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INTRODUCTION 

Boat fishing can be an exciting challenge for a bank angler, unfortunately 
it can also be a daunting task for someone with little or no experience of 
boating. This little guide has been compiled with the aim of helping 
anglers who have only bank fishing or limited boating experience to get 
safely afloat for the first time. As well as boat handling, the major boat 
fishing tactics are also presented in detail. The actual flies used are only 
covered as a general description since in most cases they are identical to 
those fished from the bank. There is already a general fishing guide and a 
month-by-month guide to recommended fly patterns available for 
Westwater FFC members. 

There are many advantages to fishing from a boat. Firstly, you will very 
often catch more fish. I'm sure that many of us fishing from the shoreline 
have seen someone in a boat catching well and wishing we were out there 
with them. 

 You can go almost anywhere on your chosen lake to find fish although 
there are some buoyed-off areas where you are not allowed and some 
shallow areas where you may damage the boat or your engine. The 
western sunken island shows when the water level has dropped on the 
west lake to below 27 feet on the level gauge (see lake map for position) 
so check the gauge before venturing over this area in case the water 
clarity is not good. Usually when the sun is shining you can see the 
shallows and avoid them. Unfortunately, the gauge cannot be inspected 
from the water, it can only be read from the bank!  At 25 feet on the 
gauge a shelf shows on the south embankment of the west lake but 
staying about 20-30 yards out will be safe. On the east lake there is an 
area of rocky shallows on the north bank you should be aware of. See 
Fig.1 (Lake Map) 

You don't have to carry heavy bags around all day so you can take as 
much gear as you like. e.g., cold box/bag in the summer, extra rods and 
tackle you think you may need. Far better to take tackle you only use 
occasionally than to leave it behind then find it is needed later in the day. 

You have a choice of drifting or anchoring, if the wind gets up you can 
usually find somewhere sheltered to fish. You can anchor in sheltered 
areas or over hotspots. By sheltered areas, I mean sheltered from the 
wind, there is no shelter from rain. If you are without waterproofs you will 
get soaked.  
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1.  Safety First! 

Before going out check the wind conditions and weather forecast. If in 
doubt don't go out! The wind is the main factor affecting boat fishing, 
remember that the wind often increases throughout the day so what 
started out as a nice calm morning could turn into a very windy afternoon. 
Be careful not to get trapped at the downwind end of the lake, you may 
not get back, especially if rowing! Having said that, the wind often drops 
in the evening and a later session may be possible after a stormy day. 
There is a special set of rules for boat fishing, please read it and heed it.  

Lifejackets are compulsory and must be worn as an outer garment. Don't 
wear a coat over a lifejacket as this may impair its inflation, floating 
characteristics and cause injury. Automatic life jackets should be worn in a 
single occupancy boat and the angler must have a means of signalling 
distress e.g., a whistle, these are available for free so don't go fishing 
without one. Don't forget that your lifejacket will need regular checks as 
described in the manufacturer's manual. This can easily be done at home 
if you have some digital kitchen scales. Partially open the jacket and 
unscrew the CO2 cartridge from the trigger housing. Check that it is 
above the minimum weight which is stamped on it. If it is less, this 
indicates it could be leaking and should be replaced.  

You are more likely to fall overboard when standing up in a boat which is 
why you are advised to stay seated whenever possible. Falling overboard 
will be a cold and shocking experience. If you are unfortunate to do so, 
remember that an automatic lifejacket takes a few seconds for the trigger 
to work and then a short time to inflate. Whatever you do, don't panic, 
trust the lifejacket to keep you afloat and paddle your way back to the 
boat. If wearing a manual lifejacket familiarise yourself with the position 
and shape of the inflation handle so you know where to reach and what to 
feel for if you end up in the water. Knowing where this is could save your 
life! Don't worry about wearing waders or wellies, it is a fallacy that they 
will 'drag you under'. However, they will be full of water which will make 
climbing back into the boat more difficult. The weight of your wet clothing 
will not help, and the inflated lifejacket will further restrict your 
movements. If you attempt to clamber over the gunnel the boat could 
capsize, especially if you have a boat partner trying to help. It is best to 
climb back aboard over the transom but make sure the motor is not 
running before approaching the stern of the boat. If you are by yourself 
and you can't manage to climb back aboard, blow your whistle to attract 
attention. Unless you are very close to shore it is usually safer to stay 
with the boat until help arrives. Don't let this paragraph put you off 
boating, in a lifetime of boat fishing it has never happened to me, and I 
have only ever seen it happen once to someone else.  

In case you are not familiar with boating terms, Fig.2 will help you find 
your way around our boats: 
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2.  Tackle and Equipment  

You don't need any special tackle, anything you use from the bank is 
perfectly adequate for boat fishing. As a bank angler you will already have 
a floating line and maybe a sink-tip and intermediate lines. There may be 
times when you need to get your flies down deep, so I recommend you 
always carry medium and fast sinking lines as well. These may not get 
used very often but on a hot, bright summer’s day they could mean the 
difference between a good day and a blank one. The equipment you buy is 
largely a matter of your personal budget and how serious a boat angler 
you wish to become. Below is a list of items you may want to consider. 

Electric Motor:  You may decide that rowing is not for you and a motor will 
save a lot of hard work on a windy day. You should get the propeller as 
deep as possible and keep the shaft vertical for best efficiency. Make sure 
the clamps are tight on the transom before setting off. Consider using a 
safety strap/rope and attach it to the boat in case the clamps fail, and the 
motor tries to go overboard. This could happen if you switch quickly to full 
power with the motor at an angle to the boat. I would recommend a 
motor with a minimum thrust of 45lb to push the large and heavy boats 
we have on our two lakes. I have used 'Minn Kota' motors for many years 
and found them to be utterly reliable. There is plenty of choice out there, 
'Shakespeare' is another manufacturer of good quality motors and I have 
heard good reports about ‘Watersnake’ and ‘Bison’. 

