winter grayling fishing was steady with numbers of grayling 
present continuing the decline of the last few years.  Weed growth in March was prolific and 
the impending season was keenly anticipated as the Dever had not carried a spring sparkle 
such as this for some years.  
 
Then the pandemic hit and like hermits we all retreated to our caves emerging occasionally 
in loin cloth with beard to shake a fist at the outside world. But on the Dever there was still 
much to be done. Ranunculus pushed clear of the water and was cut hard in April for the 
first time in seven years. The sun shone and the grass grew like billy-o.  Everybody washed 
their hands a lot more, water consumption in the region increased and the river dropped at 
quite a rate. 
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Hawthorn also appeared to be isolating, along with early olives. Four weeks later than 
scheduled we opened for trout fishing in the middle of May and anglers emerged bucking 
and winging like cows let loose from a barn onto spring grass.  Protocols were in place, with 
hand washing on arrival in a well-ventilated wash-room and a dedicated access point to the 
river for anglers.  The fishing hut was coned off, with shelter provided by a gazebo on the 
opposite bank.   
 
The Mayfly hatch was disappointing, but after twelve weeks inside most rods were just 
pleased to be out and on the riverbank.  On the last day of May the gazebo collapsed 
spectacularly in a rainstorm with two rods underneath outside of their opening early evening 
chota pegs.  The following day the high streets were due to reopen so with a nod to our sale 
of flies in the hut the fishing hut was also opened up.   
 
The June weed cut was all that it used to be, heavy, hard work and taking up most of the 
allocated days and served as a reminder as to why it is the longest cut.   
 
Weed growth remained prolific through June and July, with another heavy cut in July.  
August fishing was extremely difficult with all olives conspicuously absent, although sedge 
fishing towards the end of the month was more productive.  September is always a 
productive month on this stretch of the Dever and heavy showers imparted a late season 
sparkle to the river.  Rain in October and November has seen spring ditches on the rise and 
fingers are crossed for another “normal” winter of rain.  
  
An Osprey turned up in April, we had widgeon on the pond in November and the Orchids 
in early summer were one of the best shows for some time, but all seem incidental in a year 
dominated by pandemic in which more than ever, fishing provided an important and safe 
release for so many people.      
 
Chris de Cani 
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RIVER ANTON 

Norman Court Fishery 

 
A drenching start to the year with sustained rainfall across the catchment produced the 
wettest February in Hampshire on record.  During the last week of that month, after storms 
Celia and Dennis had washed over us, the flow rate was 4 to 5mph making it unwise to wade 
to clear away hung-up rubbish and debris.  The fast water did trigger a remarkable growth 
of Ranunculus that flourished throughout the spring and early summer until a flock of two 
dozen Canada geese descended on our part of the Anton and scoffed the lot.  The fish loved 
the fast-flowing stream and there were lots of Browns and Grayling of all sizes to be seen 
over the gravels, from shoals of fry and parr to good fish of up to a couple of pounds or so.  
 
The lifting of government-imposed travel restrictions on 13th May came in time for us to enjoy 
the best of the Mayfly later that month.  We experienced some decent hatches, memorably 
on 31st May when that evening from about 7pm they were on and over the water in proverbial 
clouds.  During the summer, some good hatches of Iron Blue were observed, especially in the 
mornings, often before 9am.  Later in the season a lot of sedge fly activity was reported in the 
Fishing Register. 
 
Our fishing pressure was much lower this season because of Covid-19 and the lockdown, 
and sport was all the better for it.  Fewer fish were recorded in total as expected, but the 
number of Browns caught each month was remarkably consistent, and notably several fine 
specimen Grayling from 2 to 2½lbs were brought to the net. 
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The exceptionally beautiful and sunny spring that followed the wet winter gave us one of the 
best displays for many years of wild flowers, including orchids, on the banks of the river and 
in the adjacent meadows, and this visual delight extended into late summer.  And am I the 
only one to notice that the Hawthorn blossom was truly prolific this year?   
 
Another happy note in my diary was the return of water voles in modest numbers, perhaps 
due in part to fewer mink working the banks of our stream these days. 
 
Our fishing hut was closed for part of the year until the coronavirus infection rate reduced 
later in the summer which provided us with the opportunity to erect scaffolding around it 
and renew the thatch.  Despite the work going on above her, a Wren built a nest in the eaves 
and eventually we observed one Sunday morning her 3 chicks successfully fledge. 
 
August was memorable for storms and high winds that brought down a very big Willow and 
broke off several large boughs off other mature trees up and down the beat.  Clearing it all 
away has made us look at a programme this winter of lift pruning trees along the banks and 
some felling of mainly dead and dying Ash trees.  And there is an increasingly dilapidated 
footbridge to rebuild too, so a busy winter ahead. 
 
A memorable year because of the pandemic, but we are looking forward to the 1st May 2021 
opening of our season when we have every expectation that by then a vigorous vaccination 
programme will return us to normality. 
 
 
David James 
 
 
Westover Farm 
 
High water levels in the spring meant that the banks on 
some of our beats on the Anton were hazardous.  By the 
time fishing started in mid-May, with the easing of 
Lockdown for the COVID-19 pandemic, things had 
improved somewhat, but the levels remained high into 
June (Fig. 1).  Despite the subsequent very hot dry weather, 
flow was well maintained through the season. 
 
