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et me start by saying that I love 
rivers. All of them. Not because 
they’re easier to fish than lakes 
(which I think they are), but be-
cause they each have their own 
character and personality. I espe-

cially like small streams... the smaller 
the better in fact. There’s something 
oddly appealing about grovelling 
through the brush to deliver a fly into 
a dinner-table sized pool with barely 
enough room to flick the rod-tip, or 
bow-and-arrow casting a sneaky fly 
under an overhanging tussock on a 
bend. Yessir, please spread my ashes 
in such a place.

To be frank, big rivers scare me. No, 
I don’t mean that I lose sleep or need 
counselling, it’s just that they frustrate 
me. There’s so much water, and often 
the best lies are totally inaccessible. 
It raises my ire to see the perfect lie, 
where I know there’s a fish, but not 
be able to get to it. Often the river’s 
too deep to wade, too fast to cross, or 
overhung by willows.

The Tumut River is like that. I 
can’t tell you how many times I have 

stopped at a bridge and ogled its 
deep green pools, mid-river pebble 
bars, rock-walled bends and willow 
lined back eddies, and been spurred 
to set up a rod. It seems that when-
ever I do though, I get to the water 
to find those temptations just beyond 
my grasp, and I end up desperately 
flicking my fly through the only gap 
in the willows, almost always into 
dead water. Needless to say, I seldom 
catch fish.

I guess I could have gone to the 
camping store and picked up one of 
those $70 rafts and taken my chanc-
es, but the Tumut can be a serious 
piece of water, and my thrill-seeking 
days are in decline. I wasn’t prepared 
to give up entirely, so I made some 
calls to Nimbo Fork Lodge. The lodge 
runs the only drift-boating operation 
in New South Wales and is situated, 
rather conveniently, on the banks of 
the Tumut River.

Fishing partner Troy Macnab and 
I arrived at the lodge close to dark 
and after a quick tour of the facili-
ties and stocked pools, we got a sneak 
preview of the drift boat, of which 
they are justifiably proud. I’d seen 
shots of American boats before, and 
thought they were cool enough, but 
with it glistening in the flesh before 
me, I was smitten. The curving lines, 
golden timber tones and balanced 
symmetry gave her an almost sexy 
aesthetic. In contrast, the broad beam, 
bulky thwarts and carved thigh-braces 
lent her an air of purpose—an image 
strongly reinforced by the anchor, 
which resembled a medieval mace. 

After an excitement-fuelled night of 
poor sleep, anticipation levels were 
still high at breakfast. I asked the chef 
for an extra hearty meal, as I was 

expecting a big day. Suitably fed for 
battle, we headed to the put-in point.

Our guide was local Tony Edwards, 
a competition fisherman who has rep-
resented Australia several times, so I 
knew we were in good hands. When 
he slipped the boat off the trailer I 
realised immediately why these things 
are so revered. Empty, it sat only 
about 2 or 3 inches in the water, and 
only another 2 inches with the three 
of us in it. I could visualise the pos-
sibilities...

As Tony dropped the car off at the 
pull-out, Troy and I had a bit of a cast 
in the river. With a hot day forecast, we 
had decided that we’d go without wad-
ers. We were quickly reconsidering. 
The water was freezing! We were only 
a few kilometres from the Blowering 
Dam outlet that feeds the river, mean-
ing the water here was only about 14°C.  

It’s yet another drawcard for the Tumut 
that it can stay cool through the hottest 
of summers. Between the cold water 
and the warm moist air lay a shallow 
blanket of mist, sliding and writhing 
between the willows and rocky banks 
that flank most of the river. It was a 
tranquil yet eerie scene, and a promis-
ing sign for a hatch.

As I was thinking how numb my 
toes were I heard a growing growl 
from downstream. After the passing 
of minutes, I was able to identify the 
noise as a jet-boat coming upstream 
from around the bend. I was horri-
fied to realise that I was standing mid-
stream in thigh-deep water—with my 
legs inoperative. I managed to slip and 
stumble my way to the edge as the 
two jet boats pulled up. One driver 
appeared to be a Kiwi, and happily 
told us we should thank him as studies 

Brad Harris enjoys a drift-boat trip on the Tumut River.

Drifts & Curves
the fish tend to sit hard against the edge, 
especiaLLy in front of or behind protruding 
rocks and Log-jams. 