 Battery:  This should be of the 'leisure' or 'deep cycle' type and if looked 
after properly may last several years. This type of battery has a different 
construction to a car battery and is designed to be regularly discharged 
and recharged. However, it will slowly lose capacity even if kept fully 
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charged, the electrolyte levels maintained, and it is stored correctly. Never 
leave a lead-acid battery in a discharged condition, charge it up as soon 
as you can after fishing. Don't leave it on a cold concrete garage floor or 
outside over the winter. This will cause it to fail prematurely. Always make 
sure it is fully charged before you set off. Lead-acid batteries are very 
heavy, a typical 70Ah battery will weigh about 40lb. This is the smallest 
you should consider and may run a motor for up to an hour at full power. 
With care it should last all day. Larger capacity batteries are available but 
come with a weight penalty, two 70Ah batteries would be easier to 
manhandle than one huge 120Ah battery. Lighter lithium chemistry-based 
batteries are available but are prohibitively expensive and need careful 
handling and maintenance. 

Anchor:  After your lifejacket and whistle, I would consider this item to be 
the most important you should take aboard. It could save you from being 
blown ashore should your engine or battery fail or if you are unable to row 
against a strong wind. A 4-kilogramme folding grapnel anchor is suitable 
for the lake beds which are a mixture of rocks and mud. Attached to the 
anchor with a steel shackle should be about 6 feet of stout chain which is 
designed to prevent the upwards pull from the rope lifting the anchor from 
its grip on the bottom. Finish off the outfit with 20-30 yards of good 
quality 8-10mm braided rope. This should be fitted with a steel snap or 
carbine hook on both ends so one end can be attached to the chain and 
the other can be attached to the boat e.g., around a thwart. Choose a 
bright colour for the rope so it is easy to see underwater. Knowing where 
it is may help you avoid losing the occasional fish that tries to swim 
around it. Avoid too thin a rope, it is difficult to grip and may cut your 
hands. Likewise, the common blue twisted polypropylene rope, although 
cheap, is hard on the hands and very prone to tangling. After use, detach 
the rope from the chain and hang it up to dry to avoid mildew and 
unpleasant smells setting in. A pair of heavy-duty rubber gloves will save 
wear and tear on your skin if you anticipate using your anchor a lot. They 
will also help prevent your hands from getting cold and wet. The more 
anchor rope you let out, the better the anchor will grip the bottom as it is 
less liable to be lifted from its grip by the tension on the rope. As a rule of 
thumb, let out 2-3 times the water depth, on a windy day you may need 
even more. When the anchor is retrieved it will probably have lumps of 
mud stuck on the flukes. Washing this off before bringing the anchor 
inboard will help to keep the boats and your gear clean. More on using 
anchors later. 

 Landing net:  Your normal folding landing net which you use for bank 
fishing is adequate. Nice to have is a long-handled telescopic net with a 
'pan' type bag for easy catch and release.  

Boat seat:  After a few uncomfortable hours sitting on a hard thwart, it 
can be very tempting to stand up to fish. You can remain seated in 
comfort with one of these. There are two main types of boat seat - across 
the gunwale (extendable) or clamp on type. The across the gunwale type 
means that you are sitting quite high up and it should be strapped into 
place to prevent it sliding about, this will help prevent you falling 
overboard. Since the clamp on type fixes to the boat thwart, you will be 
sitting a bit lower down. Whichever you choose, pick one with a strong 
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backrest and a good seat cushion. They can be expensive but should last 
for years.  

For your comfort: If you need to take a comfort break, it can be quite a 
long row back to the lodge to use the facilities. Remember we are not 
allowed to pollute the lake as it is a drinking water supply, so the bailer is 
not a suitable receptacle! Gentlemen could try using a plastic milk 
container which can be emptied properly later. 

Plumb line:  A handy device to have for checking the water depth where 
you are fishing, especially useful when at anchor and fishing a sinking 
line. It is simply a two- or three-ounce lead weight on the end of a string. 
Tie a loop knot every three feet so you can gauge the depth. Store on an 
old plastic line spool. 

Waterproof trousers: These are absolutely essential for boat fishing where 
you could spend most of the day sitting down. Even just a light shower 
could mean sitting in a puddle of water which can be most unpleasant. I 
buy a new pair of cheap PVC trousers every year which guarantees a dry 
bottom in the worst weather. Beware of expensive 'breathable' trousers, 
they will eventually let water through if sat on for long enough. 
Lightweight chest waders are also suitable, and you may already have a 
pair for bank fishing. 

Dry bag:  These are waterproof bags with a roll top, very handy for 
storing spare clothing, cameras, phones etc. They will protect your items 
from rain and also from any water swilling about in the bottom of the 
boat. Buy a clear one if possible so you can see the contents and find 
what you need without emptying the whole bag! 

Plastic seat tackle box:  Typically for coarse fishing, one of these should 
hold all of your tackle and keep it dry all day. 