There was a fairly exceptional growth of Ranunculus, which 
was a pleasure to see (Fig. 2).  The Mayfly hatch was also 
particularly good.  The middle part of the season saw good 
hatches of fly, but fish tended to feed on the bottom during 

Fig 1.  Partially submerged footbridge 
on the Anton backstream - 24 May 

2020 
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the day and return to surface 
feeding in the evenings. Sadly, 
many fishermen were already 
back home by the time the 
action started.  
 

The unusual circumstances of 
the pandemic meant that we 
did not open our huts for 
guests this year.  The other 
noticeable impact has been a 
higher than usual number of 
people exploring the 
countryside.  Not all those new 
to the countryside are sensitive 
to issues such as farm livestock 
and wildlife.  The Sheep-wash 
by the River Anton in 
Goodworth Clatford became a 

mini-Bournemouth beach, with families arriving with parasols, beach toys and BBQs.  At 
times the density of people in the area was alarming.  Happily, we did not notice any major 
consequences downstream of these summer frolics, apart from the occasional escaped toy. 
 

As I write the grayling are 
putting up a tremendous 
show and a few anglers are 
braving the second Lock-
down and some variable 
weather, to get some much-
needed fresh air, while 
respecting the government 
guidelines (Fig. 3). 
 

Dr Will Liddell 

 

  

Fig2:  Ranunculus flowering on Beat 2 

Fig 3:  The River Anton in autumn 
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PILLHILL BROOK – ABBOTTS ANN 
 
As you know, the Hampshire and Isle of 
Wight Wildlife Trust and its partner 
organisations have been encouraging 
people to think about their 
surroundings in the ‘Watercress and 
Winterbournes’ project that hopes to 
improve the headwaters of the Test and 
Itchen.   
 

One of the aims that emerged from local 
meetings was to restore the habitat of 
the Pillhill Brook, in particular for wild 
brown trout and water voles.  As it is 
important that this work should benefit 
the community in general, rather than 
just private landowners, the public will 
be offered occasional guided walks 
along my part of the river, allowing 
them to learn about their environment 
without causing damage by unfettered 
access to this fragile ecosystem. 
 

The river here runs through water-meadows and 
woodland, and has been left largely wild, and 
certainly unstocked, over the years.   There is 
already interesting wildlife:  a couple of years ago, 
we had otter, possibly responsible for the demise 
of the natural brown trout!  The plan was to 
develop different depths and flow rates to help 
these trout, and wild plants and grasses would be 
left to flourish on and over the verges to give other 
small animals food and shelter.   
 

Once the project was approved, the team began 
work in the autumn, laying branches to deflect or 
narrow the channel for faster, stronger flows.  
Other woody structures created meanders and will 
encourage vegetation to grow.  The chalk bed was 

The Pillhill Brook 
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excavated in places to create scours, on the slopes of which the trout could form their redds.   
This latter exercise caused some consternation to riparian owners downstream when the 
river turned white!  An official from the Environment Agency (EA) arrived and halted work 
while further investigations were made – although the EA had authorised the project in the 
first place.  Eventually, work was allowed to continue.  I was actually pleased that residents 
were interested enough in the river to report apparently untoward activity.  Rather different 
from some other riverside residents who tip their grass cuttings into the water! 
 
Most people lucky enough to have the river at the bottom of their gardens are interested in 
its welfare, but sometimes enthusiasm can be a little misdirected, so that the regular ‘weed-
cuts’ can cause complete denudation of the riverbed.  The word ‘weed’ implies something to 
be disposed of, whereas the river ecology needs plant life for healthy survival.  Part of the 
on-going activity of the ‘Watercress and Winterbournes’ project will be, I understand, general 
education of the landowners – including me!   
 

One improvement I would be 
very pleased to see on the 
Brook is the removal of the 
overground sewage pipes 
running across my meadows 
and over the river.    Not only 
are they unsightly and 
restrictive on use of the land, 
but should they break, there 
is the danger of catastrophic 
pollution in the river.  If 
anyone knows how I can 
persuade the utility company 
to bury them, bund them, or 
simply get rid of them, I 
would be delighted to hear! 

 

Rosemary Powell Griffiths 

 

  

Dreaded sewage pipes! 
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Holbury Lakes 

Except when locked down, this was our busiest year ever.  More fishermen were kept sane 
and happy here escaping the drudgery of confinement and domestic isolation.  The lakes 
were in good order throughout the year and the quality of rainbow trout was high.  Blues 
were harder to come by, but always very popular and as ever some of the best fighting fish. 

The kingfishers had an excellent breeding season with two new broods of two. Most 
fishermen were able to observe at least one kingfisher per visit and a number saw three or 
four on one visit. I saw three together on more than one occasion. Otters have also had a good 
year; for them! 

For the first time in my life, I was able to potter around the lakes and the woodland at least 
twice a day from 12th March onwards.  What a joy it is to watch the imperceptible daily 
changes in the countryside as the seasons meld into one another.  Low flows because of low 
rainfall were instructive.  We have a three monthly pattern.  Heavy rain keeps the river full 
about 3 months later; drought likewise but in reverse.  The dry spell in April , May and into 
June meant  that the Dun was low from August onwards, but the aquifer which debouches 
into the Blue Pool upstream should be at very good levels again now.  A worrying collapse 
of the bank upstream where the river had found an escape into a neighbouring meadow and 
thence to the derelict canal was mended at the end of the year. 