A lively little Tumut rainbow.

Troy Macnab plays a fish in a mid-stream riffle.

Willows, water and mist—and one seriously sexy boat.
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As I mentioned before, the fish tend 
to sit hard against the edge, especial-
ly in front of or behind protruding 
rocks and log-jams. These are abso-
lute hotspots, and it sometimes pays 
to miss some water above them to be 
able to deliver your fly drag-free as 
you pass. You really only get one shot 
at each spot so can’t afford to have to 
re-cast at the critical moment. 

Mid-water structure holds fish too, 
as do eddies or slower water between 
trees, and the obvious places like 
where a riffle drops off into a pool. 
All the usual principles of river fish 
finding apply, it’s just on a larger and 
wider scale.

One of the other uses for the boat 
is to get to the big riffles, where you 
can anchor mid-stream and wade, 
casting down and across to cover 
a massive amount of water. This is 
especially good for fishing those drop-
offs, as you can hang your fly in the 

‘drop-zone’ and work it back and forth 
across the current.

Flies are simple. For fishing the 
edges, a big buoyant dry fly with a 
weighted nymph dropper. From shore, 
Tony prefers a pair of wet flies (see 
separate info boxes), which he fishes 
down and across.

So with the techniques mastered 
(ahem), it was into the fish. Well, it 
would have been, were it not for 
those bloody jet boats. We didn’t see 
a fish for all of the first hour, at which 
time the jet boats went past us again, 
back downstream all the way to... you 
guessed it... Tumut. The next hour was 
‘curiously’ quiet too.

Tony apologised profusely, but it 
was hardly his fault. He said that 
normally under those conditions we 
would have raised a dozen fish or 
more, and had no other explanation 
for the lack of fish. 

By lunch we were seeing trout on 
the bottom (and how cool is it to see 
them mid-river under the boat?) but 
they weren’t up feeding. There were 
lots of huge carp too, which were a 
constant distraction. 

The anticipation you get from a 
good drift can go for half a minute 
or more at a time, and those anticipa-
tions join one to the next with scarcely 
a gap. As such I was intently watching 
my fly for hours, expecting a snout to 
poke out and take it any second. I was 
just about spent by lunch, and appre-
ciated the break in concentration. 

in NZ had shown that catch-rates 
went up after jet boats went through a 
section of river. Hmm, I was dubious.

They continued upstream in a V8-
powered maelstrom of froth, exhaust- 
smoke and noise, leaving us to won-
der what effect it would have on the 
fishing. Tony didn’t receive the jet-
boat news well, but had little experi-
ence of their effects if any. We pushed 
off and began our 11 km journey to 
Tumut township.

The advantages of a drift boat 
became immediately obvious. My first 
cast under a willow allowed a drift 
of perhaps 15–20 seconds without 
drag, a distance of about 50 metres. 
You’d have to be able to cast a long 
way upstream to achieve that from 
the bank! I soon figured out too that 
you really need to mend a lot. Troy is 
a bit of a gun caster in any situation, 
but when I saw him mending I was 
soon convinced he was something of a 
fly-line whisperer. I needed somewhat 
more coaching, and listened intently 
as Tony described the mechanics of 
the drift from a boat.

The flow at the very edges, where 
the fish lie, is slower than the water in 
the middle of the river, where we were 
floating. This is because of the braking 
effect that the rocky banks have on 

the water, so it’s slower for about 2 or 
3 feet out from the bank. This means 
that when your line lies across the 
river, the fly is travelling slower than 
the boat, causing drag. An upstream 
reach cast followed by a few upstream 
mends is usually enough to counter 
drag, but if your fly starts skating, sim-
ply lift and re-cast, and you only miss 
about a metre of shoreline. 

Other techniques are useful too. If 
casting to the right bank a hook cast 
will put your fly downstream from 
your line, allowing for the drag of the 
slower edge water, and prolonging 
your drift. Puddle casts and wiggle 
casts also help, putting more slack 
line between you and the fly. One of 
the great advantages of drift boating 
is that you rarely need to cast further 
than about 20 metres.

one of the other 
uses for the boat 
is to get to the big 
riffLes, where you 
can anchor  
mid-stream and 
wade, casting down 
and across...