Drogue:  An essential item if you intend to fish 'on the drift', especially on 
a windy day. Also known as a sea anchor or drift sock. Basically, this is an 
underwater parachute designed to reduce the speed of a drifting boat. 
There are two main types of drogues, and it may be handy to have one of 
each depending on how you intend to fish. For convenience I shall call 
them 'type A' and 'type B'. Type A is the oldest one designed for trout 
fishing and is a square or rectangle of fabric with a hole in the centre to 
stop it swinging about. A rope attached to each corner leads to a metal 
ring to which is knotted a single rope which is attached to the boat. Useful 
modifications which help in reducing tangles include a heavy-duty swivel 
and a wooden block to spread the four ropes. The type B drogue is a 
recent invention designed to be left in the water while motoring. This is 
especially advantageous when fishing competitions on large waters such 
as Rutland, Grafham etc. It means time can be saved by not pulling in the 
drogue before motoring upwind for another drift. The type B drogue 
consists of an oblong of fabric, preferably with a hole in the centre. 
Instead of the four corner ropes coming together, they attached in pairs to 
two fixing ropes. These two ropes are attached to the boat several feet 
apart. If set up correctly it is possible to motor ahead, and the drogue will 
collapse and stream along beside and behind the boat. Care should be 
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taken when turning the boat as the drogue could get sucked into the 
propeller. This could damage the engine and will almost certainly write off 
the drogue! See later for more information on drogues and their use. 

GPS:  A stand-alone device or a smart phone with a satnav capability may 
be useful for determining the position of the sunken island on the west 
lake. There can be good fishing over this area when it is covered by water 
too deep to allow it to be seen. Otherwise take bearings from features on 
the shore, a plumb line could also be handy to confirm your position. 
Currently, the area is marked by some buoys but there are still shallows 
and rocks around there to beware of. 

'G' Clamps:  These are handy for attaching drogue lines to or for tying off 
the anchor rope. If you use one be sure to protect the boat's woodwork by 
using softwood pads under the clamp. 

Tool Kit: If using a motor, you should carry a spanner of the correct size 
so you can remove the propeller retaining nut if required. You may need 
to do this if your fly line gets tangled around the engine and jams in the 
gap between the propeller and the motor housing. It is best not to switch 
on the motor when your line is in the water! A multitool with pliers, 
screwdrivers and a sharp knife blade may also be useful. 

Finally, to make sure you don’t forget anything, a check list may be 
handy. 

3.  Getting out there.  

Booking in is very similar to bank fishing, there is a different column to fill 
in and boat number to add if available, the oars are numbered and match 
the boat. You will need your oar locker key to get to the oars and the 
locker should be relocked straight away. The boat could need bailing out if 
it has been raining, there should be buckets and/or bailers in each boat. 
One or two of the boats are smaller than others, these are more suitable 
to single occupancy, the bigger boats are more suitable for 2-3 persons. 
If you have an electric motor, don’t go out without oars, if your engine or 
battery fails you will need them to get back to the moorings. 
  
Electric barrows are available for taking your gear to and from the boats. 
They only have three wheels so be careful how you load and unload them, 
they can topple over. The batteries have a limited life so always switch the 
power off when you have finished. If you use the motor only when going 
uphill, this will save battery power for the next angler using it. If you think 
that the barrow battery needs charging, there are chargers in the barrow 
shed for this purpose. Unclip the barrow platform and tip it forward. 
Remove the rain cover and lift the battery straight up and out. The 
charger socket on the battery is protected by a small black plastic stopper. 
Remove this and plug in the charger lead. Switch on the charger at the 
mains, charging is indicated by a small red lamp on the battery itself. 
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The boats are moored on a continuous rope with a pulley at the mooring 
weight. See Fig.3A for the best way to retrieve them: 

1. Lift the loop in the rope off the securing post. 
2. Pull on the other leg of the rope. The boat should come towards the 
shore and the loop towards the water. Standing away from the water’s 
edge and dropping your slack rope next to the pulley will reduce friction 
and ease retrieval of the boat. 
3. Stop pulling when the boat comes to shore. Only unclip the boat from 
its mooring tether when you are ready to set off, if you unclip it earlier 
you could lose the boat if there is an offshore breeze. This sounds obvious 
but it has happened! Leave the tether at the water’s edge ready for when 
you return the boat or so someone else can use it if they come in before 
you. Don’t pull the tether back out without a boat attached, it causes 
extra wear and tear and confusion.  

To return a boat to its mooring, see Fig.3B: 

1. Clip the boat onto the mooring line as soon as you can after coming 
ashore. Unload the boat and be careful not to leave any gear in it. Return 
the oars to the oar locker and leave it locked.  
2. Pull on the leg of the rope with the loop, dropping the slack next to the 
pulley. 
3. When the loop in the rope reaches the securing post and the boat is 
offshore, stop pulling and fit the loop over the post. Please do not add any 
extra knots or loops to the rope and if you have any problems, please 
report them. 
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Load up quickly at the slipway if possible and avoid letting the boat roll 
about on the rocks, as this may cause damage to the hull. A pair of 
wellies should allow you to wade deep enough to comfortably load the 
boat and enable you to get off the shore with dry feet. When all connected 
up, make sure the motor will operate by briefly switching it on and off 
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with the propeller out of the water. Do not drop it straight down to its 
maximum depth, you could hit the bottom and damage it. Step into the 
boat and move to the stern and it should float off. If you need to push off 
with an oar, don't push with the blade against the rocks, use the handle 
end to avoid damage.  Motor or row out backwards watching out for 
mooring ropes on the way. 
If you find or cause any accidental damage to a boat, please report it 
straight away so that it can be repaired. Any problems are best repaired 
quickly before they get worse, and we don't want the next occupant to 
find out the hard way!  

4.  Boat Handling 

Before you start fishing there are a few simple rules on etiquette. Stay at 
least 50 yards away from other boats and bank anglers. 
Don't motor across another boat's drift line, go around behind them. 
Go slowly and quietly if you must go near another boat and watch out for 
their anchor rope and fly lines, they may be casting further than you 
think! 