Fishing in the river which runs through the lakes was more popular than ever before.  The 
brown trout breed well and the narrowing of the stream, which I undertook with EA 
permission twenty years ago, has produced a better quality of water, but we will always 
suffer from low flows unless and until abstraction is reduced.  A few rainbows migrate 
upstream into my stretch and fishermen are encouraged to keep them, unlike the brownies 
which are put back. 

Sadly, although the fish pass and its larinier are working perfectly there has been no sighting 
of salmonids.  This is not surprising because the fish pass at Lockerley Mill was not working 
well or at all.  It was yet again repaired in the late autumn, but the water levels are being 
adjusted so often that it is doubtful whether it is working properly. 

Dorjhee, my Tibetan river keeper, generally called George, keeps fishermen amused with his 
banter and badinage and I am happy to report that we have had increasing numbers of ladies 
fishing.  Also, parents and children are becoming more frequent visitors.  

The barn has been materially upgraded with new kitchen facilities.  I wonder when we may 
be allowed to entertain corporate and other groups of fishermen again.  Obviously only when 
it is safe to do so, but I hope that may be later in 2021 when the NHS is through the worst. 
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For the time being the lakes are open to local fishermen.  The word local is nowhere defined 
in the subordinate legislation.  It obviously must take its meaning from the context.  What is 
local to Belgravia is not the same as what is local to Balmoral.  We have fishermen and women 
from all over the country, with many coming regularly from Sussex and from Bedfordshire. 
I put on to the website that we would treat the word local as including Hampshire and a 
radius of 15 miles, thus incorporating Salisbury, whichever is the greater.  There has been no 
suggestion from the authorities that my interpretation is unduly generous; at least so far! 
 
Roger Henderson QC 
 
 
Lockerley, NWFFA Beat 
 
Near incessant rain through last 
winter resulted in flooding from 
both the river and the adjacent 
former canal in January and 
February.  However, the high flow 
rates over an extended period also 
washed out plenty of silt, exposing 
large areas of gravel.  
 
A weed cut was completed in early 
April, along with work to remedy 
minor damage to berms caused by 
the earlier flooding. Ranunculus 
was also transplanted from the 
lower reaches of the beat to some of 
the exposed gravel areas further upstream.  Coronavirus restrictions delayed the season’s 
opening by a month, the first fishing taking place on 16th May.  With fishing being one of the 
permitted activities once lockdown was eased, bookings then ran at an exceptionally 
intensive level right through to September, only dropping off in October. 
 
Fly life was varied and relatively abundant.  There was a good hatch of Iron Blues at the 
beginning of May, together with some alder fly, and even the occasional crane fly. There were 
some very good Mayfly hatches as the month wore on. Dry fly fishing was possible for much 
of the season. With the abundant rain the previous winter, water levels were maintained 
throughout the summer despite plenty of hot dry weather.  
 
Our contractors again did an excellent job of cutting the weed sympathetically during the 
summer weed cut periods, and of trimming the bankside vegetation and cutting fishing 
stations, recognising the needs of fishermen and fish.  The Ranunculus transplanted early in 
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the year flourished, helping to suppress growth of water parsnip and provide cover for fish 
and a habitat for invertebrates.  
 
In common with many fisheries, there were more problems than usual with vandalism and 
unauthorised access onto the beat this season.  Early on the fishing hut was broken into, 
though fortunately apart from a broken padlock it was not damaged.  Later a wire fence was 
cut.  An attempted poaching incident did at least result in the offender being visited by the 
police, and an admission and an apology being extracted from him.  
 
The Hampshire & Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust’s crayfish survey took place in September and 
October.  Seventeen refuges were installed along the beat and were regularly surveyed by 
the Trust’s ecologists for both native and signal types.  We believe no crayfish were found. 
 
Lockdown and social distancing requirements precluded any river fly sampling this year. 
 
A post-season weed cut was done early in November, with the aim of encouraging more silt 
wash out during winter rains. 
 
Heather Kirk 

 

Dunnerley 
 
After a very wet winter, and a big flood in February, we spent early March drying out the 
fishing hut and relocating the bridge that had washed down towards Mottisfont.  The rains 
had worked in our favour, clearing silt and scouring the gravel beds leaving a healthy growth 
of Ranunculus, so we were looking forward to beginning the season with the river in perfect 
condition. 
 
Of course, this was not to be.  We enjoyed a warm and sunny April with the river to ourselves, 
no stocked fish, just an abundance of wild trout and grayling.  Time to enjoy the wildlife and 
watch spring unfurl.  The air was thick with Hawthorns and as the season opened, on 19th 
May we had one day of spectacular Mayfly.  We hung over the newly positioned bridge, 
noses almost touching the water and watched hundreds float up from the bottom, dry their 
wings and dance up into the trees.  Sadly, for the fishermen, this was the only day that the 
Mayfly hatched in number and Duffers’ fortnight was disappointing.  
 
