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The Major, 
The Mayfly & 
The Convict Maid

Terry Lawton investigates  
a forgotten fly fishing innovator.

Flies recreated by Rick Keam
Photographed by Brad Harris

 M
any Australian fly-fishers may 
have noticed the name of Major 
B.W. Powlett in the writings of 
Dick Wigram, David Scholes 
and other Tasmanian authors. 
But few have ever known any-

thing about him, and even fewer 
will know of his connection with the 
woman on Australia’s $20 note. 

Major William-Powlett (1871–1954) 
was a regular visitor to Tasmanian and 
New Zealand waters for 30 years dur-
ing the first half of the last century.
His wonderful full name, Barton New-
ton Wallop William-Powlett, reflects 
his descent from Sir Isaac Newton’s 
half-niece Catherine Barton, the Earls 
of Portsmouth (the Wallops) and the 
Dukes of Bolton (the Powletts). He 
was at one stage heir presumptive to 
the Earl of Portsmouth, whose family 
seat was at Hurstbourne Park in the 
valley of the Test, almost within sight 
of its tributary the Bourne Rivulet, cel-
ebrated by Plunket Greene in Where 
The Bright Waters Meet. Here and on 
the Earl’s Devon estate he learnt to 
hunt, shoot and fish.

In 1895 he married Charlotte Rei-
bey, a great-great-granddaughter of 
convict-made-good Mary Reibey, and 
the last member of the family to bear 
the Reibey surname. They spent part 
of their honeymoon in Tasmania, 
probably based at the Reibey property 
Entally House. Charlotte’s favourite 
great-uncle Tom Reibey III was a for-
mer Premier of Tasmania. 

Initially the couple rented houses in 
and near Abegavenny in Wales, possi-
bly because the living was cheap and 
the fishing was good. In 1912 Tom 
Reibey died childless and may have 
left Charlotte a considerable sum. By 
the early 1920s Barton too was the 
beneficiary of some family property. 
At his wife’s urging he rented and was 
later able to buy (partly because it had 
his family crest on the main fireplace) 
‘Cadhay’ in Ottery-St Mary, Devon 
(www.cadhay.org.uk), parts of which 
date from 1420. 

His grandson, also Barton William-
Powlett, gives a delightful description 
of him: He was an engaging personality 
with a wicked sense of humour. He was 
good company in a quiet, old-fashioned 
way and was easy with people from all 
sections of society. If he saw someone 
looking over a bridge at the river, you 
could be sure that he would soon be talk-
ing with them like an old friend. He lived 
the quiet life of a country gentleman of 
modest means. In his position in society 
there was no question of him having to 
earn a living, and, except as a soldier 

Barton William-Powlett in uniform during  
the First World War.

Greenwell’s Glory tied buzzwing-style.
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in the First World War he never did. 
He did worry a bit about how to make 
ends meet and give his four sons a good 
start in life.

The Major often omitted the first 
part of his surname. This has frustrat-
ed at least one attempt to learn more 
about him. Some years ago a search of 
the past membership records of The 
Flyfishers Club in London failed to 
find any Powlett. As William-Powlett, 
he had in fact been a member from 
1932 until 1952. He must have met 
many leading fly fishermen of the era, 
including G.E.M. Skues whose address 
he had in his diary. He was also a 
Life Member of The British Casting 
Association.

William-Powlett designed a fly reel 
with a ‘wedge drag’ which was sold by 
Farlows as the B.W-P. reel in two sizes, 
3-inch and the wide-drum 4-inch ‘New 
Zealand’ model. He noted in his diary 
on 8 November 1933 that ‘The BW-P 
utility reel designed by me and turned 
out by Farlow came out this week.’ 
The drag system was patented in the 
UK and New Zealand and the reel was 
also popular in Canada due to ‘its sim-
plicity and elegant appearance’ and its 
ability to ‘carry a long length of line’. 

Most of his UK fishing was on the 
Usk and the Otter in Devon. A cutting 
dated April 1922, possibly from The 
Field, describes his new and experi-
mental use of nymphs on the Usk: ‘He 
uses the nymphs upstream and well 
sunk’ and had ‘creeled up to thirty-one 
fish in a day when other anglers, using 
ordinary flies, have left the river with 
only a few brace.’ His article ‘Nymph-
Fishing for Trout’ in Fisherman’s Pie, 
An Angling Symposium (1926) was 
republished in The New South Wales 
Rod Fishers Society’s Gazette of January 
1936. He mentions fishing the Usk on 
four consecutive early spring days, in 
high and gin-clear water, for 122 trout, 
the total for the best day being 43.