Having a successful and enjoyable day is all about getting the boat to 
behave the way you want. Start by getting into good habits. If using a 
motor sit on the same side of it every time and operate it with the same 
hand. Drift the same way by putting the drogue out on the same side 
every time. This also applies to anchoring. After a bit of practice, it will 
become second nature. Don't bang about in the boat, sound travels 
particularly well through water and an item dropped onto the hull could 
scare fish out of casting range. Fish will come very close to the boat if you 
keep a low profile and keep noise to a minimum. One of the worst casting 
faults I see is dropping false casts onto the water and ripping them off 
with a loud 'SLURP' into a back cast. Keep your false casts in the air to 
avoid scaring the fish unnecessarily. 

Once out on the lake you have a choice of anchoring in a likely spot or 
free drifting and letting the wind blow you across the lake. If it is windy, 
deploying a drogue will reduce the speed of the drift. If fishing alone, I 
find it best to fix the anchor or drogue at the bow and fish out of the 
stern, you have a wide arc to cast so you can search plenty of water. See 
Fig.4. If the wind is light and you don't need a drogue, you should note 
that, with a single angler, our boats tend to drift downwind bow first. This 
is not very convenient if you are sitting in the stern! You may want to 
change your seating position if this happens or control the attitude of the 
boat regularly using the oars or motor. 

 11



 

If you are fishing with a fellow angler, you need to think carefully about 
who casts in which direction and be aware of what your companion is 
doing. You need to know where your backcast is going to avoid 
unfortunate accidents. At worst you could hook your fellow angler, or you 
could cross your backcasts and end up with a horrendous tangle of leaders 
and flies. This can be very frustrating when fish are rising all around and 
you are unable to get a line over them! 

In Fig.5a the stern angler can cast safely into area A, similarly the bow 
angler can fish area B with no danger of hooking his companion. The stern 
angler can cast into area X if he roll casts. The bow angler can cast into 
area Y if he casts with care over his left shoulder. If one of the anglers is a 
left-hander, he should fish in the bow with the boat set up as in the 
diagram. With two right-handers in a small boat, the bow angler needs to 
be careful to keep his rod vertical to avoid hooking his companion or cast 
over his left shoulder. In practice our boats are long enough to provide 
good separation of the anglers and it is usually safe for two right-handers 
to cast quite normally. However, it is very easy to for the backcasts to 
meet so good communication between the two occupants is essential. 
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In Fig.5b if the wind is light, both anglers have a good area to fish without 
danger of hooking each other. Since the angler in the stern cannot easily 
see what the bow angler is doing, it is up to the bow angler to coordinate 
casting, only casting himself when he is sure that the stern angler is not 
about to aerialise any line. When drifting with a drogue, this is a very 
efficient way to cover plenty of water, a much wider strip of water can be 
covered than in a broadside drift. In addition, because the flies are being 
retrieved across the wind, more fish are likely to see them. This is 
because most fish will travel upwind in a ripple. You are likely to catch 
more fish than when drifting broadside, casting more or less straight down 
wind. However, when the wind is stronger the bow angler has the wind on 
his right shoulder and casting can become dangerous to himself unless he 
casts over his left shoulder. If the wind gets too strong, both anglers can 
only practically cast straight downwind and changing the boat to a 
broadside attitude would make for safer fishing.  
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Unfortunately, on a very windy day the anchor may drag if the boat is 
broadside to the wind, you may need to tie the anchor rope off at the bow 
so that wind pressure on the boat and occupants is reduced. This should 
help the anchor to hold bottom. Also, a dragging anchor is more likely to 
get stuck in a snag and could be lost. If you are unable to free it, you 
need to have the option of cutting the rope so always carry a sharp knife 
with you in the boat for such an eventuality. If the weather is poor and 
you want to try to retrieve your anchor at a later date, tie the rope into a 
bundle and add something which floats e.g., a thermos flask, pop bottle 
etc. and drop it all overboard so it can be found later. Report your loss in 
the lost and found book in case it is retrieved by someone else. 

In Fig.5c fixing the anchor or drogue a couple of feet back from the bow 
will cause the boat to lie at an angle to the wind. This will reduce wind 
pressure on the boat and occupants which may stop the anchor from 
dragging. It will also help the angler in the bow on a windy day when his 
only option is to cast virtually straight downwind. Casting areas A and B 
are much reduced and if the boat swings the bow angler may find his line 
under the stern. In truth, if it gets that windy you would be better off 
seeking somewhere more sheltered to fish. 
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Whether anchored or drifting with a drogue, a boat will always swing 
about on its tether, this is most noticeable when anchored and can be 
used to an advantage if you have plenty of anchor rope. After anchoring 
and fishing for a while and hopefully catching one or two fish, throw 10 
yards of anchor rope onto the water then tie it off. Allow the boat to drift 
downwind until the rope tightens up then continue fishing. You will now be 
fishing some fresh water and as the boat swings you will have more scope 
to cover unfished water. Continue doing this in stages until all your anchor 
rope is out. Before starting fishing, you will have made sure that the end 
of your anchor rope was securely attached to the boat! You need to be 
careful that another boat doesn't run over your anchor line, having a 
brightly coloured rope will help get it noticed.  
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Extending your anchor rope like this is useful for fishing against a 
downwind shore. If the wind is fresh there are unlikely to be any bank 
anglers fishing there. Drop your anchor about 50 yards from the shore 
and fish for a while. Let the anchor line out in stages as above, you should 
eventually finish up about 20 yards from the shore. This is an easy 
downwind cast to the shoreline where fish will see your flies travelling 
away from the bank instead of what they normally see - flies travelling 
towards the bank. You will almost always catch fish by employing this 
tactic. When you have exhausted that fishing area, a final wrinkle is to 
quietly pull in the anchor rope until you are back where you started and 
have a few more casts. This water will have been rested for a while and is 
worth fishing again, especially if you caught fish there when you first 
arrived. 

