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Early fishing recollections by e. r. Austin 
 
 I was spending Whitsuntide holidays some twenty five years ago with some old friends in Bristol 
and can well remember my huge delight when the day came that was to inaugurate my career as a fly 
fisherman. How I had been set up with a brand new fly rod and reel and was to accompany two keen anglers 
and noted fishermen on an expedition into Wiltshire. Bristol is badly placed for fishing facilities and like 
Manchester one has to go far afield for trout fishing. 
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 Our destination was Codford on the river Wiley, where my friends had permission to fish over some 
private water pretty well looked after though for some reason or other the fishing was not nearly so good as 
in past times. Codford (why Codford) is one of those charming little agricultural villages that one sometimes 
comes across, boasting its one street lined with cottages well set back from the road and rejoicing in those 
charming old fashioned gardens in front, a village apparently thriving but dependant more on the support 
given by some large racing stables nearby than on the ancient fishing glories. That it had been a noted fishing 
place is certain from the post of the solitary inn possessing a “Fisherman’s Room”. A big room across the 
yard well out of the ordinary business of the public house, a considerable advantage on a Saturday night 
when the bucolic countryman relieves himself of his burden of song probably to the accompaniment of a 
concertina as at our own little place at Horton. The most delightful “Fisherman’s Room” I have ever come 
across is that at Glyndyfrdwony with its charming view up the valley towards Carrog doubtless well known 
to those who used to frequent Pennybont. Nearly all the villages down to Salisbury end in Ford such as 
Deptford, Longford, Stapleford, Great Woodford, Wishford and several more beyond Salisbury. 
 The may fly was on and as we got near the river we could see the fish rising pretty freely on the 
main stream, which after passing under the main road is divided into three streams used alternately to irrigate 
a large series of water meadows, a nice arrangement for the crops of which they got three every year, but it 
has a demoralizing effect on the fishing, hence perhaps its decadence, you see a stream well filled running 
quietly over weeds and shallows and looking in first rate condition, but the probability is that a few days 
before your arrival it was nearly dry and the water running in one of the other beds. 
 However to make a long story short I fished vigorously the whole day and no doubt considerably 
astonished the trout by the graceful way my big May Fly popped on the water, but at last when the shades of 
evening were falling fast, to my delight I felt my self fast in a fish. I did not see him rise but that did not 
matter a fish it was and not having a landing net and my friends a long way ahead I had to flop him out onto 
the bank and down I dropped on him to prevent him getting back, my first trout I doubt if I shall ever forget 
the excitement of the moment and although I have had many exciting moments since at the river’s side none 
of them can extinguish the recollections of that delightful day. 

The usk 
It does not appear, judging by the published volumes of Anglers’ Evenings, that any of your anglers have 
given any description of fishing in the Usk a river running from the Welsh Hills through Abergevenny and 
Usk and falling into the Bristol Channel at Newport. There is only one word that can fitly apply to this river 
at Usk, and that is it is a noble one, and my next experiences were upon this river. This was some years after 
my inauguration for as happens to a good many of us my ways and possibilities did not run in the direction 
of fly fishing for some time.  What was once a lovely trout stream ran at the bottom of my garden but alas it 
was completely spoilt in my time by the drainings of mines up the hills and what was worse the pickle from 
the works which seemed to have the effect of coating the eyes of the fish with a film and making them blind, 
even eels were affected in the same way, this made them easy to catch in the pools by the hand and did not 
seem to affect their culinary properties. All the stones in the bed were coated with a thick red deposit. 
 Usk is a thriving little town and after passing through it taking your fishing ticket en route, value 2/6 
for a days trout fishing, you come to the old county bridge spanning the stream at this point of its noble 
width (quite twice as wide as the mill pool at Bakewell where the bridge crosses), and turning down stream 
to the left, for the lower water some four miles in length is reckoned better for trout than the upper water of 
about the same length. The first half mile is open for the towns’ folk and every fish is carefully raked out, but 
at the end of this you come to the little village Llanbadock consisting as far as can be seen a little church and 
opposite, as usual, a pub.   The road takes a bend and leaves the river and the village is probably round the 
corner, here you leave the road and strike along the fields on the river bank.  At this point is the famous Bell 
Pool and until you reach the tidal water some four miles down there is a succession of grand pools and runs. 
In this Bell Pool netted once a year for the benefit of the Fishery, the keeper told me they had taken 83 
salmon out. 
 