The Otter is a small limestone stream 
rising in Somerset’s Blackdown Hills, 
and flowing through Honiton and 

HOOK: Dry fly #14 
THREAD: Orange 
TAILS: Red cock 
BODY: Two herls natural red  
macaw tail 
RIB: Fine gold twist or gold wire 
FRONT HACKLE (WINGS): 
Medium blue dun, radius equal to 
length of whole hook, concave side 
forward, and tied buzzwing style  
(see separate notes) 
REAR HACKLE (LEGS): Red 
cock with radius no wider than 
hook gape, wound conventionally 
after front hackle is formed

COCKY SPINNER
(POWLETT)

Cocky Spinner based on original Powlett buzzwing tie.

William-Powlett’s buzzwings were 
made by tying in the tails and body 
and winding a front or ‘wing’ hackle 
with fibres as long as the whole 
hook, then turning the hook upside 
down in the vice. The fibres were 
stroked down on each side of the 
hook and then ‘figure-eighted’ with 
the tying silk. As well as securing 
them in a semi-circle below the 
temporarily inverted hook-shank, this 
also created a small thorax. A very 
short hackle to represent ‘legs’ was 
then wound behind the ‘wing’ hackle, 
and the silk was spiralled forward 
through the hackles to the eye. This 
added durability, which he valued. 

They sat naturally ‘close down 
on the water—that is on legs and 
body, not legs and tail’ and cocked 
reliably. ‘They will fish wet, too,’ 
he wrote. ‘I often use the same fly 
for both methods alternately. After 
killing a fish the fly may want 
smoothing out; then a few flicks 
and it is dry and floating again.’

William-Powlett noted that these 
patterns were also known as 
‘Powlett’s Duns’, but observed that 
‘possibly the dressing is not my 
invention. There is nothing new 
under the sun.’ In What The Trout 
Said (1989) Datus Proper ascribed 
the design to the British fly-tier and 
author Roger Woolley, but Woolley 
separated the hackle into two wings.

POWLETT’S BUZZWINGS
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Ottery-St Mary to the sea at Budleigh 
Salterton. William-Powlett was a mem-
ber of The Ottery Fly Fishing Club, 
whose waters were above and below 
Cadhay bridge, and fished as often as 
he could for the distinctively-marked 
Otter trout. In The Fishing Gazette he 
described it as the ‘much-fished club 
waters of a well-known Devonshire 
trout stream, where the trout are, in 
my opinion quite difficult to catch 
even on the stretches that are little 
fished.’ Flies that he used included 
the Blue Upright (a traditional Devon 
pattern), pale Pheasant Tail, buzz-
wing Greenwell’s Glory, Ottery Olive, 
Muddy Olive, Devon Nymph, Cob 
Nymph and a real favourite, his Splay 
Winged Alder.

In November 1929 he published 
‘Wings Or No Wings’ in The Fishing 
Gazette, on his method of tying flies 
with a ‘buzzwing’ of hackle-fibre. In 
November 1932 he described the 
same method for Dick Wigram’s 
angling column in the Launceston 
(Tasmania) Weekly Courier. 

POWLETT IN TASMANIA
William-Powlett first fished Tasmania 
on his honeymoon. An 1896 report 
in The Australasian records him tak-
ing brown trout of 12 and 18 lb from 
Great Lake on a Phantom spinner. 
He returned regularly—probably every 
three years or so—with Charlotte to 
avoid the English winters, and she 
often fished with him.

In the 1960s manuscript published 
posthumously as The Fly in 2002, 
Dick Wigram maintained that he first 
encountered both the Cocky Spinner 
and its creator on the Macquarie River 
below Lake House, ‘where I watched 
him extract two or three good trout 
from the long flat in a squally westerly 
wind.’ While lunching in the shelter of 
the bank, they discussed ‘flies and fish 
and the Cocky Spinner that Powlett 
had tied the day before to imitate our 
red spinner (Atalophlebia australis).’ 

‘Since 1930’, Wigram wrote, ‘I have 
made the Cocky Spinner with an 
orange body’ rather than the natural 
red macaw tail herl used on the origi-
nal. By this account, the meeting on 
the Macquarie must have taken place 
no later than that year. Yet in The 
Uncertain Trout (1951) Wigram had 

claimed that he had the dressing of the 
Cocky Spinner, and one battered spec-
imen, for two years before he actually 
fished with the pattern. 

In the earlier book, Wigram record-
ed that the Major told him the Cocky 
Spinner ‘was a good fly for Tasmanian 
streams. It was his own tying, beauti-
fully done, and it has been one of the 
most killing flies I have ever tied onto 
the end of a cast… Major Powlett has 
tied a number of patterns of similar 
type but this one is his masterpiece. I 
would just as soon go shooting with-
out any cartridges as leave my Cocky 
Spinners at home when visiting the 
streams in this part of the world.’