I have already mentioned adding a spreader block to the type A drogue. 
This is just a four-inch square of hardwood about half an inch thick with 
five holes drilled in it. The four corner holes fix the lines to each corner of 
the fabric and the centre hole is for the fixing rope. The addition of a lazy 
line will help aid the retrieval of a drogue. This is a second rope, longer 
than the fixing rope which is also attached to or near the spreader block. 
A small snap hook on the near end adds some weight to prevent it being 
pulled overboard. It can be hung on the inside of the gunnel or attached 
to a thwart. Pulling on this slack line to retrieve the drogue is a lot easier 
than reaching overboard and pulling on a tight line, especially if you are 
sitting high up on an extending boat seat. More additions to my drogue 
include two small weights in adjacent corners of the fabric to help the 
drogue sink and set quickly, and a heavy-duty swivel in the fixing rope to 
prevent tangles. All these modifications may seem like a bit of a chore, 
but they can save a lot of frustration when you are out on the water. If 
you are continually undoing tangles in ropes it detracts from your pleasure 
and fishing time. The type B drogue does not require a lazy line and rarely 
tangles. To pull it in all you have to do is pull on one of the fixing ropes 
and it will collapse and come aboard easily. When deployed it is possible 
for any drogue to tangle up, if it does, a poke from your landing net 
handle will usually help it to set correctly. Fig.6 shows the two types of 
drogues and how they deploy in the water.  
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The attitude of the boat to the wind can be fine-tuned when using a    
type A drogue by attaching it to a rope strung between the stern and the 
bow. The drogue rope can then be slid along it, altering the angle of the 

 17



boat to the wind. This is quicker than detaching the rope and reattaching 
it to another thwart or G clamp. See Fig.7 

 

See Fig.8 for how to cover plenty of water when drifting. With an offshore 
wind, observe a mark on the bank where you start to fish. This could be a 
tree or a bush etc. After your drift, motor/row back up to the mark and 
then along the bank 30-40 yards. Now you can start a new drift after 
noting another mark to motor back to. This ensures that you are always 
fishing fresh undisturbed water because you haven't previously motored 
over the water you intend to fish. Of course, this is all fine in theory, in 
practice there are a lot of variables which can upset your plans. For 
example, starting a drift in the same position every time rarely means you 
will end up in the same place! The trick is to be observant, watch what the 
wind is doing and where it is taking you, and adapt your tactics to the 
prevailing conditions.  
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When fishing near the shore be aware of the phenomenon where the wind 
comes over the top of a high bank and curls down onto the water. See 
Fig.9. You have probably noticed these eddies when fishing from the dam 
walls on a windy day where you have been surprised to find the wind in 
your face instead of from behind. In a boat this can upset your expected 
drift line and take the boat ashore if you are not paying attention. On the 
other hand, it is almost guaranteed to get terrestrial flies and beetles onto 
the water which will attract fish to the area.  
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5. Fishing 

Now you know all about handling the boat and getting it to behave the 
way you want; it is about time we discussed the main fishing methods 
available to you. Most are the same as you would use from the bank, but 
you have more options open to you, especially being able to cover more 
water and fish at depths you probably can't reach from the bank. Some 
suggestions first though.  

If there are two of you in the boat, you will have the danger of extra flies 
whizzing about your head so wear a hat and sunglasses for protection. On 
a very dull day when sunglasses may be inappropriate, a pair of clear 
lightweight safety glasses are a good idea. 

If you are already a competent bank angler, you won't need me to tell you 
what flies to tie on or what method to use to match the conditions. You 
already know what to do from experience. I can't recommend which lake 
to fish or where to fish in it. The wind, the weather, the stocking levels 
and countless other factors could influence your choice on the day and the 
level of sport you achieve. Even after several years boating here, I 
sometimes wish I had selected the other lake! Your choice of tackle is a 
personal thing and as I said previously, anything you use on the bank can 
be used from a boat. You often won't need to cast so far when in a boat 
as you may need to from the bank. You will also do most of your casting 
downwind and these two factors mean you can generally use lighter 
tackle. My personal preference is for two identical ten-foot number five 
rods and a pair of matching reels, initially with one set up for dry fly and 
the other for nymph fishing. Both reels are fitted with identical floating 
lines.  I will usually leave one of these as it is and ready to use and alter 
the other one as and when conditions dictate. This could mean changing 
lines to a sink-tip, an intermediate or a sinker. Very occasionally I may 
want to fish deep with large flies and a number seven or eight outfit is 
more suitable, especially with fast-sinking lines.  

If you are out on the lake on a breezy day you should watch out for calm 
lanes or slicks appearing. Generally, these will emanate from a feature on 
the shore such as a point or a clump of trees. Sometimes they seem to 
appear from nowhere and don't have a specific origin. Watch out for them 
and always fish along them if you get the chance. Insects tend to get 
trapped in the calm water and trout will often work their way upwind 
along them. Drifting down one can be very productive especially if fishing 
dry flies. 

When fishing, be aware of where the sun is and the effect it may have on 
the fish's vision. With the sun and the wind directly behind you, pulling 
your flies straight upwind near or on the surface means the fish are 
looking into very bright light and may not be able to see your flies easily. 
Consequently, you may get follows and swirls but have difficulty in getting 
a solid take. Casting and pulling your flies back at an angle to the wind 
and sun may help you put a fish in the bag. 