Looking in the diary, it seems that we had a steady, but not easy season for the fishermen.  
Thankfully, most were grateful just to be alive, on the riverbank, enjoying the warm sunshine.  
The sun and lack of policing in lockdown also brought out the poachers.  In the past, we have 
had our fair share, and with a few quiet words I manage to get them to leave without too 
much fuss, even recovering the fish that they have pinched.  This was the first year I have 
ever felt threatened. I really hope that we can find a solution before next season.  
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Other visitors were more welcome over the summer.  The Hampshire and Isle of Wight 
Wildlife Trust surveyed the river for Crayfish, hoping to find signs of the native White-
clawed Crayfish.  They did not find any, but more importantly, they did not find any signs 
of the invasive American Signal Crayfish either.  They confirmed that we have a healthy 
population of water voles and that the otters are still around, (we haven’t seen them all 
season). We have also spotted a lot more eels in the river.  It has been a good year for Daddy-
long-legs and some decent sized fish were caught in September/October.  
 
The weed cuts were well co-ordinated and went smoothly thanks to the hard work and 
cooperation of the river keepers. A big thank you to all of them for keeping it together in 
what has been quite an extraordinary year.  
 

 
 
Jo O’Brien 
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RIVER ITCHEN 

Borough Farm 
 
The year of covid-19 was always going to be different with half of the season spent in total 
lockdown.  Fishing friends from July onwards, however, had plenty of time on their hands 
and the fishing turned out to be enjoyable, often under hot sunny skies and with some very 
windy days. 
 
Our visiting fishermen included a couple of young aspiring fisherwomen, aged 10 and 11. 
They fished on a sunny day (but with an annoying wind), their father acting as gillie, for 3 
hours.  Nil caught but much experience and two new recruits to fly fishing gained. 
 
The Mayfly season was prolific, starting in mid-May and not finishing until mid to end of 
June.  Sadly, the restrictions prevented guests from taking full advantage. 
 
I enjoyed several late evenings fishing in July and August, well after 9pm, with satisfying 
results.  Small sedges and daddy long legs proving successful. 
 
Days fished 27, with a total of 101 fish caught, and all bar one returned. 
 
Brown Trout   98   largest 2lb 
Grayling          3    largest 1lb 8 oz 
Rainbows      0 
 
Lord Ribeiro 
 
 
Yavington Fishery 
 
Firstly, I would like to thank the Angling Trust for their hard work in getting us fishing again 
during lockdown. It made such a difference to be able to do something one loves and still be 
within our permissions. 
 
After such a high rainfall during the winter the riverbed was scoured and showed bright 
chalk with clean gravel and very clear water; gin clear for which it is so famous.  At the start 
of the season there was very little weed, so it was not until August that we made our first 
serious weed cut. Later we had good weed which was just as well as there were quite a few 
swans. 
 
Fly life started off well including a fair number of black gnats, which have been scarce in 
recent years.  There was a good hatch of Mayfly which contrasted with a poor one reported 
from the lower Itchen.  Fly life deteriorated during the season.  On some nice evenings there 
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were swarms of BWO spinners flying upstream which seemed to disappear so that there 
were few spent spinners on the water.  We normally have good numbers of pale watery duns 
later in the season, but this year few were seen.  Hopefully, with Bakkavor closing their salad 
washing plant, there may be more fly in the future. 
 
Grayling seem to be fewer in number than a few years ago and we wonder if the trout have 
become a little larger. 
 
Like everyone, we had problems with people wandering up and down the riverbanks. 
 
Vicky Reed 
 
 
Martyr Worthy 
 
A season that was dominated by the excessive flows of the previous winter that led to 
significant gravel and aquatic weed displacement.  Long stretches of the fishery remained 
devoid of weed well into the summer creating low water levels, and with water clarity 
exceptionally clear, fish were easily spooked, not helped by the lack of fly life that may also 
have been attributable to the excessive winter flows or a continuation of the general decline 
of invertebrate life in the Upper Itchen.   Even with the reasonable flows throughout the 
summer, blanket weed, yet again, infiltrated much of the fishery by the end of July, 
particularly in amongst the clumps of water celery. 
 
Despite the unfavourable fishing conditions, fishermen were able to enjoy the relentlessly 
fine weather and the pure escapism of avoiding the virus and being on the riverbank. Nature 
notes included a pair of otters that seemed to be uninhibited by daylight frequently being 
seen both by fishermen and members of the public from the public footbridge, and a 
wonderful display of numerous numbers of swallows, swifts and house martins on a number 
of days.  Sadly, water voles remain absent from the Martyr Worthy Fishery. 
 
Simon Ffennell 
 
 
Easton – TLB below Easton Bridge 
 
The year started with a reasonable level of water and the Itchen bowling along merrily.  The 
gravel bar in the top pool of this stretch, that for several years has stood proud of the water 
and was on the cusp of putting in for “island status” was covered by several inches of water 
which provided encouragement for the impending season.  
  
Ribbon weed was quick to get growing, with Ranunculus a little more reticent, which is 
understandable after the hammering it has taken from a legion of swans in past years.  
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Hatches of fly throughout the season were not quite what one would expect although 
numbers of fish caught were on a par with last season.  
 
Hot weather saw a fleet of inflatables take to the water for a regatta, bobbing about on the 
pool downstream of the Easton road bridge.  Trespass and a general disregard for permission 
for access to privately owned land, SSSI or not, seemed to be a theme of the summer 
pandemic, which at times verged on the lawless.   
 
Numbers of grayling have fallen in recent years and fewer fish were seen spawning in the 
spring on gravels favoured by the fish most years.  The digger that assumed “feature’ status 
upstream in the autumn caused some consternation and gave new meaning to “planting up 
the stream”.  Fingers crossed the impact will be minimal to this stretch of river.  
 