Tea-tree Beetle with metallic duck speculum wing-cases.

The Major, The Mayfly &  
The Convict Maid  . . . continued

Commercially-tied Powlett flies sold in Launceston, 1930s. (Courtesy Andrew Braithwaite)

W-P taking part in a casting competition on 
one of the mediaeval fish ponds at Cadhay.
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Wigram simplified the Cocky Spin-
ner and other William-Powlett buzz-
wing patterns by eliminating the lit-
tle rear hackle representing the legs, 
instead winding a full-size hackle of 
the same colour together with the 
front hackle to obtain a blending of 
wing hues. He then inverted the hook 
and proceeded with William-Powlett’s 
characteristic tying method. 

Wigram remembered William-Powl-
ett as ‘a creative fly tier of great skill’, 
stating that ‘His influence on Tasma-
nian fly dressing in the middle thirties 
gave local anglers a number of more 
than useful patterns, some of which 
are standard for use on both lakes and 
rivers today.’ David Scholes’ Fly-fisher 
in Tasmania (1961) recorded that the 
Cocky Spinner was then still the most 
popular red spinner imitation, enjoy-
ing a solid reputation as an all-round-
er, and had become the model of a 
style of tying that encompassed imita-
tions of other species. Scholes seems 
to have been unaware of William-
Powlett’s other legacies. For the dun of 
the red spinner, he wrote: ‘I have great 
confidence in what I term the Grouse 
Brown… being tied in the same fash-
ion as the Cocky Spinner but with a 
stripped dark brown quill body and 
the grouse hackles mixed with one, or 
at most two turns of red cock, the tails 
being also of grouse.’ (p. 26)

This was a minor variation of 
Wigram’s simplification of William-
Powlett’s buzzwing March Brown, dif-
fering only in the body material which 
was originally cock pheasant herl.

Among the Australian patterns list-
ed in John Veniard’s 1960s publica-
tions A Further Guide To Fly Dress-
ing and Series ‘A’ Trout Flies were 
the Cocky Spinner and Hare Silver 
Nymph, another William-Powlett pat-
tern. However, his innovative terres-
trial patterns for the green-and-yellow 
‘tea-tree beetle’ (soldier beetle) and 
grasshopper appear by that stage to 
have been forgotten. 

FLY BOXES & DIARIES
In the summer of 2005 I visited 
Ottery-St Mary and ‘Cadhay’ and saw 
the lake where casting competitions 
had been held. Through the generos-
ity of the William-Powlett family I was 
able to examine what remains of his 
fly fishing and tying collection—now 
mostly dispersed or claimed by vari-
ous relatives and offspring. He wore 
a monocle when tying and used a 
Farlow’s table clamp vice. The hackles 

and hair were showing their age, a 
very ragged hare’s ear being an exam-
ple. There were only two recognisable 
capes but lots of pheasant tail feath-
ers wrapped in the cover of The Field 
of 11 July 1931, heron and partridge 
feathers—all from birds he had prob-
ably shot—golden pheasant toppings 
and a hunk of quite long brown hair 
with a scrap of skin attached, possibly 
bear. 

Whilst his remaining fly boxes con-
tain various wet flies and the odd 
salmon fly, I was struck by the number 
of tiny dry flies—on hooks that must 
have tested Redditch’s craftsmen to 
the limit—and the length of the tails on 
many of them. I haven’t, so far, been 
able to identify a buzzwing. Identify-
ing nymphs has proved easier. There 
were only 23. But the dries included 
plenty of March Browns and Green-
well’s Glories. 

A keen collector of fishing books, 
he catalogued them all with details of 
their cost, those that were gifts and 
those that he bought in Australia and 

New Zealand. His library must have 
been most impressive, but had been 
sold at auction only a few years pre-
viously.

A number of his diaries survive. On 
1 December 1935, while staying at 
Miena on the Great Lake, he recorded 
that ‘Shannon Moth showed signs of 
rising—strong SW wind. The moth is 
not very numerous yet. We went to 
Penstock—nothing doing.’ The next day 
he ‘Joined the throng on the Shannon 
and cast and cast & cast again. Trout 
rising everywhere viciously, missed a 
lot—no one did well. All sorts of flies 
were used. I was disgusted that they 
would not take my fly.’ By 3 Decem-
ber ‘The rise is now very thick and lots 
of trout below the bridge—very few 
above in the river. Some say because 
of the fisherman on the bridge—who 
catches a lot [and] pricks a lot too. He 
is looked upon with great disfavour. It 
is a wonderful sight: clouds of moth, 
heaped up mass of corpses at edge of 
water—they smell. Trout rising head & 
tail all over the lower river.’

WigraM siMplified the CoCky spinner and other 
WilliaM-poWlett buzzWing patterns by eliMinating 
the little rear haCkle representing the legs...