Finally, if you are not catching, change something, don't plug away in one 
spot after a fruitless hour even if you caught a boatload there last week. 
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Alter your retrieve rate, fly line, leader, flies etc. or move to another 
location. Below are descriptions of the main fishing methods and 
suggestions of when to use them. 

Loch Style   

This traditional way of fishing has to be one of the earliest methods of fly 
fishing from a boat and is effective to this day. It is an ideal tactic when 
two anglers are sharing a boat, and plenty of water can be covered. The 
boat is set up to drift broadside to the wind as in Fig.5a. If the wind is 
more than a breeze, the drogue can be deployed. Both anglers cast a 
short line (10 yards maximum) straight downwind with a 2 or 3 fly leader 
of about 13-17 feet. Make sure the leader and flies sink immediately by 
using sinkant and a fluorocarbon monofil leader. The flies are then 
retrieved back towards the boat. The speed of retrieve needs to be 
greater than the speed of the drifting boat so that there is always a tight 
line to the point fly. With about ten feet of fly line outside the rod top, 
raise the rod to lift the top dropper fly (the 'bob' fly) to the surface. It can 
now be skimmed slowly across the surface or be held in the waves 
enticingly. This is the most likely time to get a take. Watch it closely for 
any unusual movement which might indicate a fish has taken one of the 
other flies. Once you have worked the bob fly, use the high rod position to 
execute a roll cast. This will remove the leader and flies from the water 
and enable one or two false casts to present the flies again. It sounds a 
bit complicated but after a while, with a bit of practice, it can be done 
without thinking and you can get into a good rhythm. When I fish this 
way, I only use two flies on a leader of about thirteen feet. It simplifies 
things and means you are less likely to get a tangle when playing a fish. 
The choice of flies is less important than the way you fish them. Typically, 
the bob fly would be a traditional palmered pattern to make plenty of 
surface disturbance and the others more streamlined, so they sink quickly. 
In bright conditions fish may be reluctant to takes flies from or near the 
surface and a sink-tip or intermediate line will probably do better than a 
floater. I would prefer a fast sink-tip, the floating part is visible and gives 
you a guideline to your flies and also means that the line can be mended 
easily should the boat not be drifting in a straight path. A heavy point fly 
e.g., something with a gold bead head or tied sparsely on a double hook, 
will also help to get that bit of extra depth to the flies. 

Dry fly fishing   

This is my favourite method of fishing, and I will use it to exclusion of all 
others providing the conditions are right and the fish are cooperating. 
Luckily the fish here are usually looking upwards for their food because 
the lake water is relatively low in insect life. A large part of their diet is 
made up of terrestrial insects and spiders which are blown onto the water 
from the surrounding trees and farmland. Consequently, they are usually 
not too fussy about what they will take and most small dark artificials will 
catch if properly presented. Fortunately for us they will also often take our 
flies even if they are badly presented! Once we get into May and warmer 
weather, there should be plenty of fish near the surface willing to take 
your flies. In a typical early morning session, you could be confronted with 
a flat calm lake with fish rising here and there. Many anglers would be 
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praying for a bit of wind to cause a ripple but not me. Flat calm water is 
ideal dry fly conditions, rising fish are easily spotted and can be stalked, 
especially if you have an electric motor. In these conditions, if fishing 
alone, I will usually sit in easy reach of the motor tiller and fish over the 
stern. With the motor in reverse, fish can be easily approached and cast 
to. In these conditions it helps a lot if you can get your leader to sink 
immediately it hits the water. You have to use fluorocarbon monofil, 
initially treated with a smear of detergent, to achieve this in a flat calm. 
Try to avoid handling the leader as you may transfer grease to it and 
make it difficult to sink. Choice of flies might be a foam beetle, black 
hopper, sedgehog, Shipman's buzzer, CDC emerger etc. Watch out for the 
rise and estimate which way the fish is travelling, if you can get your flies 
in front of a fish it will often take. Don't worry if the sinking leader pulls 
your flies under, they will catch just as well under the surface if retrieved 
steadily or stripped in before another cast. 

With two anglers in the boat, it is best to fish both sides as in Fig.5b. with 
the stern angler controlling the boat with the motor and both of them 
casting. If rowing it is usually best to take turns on the oars, with the 
other angler fishing while the oarsman positions the boat.  

When the wind gets up and in cloudy conditions, you can fish dries all day 
and I often do, deploying the drogue when needed. Drifting downwind it 
pays to spread your casts out in a fan shape working from one side of 
your casting arc to the other. That way you never cast into the same piece 
of water twice. I would only do that if I saw a fish rise nearby or showed 
an interest in my flies. If you keep casts to a maximum of ten yards, you 
are less likely to spook fish by dropping your line on them, but always 
have another ten yards stripped from your reel so you can quickly cover 
rising fish at a distance if you see any. Use a 'figure of eight' retrieve or a 
slow strip to recover line while the boat drifts towards your flies. Finish up 
with a quick strip in before recasting, this may induce a nearby fish to 
take. Although I fish general patterns a lot (e.g., hoppers, beetles, 
sedgehogs etc.) I will always try to 'match the hatch'. If imitating small 
flies such as black gnats and aphids, fishing one fly on a light leader is 
best. To have a dropper means more knots and therefore more 
weaknesses in the leader which is already fairly weak to start with. Also, if 
you hook two fish simultaneously on a light leader it is likely you will lose 
them both.  

Dry fly at lunchtime could be something which may put a fish or two in 
the bag on a hard day when not much is happening, and you need a 
break. All you need to do is drop the anchor and cast a dry fly about ten 
yards downwind from the boat. Watch your fly while you enjoy your food 
and drink. Be prepared to grab the rod and lift if you get a take. Having 
said that, a lot of fish will hook themselves without any input from the 
angler. 