Chris de Cani 
 
 
Easton Fishing Syndicate 
 
The year started for me recovering from a left hip replacement. Worth doing if you suffer 
with it. My life has been transformed.  However, I had to watch out of the window for seven 
weeks whilst we got battered by a few big storms, only able to wonder what damage I would 
discover when I got back on the river....luckily just a few small branches fell, although it did 
bring the river up well. 
 
I saw the first House Martins at Easton on the 17th March which does seem quite early.  Red 
Kites seem to be replacing Buzzards in numbers on the upper Itchen.  It’s amazing how their 
numbers have increased rapidly, no doubt helped by the pheasant shoots in the area. 
 
Kingfishers were quite active by April and I heard the first cuckoo on the 9th April with 
Hawthorn fly appearing by the 20th. This year, in late May, the Mayfly were fairly patchy. 
 
It was very strange having no fishermen to start with, although luckily that all changed by 
mid-May.  I think the river was fished more this season than it ever has been!  Some fairly 
good catches were made in the Summer, although with more fishing pressure it makes the 
fish a bit more wary. 
 
This season there were not many large grayling, although a good number of small ones. 
Hopefully they will survive and put on weight for next season. 
 
We have made improvements to our carrier, using natural materials to help increase the flow 
in recent years. This seems to have worked as a lot of fish were seen late season. It would 
appear the increased flow helped recruitment. 
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A lot of fisheries suffered with trespassing and poaching this year. Easton didn’t suffer this 
too badly.  The authorities do need to tighten up the laws of trespass as it was a real issue 
further upstream at two favourite swimming spots on private land, and the mess left behind. 
More worrying are the vehicle break-ins up and down the valley over the last couple of years. 
No doubt the same people doing the rounds. 
 
Weed growth was very slow to get going this year, although it did come back in the end.  
Flows dropped off by late August. The rains in October helped and by Christmas the river 
was flowing well.  Grayling fishing continued until the end of the year and a few pike have 
started to appear. 
 
Here’s hoping things are near normal for the 2021 season. 

 
Patrick Moyle 
 
 
Orvis Abbots Worthy Beat 
 
With the lockdown affecting the 
start of our trout season on the 
Abbots Worthy beat the river 
had extra time to rest before the 
busy time ahead.  As we 
handed in our stocking licence a 
few years back the fish in the 
river are all wild excluding the 
occasional stocked fish which 
rarely wander down from 
above.  
 

There was a lot of work which went into getting the river ready for the season, mostly new 
platforms and walkways.  The water flow was pushing through and had cleared up nicely 
by the time anglers were back on the beats.  The Ranunculus was not as prolific as the 
previous year, a mixture of heavy flows in the winter and swans didn’t help at all.  
 

The rods had a great start to the season, catching many trout and it was great to see how 
many wild fish were about, with plenty of reeds to use as cover which could be helping to 
increase the population every year.  As the year progressed, the Ranunculus shot up and 
made the beat very picturesque with all manner of different shades of green.  
 

There was plenty of fly life on the river all year round with some great hatches of Iron Blue.  
The Mayfly were on time and were hatching all through the day with the best sport being 
late afternoon/ early evening. 
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The top flies on the beat this year were Black Gnats, Sedges, Iron Blues and Black Klink 
hammers.  
 
Rachael Brady 
 
 
Piscatorial Society - The Grange Estate, Abbots Worthy and Abbots Barton 
 
The Piscatorial waters on the Itchen include beats on The Grange Estate, Abbots Barton and 
Abbots Worthy. 
 

A year quite unlike any other and certainly different to the two preceding years.  A very wet 
winter comprising a veritable alphabet of named storms resulted in a full recharge of the 
aquifers and a river bulging at the seams coming into Spring.  When Spring arrived, with 
plenty of warm sunshine, the stage was set for a very promising season, that despite the 
Covid-delayed start, did not disappoint. 
 

All that wonderful flow coupled with warm sunshine got the weed off to a strong and early 
start.  It was exciting to see Ranunculus and clear gravel appearing on the Main beat of the 
Grange Estate (where we had previously narrowed the channel in places through some 
judicious folding of willow) where previously all that existed was a deep layer of silt and 
water parsnip.  Whilst the weed got away with vigour and great profusion on all our beats, 
much like our Freefolk water on the Test, the weed (post June) never really required more 
than a trim here and there through July and August.  That said, all that flow ensured good 
healthy weed beds throughout the season and far less filamentous algae smothering the river 
in late summer.   
 

That healthy weed with reduced cutting and extra flow could only have been a boon to all 
things aquatic as hatches of fly were superb all season long.  Sadly, the best of the Hawthorn 
and Grannom were over by the time the anglers were allowed out, but these were more than 
made up for with fine hatches of Olives.  The Mayfly played their part in an almost classic 
‘duffers fortnight’ and once again, something to behold on the Grange Estate.  Our Abbots 
Barton water was the only beat where the Mayfly were a little hit and miss.  As the summer 
drew on there were good hatches of fly throughout, albeit angling conditions got tougher 
during those bright sunny days, but led to some excellent evening BWO and spinner fall.  
The theme continued through autumn with fine hatches of Pale Wateries, Small Olives and 
Sedge. 
 

While a great season to be a fly fisher, there were certain issues that detracted from the 
nirvana - trespass, boating and wild swimming.  Hopefully, the huge increase in these 
activities was limited to the Covid-induced lockdown madness and, like Covid, will 
disappear with the vaccine. 
 