 
 My first acquaintance with this delightful river was made on a boiling hot July day when the annual 
workers holiday gave the desired opportunity, a day far better suited to picnicking than fly fishing. This was 
my first experience of fishing in a large stream and I was considerably staggered on reaching the river at the 
end of the Bell Pool to find some fifty yards of shallow water over a pretty beach between me and the 
flowing water on the far side where I knew the fish were to be found.  Waders in those days had not entered 
in to calculations and there was nothing for it but to turn up ones trousers and go in. on a hot summers day 
there is nothing so pleasant as the stream rippling through ones bare legs, but if any of my brother anglers 
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should be driven to a similar necessity let him beware of the consequences. In passing from run to run 
through the orchards and fields let him be careful to dry his legs or like me he would find his calves like a 
piece of raw beef and unable to don his breeches the next day. This is probably explained by the globules of 
water standing on the hairs of the legs and acting as magnifying glasses in the hot sun. The result of that days 
fishing was five fish and in those early days mighty proud I was of the catch. Being thus encouraged and 
believing there was the making of a fly fisherman in me, the succeeding year found me again on the water, 
this time the bag was thirty fish this increased success I attributed to being properly fitted up with waders. 
Another day brought forty two fish which considerably elated me. On these occasions one was bothered by a 
lot of small fish, which I took to be samlets or parr as they are called in that part and kept all the larger fish 
of five or six inches and upwards. On this question of “parr” there was a day of humiliation in store for me 
which I then little recked of. It was in August. After fishing down some two miles of water the river takes a 
lovely bend under a wooded hill on the far side with a very deep pool on the curve and on the side I was 
fishing a nice shallow through which you could approach within fishing distance of the flowing water. The 
events of that day are vividly imprinted on my memory as if photographed. I had just landed a fish of about 
nine inches and was much puzzled by some worm looking things sticking out of its mouth which on 
investigation proved to be young lampreys of which he had been making his last lunch. As I waded out again 
one of the keepers strolled up, a tall grim looking fellow and I called out good morning. I hooked another 
fish and not having a landing net hove him out of the water and as I was about dropping him into my creel he 
dropped off. I remarked to the keeper “he just dropped off in time”. Having seen the fish dangling in the air, 
this remark of mine must have struck him for he said “would you let me look at your basket sir?” certainly 
and I waded ashore.  There were eight fish in my basket and to my horror he said five of them were parr. I 
maintained that I had put all the small ones back and if these larger ones were not trout where was the 
difference. The fish were laid out in a row like “pieces-de-conviction” in a French murder trial and he 
delivered himself thus, “These here fish that have marks on their sides are parr, some do say as they were the 
finger marks left by St. Peter on the fish of the Sea of Galilee and the trouts are to be known by the little red 
dorsal fin which he pointed out. This was news to me with a vengeance and dire humiliation. The probability 
I may say almost certainly was that my baskets were half of them parr when thanks to a small douceur I was 
in the habit of giving the keepers when I met them prevented my detection. The only thing to be done was to 
sit down and discuss the situation calmly, the keeper was not above joining me in a pipe, after coolly 
informing me that he must take my rod and line. Was it for this had I come forty miles for a days fishing and 
then only twelve o’clock. He produced his book of rules but after a good deal of talk I managed to persuade 
him of my “bona fides” and that I was really ignorant of the difference between trout and parr.   He must 
have been a decent fellow at bottom for after a bit he said he believed me and would let me off. I thanked 
him heartily not only for not spoiling my days fishing but giving me information besides. He refused to take 
anything from me although I offered him half a crown “next time I meet you sir I shall be happy to take it” 
and next time I met him I did not fail to give him his tip. He chucked the five fish into the water and I went 
on fishing but somehow the brightness seemed to have gone out of the day. The miserable idea of having 
been caught, what was really poaching, seemed to stick to one. I learnt that a good quantity of parr did not go 
down to the sea at the usual time June and July and food being plentiful these grew to a good size by the 
autumn. (I can say this that they are delicious eating) and it was these fish I had been poaching. In 
subsequent years I found on fishing in other rivers that the finger marks are no guide at all. On the river Ely a 
small river in Glamorganshire that the trout are distinctly finger marked as the pink as they call them there 
and in Devonshire and the only difference is in the trout having the red dorsal fin. It is strange the amount of 
ignorance as to these marks and on telling a friend how I had been caught poaching and asked him how he 
told the difference  “By looking down their throats to see if they are pink” much to my amusement and 
although he had been fishing many years he did not know until I shewed him the distinctive mark of trout. 
 Thus ends my simple narrative of my Early Fishing Recollections, they I trust have helped 
you pass a pleasant half hour, for my part although I have fished in many waters since, I doubt if I 
have enjoyed any so much as those early days when life lay before me with all its unknown joys 
and sorrows." 
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