If the sun is out, fish will rise in the calmer sheltered water and on the 
ripple edge but tend to be reluctant to rise in the rougher water further 
out in the lake. This is when I might switch to nymph or lure fishing. 

Nymph fishing   
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Nymph fishing can be a bit more challenging from a boat than from the 
bank. Techniques and tackle are pretty much the same, but movement of 
the boat can be a problem. Even when anchored, the boat will move about 
to a certain extent and since nymphing retrieve rates are slow, you may 
not be in touch with the flies all the time or you might be fishing at the 
wrong speed. The swinging boat can cause slack line and you can easily 
miss gentle takes if you feel them too late. I will often fish with some kind 
of indicator on the line when fishing nymphs or midge pupae very slowly. 
This could be a short piece of waterproofed yarn e.g., Loon Outdoors 
'Strike Out' or 'Strike Two' at the fly line/leader junction. Orange is usually 
the best colour but when looking into bright light, black is usually better. 
The benefit of this type of indicator is that you can use as long a leader as 
you like because it will slide through the rod rings and not jam. Another 
method is to use a hard indicator somewhere on the leader and allow the 
flies to sink and fish vertically below it. Try a 'Fish Pimp' or a buoyant 
putty such as Loon Outdoors 'Biostrike' Also known as 'bung fishing', the 
bung cannot pass through the rod rings so the leader beyond the bung 
needs to be kept fairly short, certainly no longer than the rod.  

You can also use a dry fly as an indicator. I prefer a large Klinkhamer with 
a fluorescent orange wing post. This is fished on the end of a greased 
copolymer leader. A length of fluorocarbon is fastened to the hook bend 
and a small nymph or pupa tied onto it. The depth the nymph fishes at is 
determined by the length of fluorocarbon used, anything from about one 
to several feet. You can fish small flies very close to the surface with this 
method, often just what the fish are after. You will also catch the odd daft 
fish that takes the unlikely looking Klinkhamer!  

Your nymphs can also be kept up near the surface using the 'washing line' 
technique. This is very simple, with one or two nymphs on the droppers, 
tie a buoyant fly on the point. This needs to be something which will stay 
on the surface such as a booby type lure. When the rig is retrieved, the 
dropper flies stay just subsurface while the booby makes a gentle wake 
along the top. You could get takes on any fly, beware of violent takes on 
the booby so use a reasonably strong leader to avoid breakages. The 
'washing line' technique should not be restricted to floating lines and 
nymphs, it can be used with a variety of lines and flies to good effect. 

Last to mention in this section is a technique exclusive to boat fishing 
called 'the hang'. This is particularly effective when fishing a team of 
midge pupae off a floating or midge-tip line but can be applied to just 
about any fly and line combination you care to use from a boat. 
Retrieve your fly line until you have a few feet beyond the rod top. Stop 
the retrieve and raise the rod slowly to about a 45-degree angle until the 
tip of the line is just on the surface. Hold the rod steady and watch the 
line tip for any movement which could indicate a take. A take might also 
be felt as a 'bump' on the rod or a feeling of the rod getting heavier. After 
a short time pull in a few feet of line until the top dropper is at the surface 
and watch that for any unusual movement. How long you do this for 
depends on several factors, mainly the speed of the drifting boat and the 
length of your leader. You obviously don't want the flies to be swept under 
the boat or you may hook the keel when you try to lift them out of the 
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water. If you haven't previously heard of this technique, you are probably 
thinking it is a waste of time, the fish will be scared by the boat, and you 
won't catch anything. In fact, it is very effective, the almost stationary or 
slowly sinking flies seem to be very attractive to any fish that has followed 
them during the retrieve and often induces a take. They seem to ignore 
the boat looming above them even in very clear water. If you want to try 
this with a sinking line, since you can't see the end, you need to put a 
marker of some kind on the line a few feet back from the tip. When the 
marker arrives at the rod top or to your hand, it is the signal to stop 
retrieving and raise the rod. You can add a marker with a felt tip pen or 
with a short wrapping of fluorescent red or orange fly tying thread. 

Lure Fishing 

Lure fishing is a bit more straightforward than nymphing because in 
general retrieves are faster and so are less upset by movement of the 
boat. If casting downwind from a drifting boat and using a sinking line, 
you need to retrieve line at the same pace as the boat while waiting for 
the line and lure to sink. If you don't keep pace with the boat, you could 
get a take as the fly is sinking freely and be unaware of it. With a take 'on 
the drop', and a slack line, you might feel a tug then the fish is gone. You 
don't usually have this problem with a floating line because you can see if 
it is going slack and the strip usually starts very soon after casting. When 
drifting like this, it may be worth switching to a faster sinking line so that 
the waiting time for it to sink to the required depth is less and so the 
stripping part of the retrieve lasts longer. 
  
To search the depths, it is often helpful to count a sinking line down 
before starting the strip. Typically for the first cast, give it ten seconds to 
sink then strip back. Let the next cast sink for twenty seconds then strip 
back etc. If you get a take or a fish, let the next few casts sink for the 
same amount of time and you could get more takes at that depth. 
  
To fish deeper from a drifting boat, you can set up the boat to drift bow 
into the wind as in Fig.5b. Providing the wind is not too strong, cast at 
right angles to the boat and pay out line while the boat drifts and the line 
sinks. When you start to strip in, the line and fly will come back in a curve 
which the fish seem to find particularly attractive. You obviously need to 
make sure that you don't hook the drogue towards the end of the 
retrieve. 