Craig Dawson 
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Pudding Farm 
 
I seem to recall that river levels were about normal, or a little below, for the autumn to 
Christmas period and groundwater levels generally reported as “low” at that time.  
However, following Christmas and through January and February rainfall both lifted the 
stream height and increased the groundwater levels substantially.  The springs broke, as they 
normally do, around Christmas and the little Nun’s stream developed a lovely scouring flow 
with a slight tinge of blue about its sparkling waters.  The gravels were swept clean with 
deep pools at the bends of this pretty little winterbourne.  It looked pristine and more 
beautiful than I had ever seen it before.  There was a good head of wild fingerling trout 
keeping company with large shoals of minnows and here and there a better fish for the 
visiting fly-fisher to cast to when the season opens come April/May. 
 
Needless to say, the incoming pandemic held back our early fishing, as it must have done on 
most other beats.  When ‘lockdown’ was announced in March our programme of winter work 
was complete and, other than a few ‘tidy-up’ jobs, this little fishery was poised to open for 
the new season.  Of course, it could not happen, but the fish didn’t seem to mind and they 
mostly carried on rooting in the growing weed for shrimp and any nymphs that dared show 
themselves.  Fly hatches through April were meagre and I saw only a handful of large dark 
olives. These were always the trout’s ‘bread and butter’ during the months of February, 
March and April in past years.  A few more Hawthorn flies were in evidence during early 
May than recent seasons although I can’t say that I saw any on the water or taken.  
 
Our Mayfly were late arriving, it seemed to me.  Normally I would have witnessed my first, 
solitary Mayfly by 10th May, but this year these gargantuan members of the order 
Ephemeroptera failed to put in an appearance until about the third week of the month.  Good 
numbers hatched during the late afternoons and subsequently the evening performance saw 
the fairylike spinners dancing in the still air of the late day then returning to the water, much 
to the delight of both trout and grayling.  Overall, I would judge that numbers were probably 
below par but numbers during hatches were very variable so it’s difficult to be sure. 
 
Throughout the season, hatches of small up-winged flies were pitifully poor with the trout 
predominantly feeding underwater on whatever they were able to find.  Some evenings 
produced smatterings of various sedge flies that entertained the fish well into darkness and 
this gave some surface activity.  Autumn produced the usual sporadic carnival of daddy 
longlegs that interested some of the less-experienced trout.  All in all, a fairly average season 
by today’s standards, although the fish seemed to conduct themselves in bolder ways than 
normal.  This is probably due to the fact that at no time during the year were they fished for 
and, unusually, I have no catches to report. 
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We approach Christmas as I write.  The springs have broken, and the little Nun’s stream 
comes down crystal clear and in good heart.  I have to report no great sign of spawning trout, 
as yet.  We have had a massive undertaking this autumn in that, prolific amounts of water-
parsnip have spread across the stream and have to be removed as the choked stream will not 
take it away.  I submit a photograph to illustrate.  This has been a worsening problem over 
recent years and suggest that some nutrients are entering the system that we are, as yet, 
unaware of. 

 
This is a sad year for our little fishery at Pudding Farm.  My great friend and the owner Val 
Powell passed away this year and the property is to change hands.  Although no great 
fisherman, Val was a shooter and a stalwart countryman.  He loved and lavished a great deal 
of care and attention on his estate and was a long-time member of this Association.  He was 
a real, honourable, gentleman who will be sadly missed. 
 
Roy Darlington 
 
 
Winchester College 
 
What a strange year 2020 has been! 
 
We started off with quite a wet theme, with the river topping over the banks in many areas. 
The Trout spawned well but there was very little in the way of Salmon spawning, which as 
it was the second year running, was quite concerning. 
 

As the rain slowed up, and we were starting to look at how to get the fishery ready for the 
off, but Covid 19 put a massive spanner in the works as I`m sure it did with many fisheries. 
The School did not return after Easter, and when fishing was allowed again, we opened up 
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to the Old Wykehamists, which was a welcome opportunity for many, especially as it gave 
them an extended period that they could fish over the Mayfly period.  
 
Unfortunately, the Mayfly hatch was not the best I’ve seen, maybe a number of the nymphs 
being washed out during the high flows over the winter and early spring.  There were a good 
number of olives and sedges throughout the summer, and the trout could be seen taking 
these off the surface. 
 

As we moved into the summer, with lockdown restrictions lifted, a lot more people were out 
and about.  A large proportion of our time was spent educating the public on public access, 
with walkers, swimmers, boaters and poachers all causing their own separate headaches.  
The linking up of keepers on the Itchen through Whatsapp groups have been a fantastic way 
of both sharing information and being able to offer and receive help when needed.  
 

Water levels held up fairly well to start off with, but a very dry and hot summer ensued, 
meaning we had to be very careful with weed cutting, trying to hold the levels up as best as 
we could. Swans did not help us with this in some areas. 
 

The number of herons and cormorants seen on the water has continued to increase, and we 
are looking forward to hopefully being part of the group cormorant license that has been 
proposed for the Itchen valley. 
 

A nice wet autumn and early winter ended the year, along with one of the best, if not the 
best, runs of Salmon I have seen in the 25 years, with fish up to and possibly over 20lbs 
spotted, with Redd numbers already being in double figures. 
 