As a fishing guide at Nimbo Fork 
Lodge on the Tumut River soft-hackle 
wet flies have proved their worth 
and would undoubtedly be the most 
successful of all the fly patterns I 
recommend to guests. 

The Rig 
I use a floating line and two fly rig 
with a dropper about 9 feet down the 
leader and the point fly about 3 feet 
below the dropper. The 4-inch dropper 
is tied off with a surgeon’s knot. 
Although some anglers simply tie the 
second fly in tandem off the bend of 
the first, I  feel that a true dropper 
gives better freedom for the ‘softie’.

Fly Choice 
This depends on personal preference 
and the type of water being fished. 
Experiment with colours to suit your 
local waters. A heavier beadhead 
nymph on the dropper will help get 
the softie down, or you can use two 
softies with a heavier gauge wire on 
the dropper. In lakes and fast rivers 
I sometimes use softies with gold or 
black beadheads. 

swinging softies –
tony edwards (te)

Tony Edwards expertly positions the boat.

Drifts & Curves . . . continued

Weapons of choice—soft-hackle wets.

This brown was caught in the Nimbo Fork, just below the lodge.
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The afternoon drift consolidated 
all the techniques and I found I was 
getting my fly into and back out of 
seemingly impossible positions, and 
it was paying off. We started catch-
ing fish—on the edges behind rocks, 
mid-stream around submerged logs, 
under the willows. We even stopped 
and fished some pockets between wil-

lows where there was a very localised 
caddis hatch and caught or raised doz-
ens of fish, all strong and feisty little 
browns and rainbows up to a pound. 

As the sun began to set the evening 
hatch kicked in, with caddis, mayflies 
and beetles filling the air and trout 
stomachs. It was bliss. We fished as if 
at one with the boat.

With barely enough light to see the 
waiting vehicle, we pulled out at the 
road bridge, and reluctantly gathered 
our gear. I’d forged a new relationship 
that day; one that I think will end up 
like a seedy sales-rep’s affair. It will be 
made of passionate trysts on oppor-
tunistic days during trips abroad, a 
once-a-year fling perhaps. In between, 
the memories of that first encounter 
will visit me regularly, and there will 
always be a place in my heart for 
those curvaceous drift boats. F L

All that is needed are some soft 
hackles, some wire, tying thread and 
a #14 hook. What could be simpler? 
I use either a standard dry fly or 
curved caddis hook, coloured Ultra 
Wire (UTC) in different thicknesses, 
black 8/0 thread, and black hen or 
partridge soft hackles.

tying softies – (te)

The down and across approach in 
rivers is the main technique. This can 
be achieved without false casting by 
just picking up and putting down in 
one cast. By careful positioning you 
can thoroughly cover a lot of water 
without much effort. The essence  
is to move downstream a little (the 
distance between the dropper and 
point fly) each cast and maintain  
the same angle every time. You are  
in fact ‘gridding’ the stream as you 
move down.  
Making a cast across and slightly 
upstream allows the dropper to sink a 
little more before being caught by the 
current. As the line swings across the 
river keep the rod tip down below 9 
o’clock and slightly in front of the line 
as it swings so there isn’t a direct pull 
on the line if a fish hits the fly. 
Once the line has completely stopped 
swinging across the current allow it 
to hold for a few seconds and slowly 
strip back a few feet of line with the 
rod tip down, before slowly raising 
the rod tip to about 10 o’clock. Then 
make a standard back cast and put 
the flies just downstream of the previ-
ous cast, and take a step downstream. 
The dropper fly, being heavier, will 
pull the point fly down while allowing 
it to still move about freely and the 
soft hackle to pulse as it swings.  
There is no need to mend if a belly 
forms in the line but the technique 
works best if each cast and swing 
is consistent to provide complete 
and even coverage of the water.

Soft Touch 
A very soft touch should be 
maintained on the line and a loop 
of about 2 feet of line kept between 
the reel and the hand controlling 
the line. Due to the line being 
pulled downstream by the current 
when the fish hits the fly, the angler 
should release this immediately, 
dropping the fly into the fish’s 
mouth. Failure to use a soft touch 
and loop will more than likely result 
in a missed fish or a bust off.

fisHing softies – (te) Swinging softies is a deadly method on the Tumut.

Drifts & Curves . . . continued