'Backdrifting' is a technique I haven't personally tried here. However, I 
have seen it practiced on the large Midlands reservoirs to good effect. It is 
a method designed to get a big heavy fly down deep to where fish may be 
lying during a spell of hot weather. From a free drifting boat, cast your 
fast sinking fly line upwind about ten yards. On a windy day this may be 
all you can manage! As the boat drifts downwind, slowly pay out the 
remainder of the fly line and then start the retrieve when the line pulls up 
tight. The fishing depth depends mainly on the sink rate of the line and 
lure. Since the line is slack while it sinks, you could be fishing anywhere 
from ten to thirty feet deep when the retrieve is started. This is deep 
enough to catch most fish enjoying a sulk in the cooler parts of a lake. 
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This is a technique which may become more useful if our summers 
continue to get hotter and drier. 

To fish really deep from a boat, you need to use the anchor. With the boat 
stationary you can let your fly line sink right to the bottom if you have the 
patience. It is very useful to know how fast your lines sink and most 
modern lines have the sink rate somewhere on the packaging or in the 
line description. For example, a 'Di3' line will sink at approximately three 
inches per second or in other words it will take four seconds to sink one 
foot. So, if you want to start your retrieve when it is five feet down you 
should allow it to sink for twenty seconds. Bear in mind that if you 
retrieve slowly, the line will continue to sink until it starts to be pulled 
upwards towards the end of the retrieve. Conversely, if you strip in very 
quickly, the line will tend to rise in the water. With a moderate strip, the 
line and therefore the lure should stay at about five feet deep for most of 
the retrieve. It follows that if you want to fish at the same depth, you 
could use a Di6 line and let it sink for just ten seconds since it sinks at 
twice the rate of the Di3. You could also pull it faster and it would not rise 
up in the water so much.  

Suppose you have anchored in twenty feet of water, and you want to fish 
close to the bottom with a Di6 line. It will sink at the rate of one foot 
every two seconds and so will take forty seconds to get down there. 
However, it is not quite as simple as that. As the line sinks it will tend to 
swing back towards the boat like a pendulum and the amount of distance 
your lure fishes near the bottom is greatly reduced. Ideally you should 
cast as far as possible and then pay out an extra twenty feet of slack line. 
This will allow the fly line to sink on a level plane so the lure will fish along 
the bottom for a greater distance. Bear in mind that takes are most likely 
to come as the fly changes direction and heads upwards, so it is handy to 
have markers on your line, so you know how much is out below the boat. 
It is also worth fishing the 'hang' briefly before you complete your 
retrieve. I haven't tried this technique here very often and when I have 
tried it the results have been a bit disappointing. Fish are most easily 
caught from the surface down to a depth of 6-10 feet and fishing deeper 
than that seems relatively unproductive. That's not to say fishing very 
deep won't work because you are probably more likely to catch one of the 
big resident brown trout down there than when fishing near the surface! 

Booby fishing is best done from an anchored boat and the pattern of fly 
doesn't seem to be that important. This can be productive especially early 
and late in the season if the fish are not near the surface. It enables you 
to fish quite deep but with little chance of hooking the bottom and losing 
your lure. Since it is a method where the fish tend to swallow the fly, it 
should only be used if you intend to kill the fish you catch. When fishing 
this way, I prefer to anchor in about ten feet of water and use a fast 
intermediate or a Di3 line. I make the leader length about half the water 
depth, and the cast is made as far as I can. After allowing the line to sink 
to near the bottom, I begin a slow but steady 'figure of eight' retrieve. 
Fish will often pull and tweak the fly gently but don't be tempted to strike, 
it may just be a small perch showing some interest. You should continue 
the retrieve until the line pulls up tight and remains so. Then you can set 
the hook by stripping in line and raising the rod. 
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Dapping 

This a minor tactic you may want to try at Hallington. It is probably the 
oldest form of fly fishing there is, especially from a boat, and is widely 
practiced on the big Irish loughs. In the Republic, live insects are usually 
used for bait depending on the season. Mayfly duns, grasshoppers and 
crane flies are all unlucky enough to get impaled on a hook in the hope 
that a brown trout will take them off the surface. Since we are allowed 
artificial flies only, try a large bushy well-oiled dry fly such as a size ten 
heavily hackled Zulu. This is tied onto a stout five-foot leader which in 
turn is attached to about twenty feet of dapping floss. The backing is 
nylon monofilament, about fifteen pounds b.s. Your normal fly reel can be 
used. Specialist dapping rods are available, usually telescopic for 
convenience, as they are up to sixteen feet long. Don't be put off by this, 
you can use your normal fly rod, preferably a ten-footer, and still catch 
fish. Dapping can be a good method for getting a youngster into fly 
fishing. All they have to do is hold a rod up and keep the fly on the 
surface instead of learning the intricacies of casting a fly line. You will 
need a decent steady breeze to be able to dap easily and it is best done 
from a drifting boat. If the wind gets up too much it can be difficult to 
keep the fly on the water, a small lump of tungsten putty or a split shot on 
the end of the floss will help steady things down. Sweeping the rod slowly 
from side to side will make the fly skim across the ripple, travelling 
downwind in a series of zigzags. Watch for a fish taking the fly, give it a 
second to get its head down and then strike. A very visual and exciting 
way of fishing! 

In conclusion, I hope this little guide will help you get safely started with 
boat fishing. Once you become competent and gain experience, I'm sure 
you will find that it is very pleasurable and somewhat addictive. I have 
tried to make this guide as comprehensive as possible but I'm sure some 
angler somewhere will come up with yet another method of catching fish 
that no one else has thought of. I expect it will be a challenge keeping the 
guide up to date. 

N.B. The opinions expressed within this guide belong entirely to the 
author and are not necessarily shared by other members of Westwater Fly 
Fishing Club. 

oooooooOooooooo 
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