Let’s hope that the season of 2021 will begin to return to a more normal year, and until then, 
tight lines and a Happy New Year to all. 
 
Mark Sankey 
 
 
Portsmouth Services Fly Fishing Association (Tichborne, St Cross, Hockley, Compton, 
Brambridge) 
 

Once again, our team of volunteer keepers have worked hard during the closed season 
maintaining and improving our beats, with members expressing how grateful they are to be 
able to enjoy fishing within such an amazing environment, especially in these difficult times. 
 

Our fishing returns provide an interesting insight into how the season progressed, with many 
early season comments reflecting how pleased people were at simply being able to visit the 
riverbanks during the first lockdown, with the opportunity to fish being seen very much as 
an added bonus. 
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As with each season, we saw a mixture of success and failure (otherwise known as fishing), 
I certainly struggled to catch on the Itchen, but did better on the Meon.  There was a rather 
subdued appearance of upwinged flies early in the season, with the iconic Mayfly generally 
making an appearance in the late evening and only sporadic hatches being reported during 
the day. Anglers that used a mixture of dry fly and nymphing tactics produced the best 
results, with one of our members having a truly amazing day, catching a total of 81 fish (43 
Trout + 38 Grayling) on our Upper St Cross beat. 
 

The PSFFA have been fortunate to secure fishing on the Tichborne, downstream from 
Cheriton. This section of the Upper Itchen falls under a Wild Trout Protection Zone and is 
truly wild fishing. Although challenging, with easily spooked fish, members have had some 
excellent days on these beats with over 370 fish being caught over the season, several up to 
15 inches in length. We will be working closely with various conservation organisations to 
maintain and improve this stretch of the Upper Itchen in the years to come. 

 
Most of our Itchen beats performed well during 
the trout season, with the catch returns showing 
roughly the same numbers of wild trout caught as 
stocked fish. Many members commented on the 
quality of the stocked fish, with specimens up to 
24 inches being caught at several beats. 
 
During the trout season the number of Grayling 
caught were roughly the same as last season, with 
the exception of our Hockley beat, where 

worryingly the numbers fell by almost 90% compared to last season. Although there have 
been some nice Grayling caught from this beat in November and December there still appears 
to be a limited age range present, something we will be keeping an eye on over the coming 
year. 

 
Matt Owen-Farmer 
 
 
  

Tichborne Swans (Photo: Robin Burns) 

A fine Grayling from Hockley (Photo: Andy Ford) 
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Bishopstoke Fishing Club 
 

Given what has occurred, “extraordinary” seems rather too bland a description of the 2020 
season.  Since the beginning of April we have been navigating through Covid regulations. 
Yet, thanks to the patience and expertise of our members and keepers, we have actually 
enjoyed a good season overall. 
 
Early in April, there were strong hatches of Grannom and falls of Hawthorne fly, safely 
enjoyed by a Nature undisturbed by anglers until lockdown rules were eased in May.  The 
Mayfly delayed just long enough for the members’ return, but for the second year in 
succession the fly were not plentiful.  Fly life has indeed been generally subdued throughout 
the season and there seem to have been more falls of terrestrial flies such as Hawthorne fly, 
“daddies” and alder beetles than hatches of the traditional aquatic ones.  This may have been 
due to the heat and dry of the midsummer months. The results of our invertebrate sampling 
have continued to show that the river has been in excellent health. 
 
Especially from June and throughout the summer, it was pleasing that more members and 
guests than usual visited the River, perhaps due to the joy of relief from lockdown and the 
uncertainty surrounding holidays abroad. Fishing conditions seem to have been quite 
challenging, though, not least because of the hot and bright weather.  
 
Unfortunately, the general restrictions on movement during the epidemic did not prevent a 
substantial increase in trespassing and poaching during these months. Among their many 
tasks, our keepers have frequently been alerted to deal with encroachments onto our 
property. It is pleasing to mention that we have continued to receive excellent response and 
support from the Police. 
 
In the context of all of the above, a specific mention is due to our keepers Peter Hellard and 
Richard Redsull for the valuable work that they have been able to carry on amid the 
disruption. They have completed bank restoration work on Shawford Stream, Otterbourne 
Waterworks and the Lower Bishopstoke Fishery as well as the usual wide range of 
maintenance tasks. Nature does not pause for a pandemic. 
 
It is sad to have to note the passing away in September of Jim Glasspool. He was a legendary 
and greatly respected champion of the chalkstream environment. Among his many roles, he 
was also a member and Trustee of the Bishopstoke Fishing Club. We were hugely privileged 
to enjoy his wisdom in Committee and his engaging company on the riverbank. He will be 
greatly missed. 
 
Amid the upheaval, there were however items of good news, two of them Regulatory.  In 
September, HM Inspector found the Eastleigh Borough Council’s strategic expansion plan to 
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be unsound on several counts, thus removing its immediate threat to our valley from even 
more housing development and roadbuilding.  Also, recently, pressure from environmental 
protection champions including the Test & Itchen Association and Salmon & Trout 
Conservation, resulted in the closure of the Bakkavor salad washing factory in Alresford, 
identified as a source of phosphates and other pollutants entering the River Itchen. 
 
