The manwho fished the Test
using a bite indicator,

or how to lose friends and alienate people. It was an amicable angling contest in aid of a good
cause and on hallowed water but The Field’s Editor, Jonathan Young just had to let the side down

T was as offensive as shouted obscenities during

sung Matins. Or ordering brown sauce with a

Cornish lobster. Had the thousand-year-old Oakley

oak ever witnessed such a blasphemy without shed-

ding a gnarled bough in protest? It seemed doubtful,
for the sin, if not mortal, deserved a light barbecuing in hell-
fire. The Editor of The Field was taking his dry fly, clipping off
its wings, clamping on a split shot and suspending the butch-
ered offering beneath a bite indicator. Proper fishermen
should now fortify themselves with strong spirits and
assume the brace position. For a bite indicator is a piece of
non-sinking fluorescent yarn that suspends your weighted
nymph and signals a bite. It is, in truth, a float.

The scene, the crime scene, was the Test. And not just a
workaday stretch of that hallowed chalkstream but the
Oakley beat at Mottisfont. It was here that FM Halford cre-
ated the Victorian religion of dry-fly fishing, finally produc-
ing his bible, Dry Fly Fishing in Theory and Practice. He was the
ultimate dry-fly purist, championing his method against all
comers in The Field. And yet here was its Editor, float-fishing
in front of his very hut, the holy of holies.

My fall from grace was gradual. I'd arrived at the Peat
Spade Inn on 24 April with steely determination to fish a
floating confection at the One Fly competition. The rules of
the game are simple. You pick a pattern and fish one fly all
day. If you keep that actual fly attached all day, you get 100
points. If you catch fish, you receive more points. If you
change the fly or allow a sallow to swallow it in its branches,
you lose points. Altering the fly is allowed, however.

The event, now in its second year, was organised by Simon
Cooper, founder and managing director of Fishing Breaks.
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The Field team’s
more useful
members: Charles
Rangeley-Wilson
(right, with fish)
and Nick Zoll
(centre right,
standing on the
river-bank)

Smothered in best Rupert Bear tweeds, he stood on a chairin
the Peat Spade’s beer garden and addressed the olive-clad
and Polarised throng. Twenty-four contestants and their
guides stopped masticating bacon butties as Simon asked us
to remember absent friends. It seemed a top fishing maga-
zine team had been called away to an “unmissable” trade
show - the very team that had won the utterly uncoveted
“Duffers’ Delight” prize last year.

It now seemed all a little serious. No one minds getting
skunked on a normal day. But in front of an audience? There
was a mass fumbling in fly boxes and Orvis carrier bags
looking for the killer pattern.
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The Field team seemed pretty confident though. Charles
Rangeley-Wilson, our fishing correspondent and president
of the Wild Trout Trust, can winkle a trout out of moist blot-
ting paper. Our team-mate, Nick Zoll, has been running fish-
inglodges in Argentina and is the UK and European director
of Nervous Waters, a specialist fishing holiday company.
That’s his official CV. In reality, he’s the 007 of angling, with
alicence to creel any fish that swims, worldwide. And then,
well, then there was me.

Under the rules, each team member is allocated a different
beat to give the competition a smidgen of fairness. Steve
Harrison, my guide, knew the Oakley beat well.

“So what do you reckon, Steve?* I asked as I opened up a
junior chest-of-drawers stuffed with flies. He produced a
rather splendid and effective-looking daddy-long-legs, the
plat du jour of all successful dry-fly fishing that week. Nat-
urally, I ignored his advice and recent results, plumping >
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