Wigram’s simplified Cocky Spinner with body of dyed orange 
herl from macaw tail or condor quill (today substitute herl from 

any large dyed quill) and a single hackle formed from a blue 
dun or grizzle hackle and a red hackle of the same size, wound 

together, then figure-eighted by the same buzzwing method.
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Some three years later in a let-
ter written to a ‘Hartly’, from a ship 
crossing the Indian Ocean on the way 
home to England, he described fishing 
in the North Island of New Zealand at 
Lake Taupo and the Tongariro: ‘The 
ever changing character of the rivers—
still & rapid—shallow & deep… stirs 
the heart and anticipation of capture 
at every cast.’ However, in Tasmania 
that season the fishing had not been 
‘of a quality to be the sole attraction 
to the angler.’ Apart from the Shan-
non he had seldom seen a good rise, 
attributing this to the wind—‘and it 
blows frequently.’ He thought the riv-
ers ‘understocked’, though prospects 
for the future were very good with 
large numbers of young fish. The size 
limit for trout was then 15 inches, 
measured from the fork of the tail to 
the eyes, which he described as ‘an out 
of date method of measurement’ and 
too big for Tasmania at that time.

At Great Lake and Lake Leake he 
fished dry when conditions allowed, 

and stripped matukas—which had 
spread from New Zealand—when it 
was windy. These were dressed on 
size 4 hooks. One had a ‘yellow body, 
with black cock’s hackles tied on edge 
along the back.’ Another, named the 
Yellow Peril and created by Mr Critch-
ley Parker of Melbourne, had ‘a yellow 
body with a bunch of yellow and red 
hackles tied along the back.’ 

HUMOUR
William-Powlett’s ‘wicked sense of 
humour’ is evident in the fact that 
he thought up a salmon fly he called 
The Saint, with a halo of three golden 
pheasant crests, while at church. 

Another glimpse of it is provided 
in his contribution to Dick Wigram’s 
angling column: Never pass a poultry 
yard without scanning the stock. Old 
cock birds are the best. Carefully pluck 
what feathers you want from the neck – 
these won’t hurt – but cut the spade and 
saddle feathers, they would hurt. Hackles 
plucked out do not spoil the neck. If they 
are cut off the new hackles are sometimes 
darker. Give a good tip. The owner will 
think you are mad. Buy a coch-y-bonddu 
or honey dun cock bird at any cost. Don’t 
kill the bird: keep him for a crop every 
year. Search for new material amongst 
your native birds and beasts. You are 
certain to make discoveries.

It was ironic that a visiting English-
man should make this prediction, at 
a time when Tasmanian fly patterns 
were still focused on traditional Eng-
lish materials. But its truth would 
eventually be confirmed. F L

Mary Reibey was born in Lancashire 
in 1777 and christened Molly 
Haydock. Both parents died before 
she was three and she was raised 
by a grandmother, which may be 
why she was known as Mary.

In 1791 Mary Reibey, disguised as a 
boy, was arrested for stealing a horse 
and sentenced to death. She spent 
time in prison—still in disguise—
before her sentence was transmuted 
to transportation to Sydney. 

In 1794 she married Thomas 
Reibey, a free man, who operated  
a very successful shipping and 
trading business. Their house in 
Sydney was called Entally House, 
after a suburb of Calcutta which 
Thomas Reibey had visited. The 
name was later used for the house 
that Thomas Reibey II built at 
Hadspen near Launceston. 

Thomas Reibey died in 1811, leaving 
Mary with seven children and his 
burgeoning commercial empire. This 
she ran most successfully, becoming 
a well-known businesswoman 
and property developer. In 1816 
she advertised for-sale property 
including the house in Macquarie 
Place, Sydney, that she and 
Thomas had built, 12 farms and 
a ship. She became a director of 
the Bank of New South Wales and 
moved in high society in Sydney. 
Her sons established businesses 
in Tasmania and her grandson 
Thomas became Archdeacon of 
Launceston and, after leaving the 
Church, Premier of Tasmania. 

Mary Reibey died in 1855, out-
living five of her seven children and 
even some of her grandchildren.  
All her grandchildren achieved 
well-respected niches in colonial 
life in Australia and in Devon, and 
some were educated in England 
including Eton and Oxford.

Twenty-two of her letters were 
published in the book Dear Cousin, 
The Reibey Letters in 1992.

MARY REIBEY: 
THE WOMAN ON THE
$20 NOTE

Haresilver Nymph, with hare thorax, the wing-case and legs from  
a single segment of partridge back feather, and silver-twist abdomen. 

Grasshopper with cork body and 
pheasant-tail legs.

The Major, The Mayfly &  
The Convict Maid  . . . continued