Another piece of welcome good news is the significant increase in the run of migratory fish 
up the Test and Itchen recorded this year. Indeed, as I write in November, we are witnessing 
one of the best runs of salmon and sea trout through the Lower Itchen for many years, 
perhaps partly due to the heavy rainfall having raised the water level sufficiently for fish to 
run easily up the breach at Woodmill. This news is reflected in the numbers of fish that have 
been holding on the Lower Bishopstoke Fishery, where we are investing this winter in bank 
improvements and access. 
 
Looking back on the year, I expect that we all appreciate even more than ever how fortunate 
we are simply to be able to enjoy the freedom and beauty of our riverbanks. 
 
Mick Green 
Chairman  
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RIVER MEON 
 

Portsmouth Services Fly Fishing Association 

Even though the season was cut short this year our catch returns showed a general upturn 
compared to last year, with some excellent fishing occurring at the tail end of the season due 
to the significant amount of rainfall that reinvigorated the rivers. A very high incidence of 
catch and release continued, with more than 99% of all trout caught being released. Once 
again only a single Grayling was reported and none were found during the various electro 
fishing surveys undertaken. Sadly, the historical populations of these iconic fish now seem 
to be a thing of the distant past on the Meon. The good news is that Eel, Salmon Parr and a 
good number of Sea Trout were evident, both in the catch returns and the electro fishing 
results, encouraging signs for the future. 
 
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, 
although the fishing became more challenging 
as the season progressed, due to low water 
levels and the dying back of the river weed. 
 

 
St Clair’s 
The largest fish of the season from the Meon was 
caught on this stretch, it also topped the league 
table for the best average catch per visit of all our 
beats, both Meon and Itchen combined, coming 
out at 3.0 fish per visit.  It is always a lovely beat to 
fish with some amazing wildlife encounters 
reported each year, there is a real feeling of being 
in the wilderness when fishing here, due to the 
way it is sympathetically managed in partnership 

with the HIWWT. If you would like to see a short film about fishing at St Clair’s please follow 
this link The River Keeper goes fishing (https://youtu.be/jEqpfFRPtjM ) 

Andy Ford with a beautiful St Clair's wild brown trout 

https://youtu.be/jEqpfFRPtjM
https://youtu.be/jEqpfFRPtjM
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Holywell 
Catches improved on this section of the river 
compared to the previous season, with most fish 
being caught using nymph patterns, although some 
anglers did have some good sport on dry flies. River 
levels dropped significantly during the season which 
undoubtedly affected the fishing. 
The resident otter seemed to enjoy a banquet of 
Signal Crayfish, as the picture of remains found on 
the bank show. 
 

Mislingford 
The mayfly put on an excellent display early in the season, which one angler took full 
advantage of, catching 39 fish during one hatch. Again, a mixture of good and not so good 
experiences at this beat, with some anglers doing well and others struggling to connect with 
fish. The beat was in excellent condition throughout the season with many complimentary 
comments. The overall catch rate for this beat improved from last year, so let’s hope it 
performs well again next season. 

Rookesbury 
I personally had an amazing session here this season, easily 
my best so far on the Meon, catching 32 wild brown trout up 
to 14 inches, all on a nymph which I had tied, although very 
badly (see picture). The beat was in great condition and a 
real pleasure to fish, so well done to the keepers! This is a 
very popular beat and many anglers had great sport, with 
one catching a 4.5lb Rainbow, which was duly despatched 
and filleted! 

Fontley 
The large amount of work that has been undertaken on 
this beat is beginning pay off, with more people fishing 
here than previously. I still think this little gem is as yet 
undiscovered by the majority of our members, but by 
improving access and continuing the habitat 
improvements I am confident more members will 
come and fish this amazing piece of water. The sea 
trout anglers had a good season, with 11 being caught. 
Sparsholt students electro fished the beat again this 
year, with specimens over 60cm being recorded. 
 
Matt Owen-Farmer 

Remains of a Signal Crayfish found at Holywell (Ron 
Wilder) 

Badly tied (but the fish loved it!) 

A fine trout being released at Fontley (Jan 
Prawdzic-Szakowski) 


	1
	4
	6
	11
	13
	15 Aadvark McLeod Advert 2020
	16
	19
	24
	27 Advert Cain Bio_Bourne Rivulet_v2_FINAL_BLEED and CROP
	28
	32 Dick Hawkes advert
	33
	37 CLUBFISHWORLD AD  (PAGES  DOC)  copy
	Dordogne is one of France’s most famous and picturesque regions. Also its best kept fishing secret. There are wonderful opportunities for fly fishing of the upper Dordogne river -  home to Trophy size browns and Grayling .
	Also, the Dordogne river's feeder streams are wonderfully peaty, crystal clear, and home to feisty wild brown trout - the Doustre and Maronne amongst their best.  Dordogne also offers France’s longest season, extending March to the end of November.
	Lozere’s pleasure lies in the delicate stalking of wild and canny fish in magnificent scenery, from upland wild-flower prairies and plateaus to the dramatic gorges of the Tarn and the Lot. This is not trophy territory but possibilities abound for 18-24 inch fish. Also many opportunities for Barbel on the fly.
	Lozere regularly produces France’s top rated guides and national team members - when you spend a few days with them under their tutelage - you will soon understand why.
	Normandy is Charles Ritz territory - and unlike the majority of France, most of the rivers here are private. And the jewel in the crown - La Risle - considered the finest traditional brown trout chalk stream in France.

	38
	41
	45
	49
	53 - AD
	54 - 72
	73
	76
	81
	86
	90
	101

