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 T 
he tide creeps slowly over the sand, 
filling the many tiny holes and caus-
ing them to crackle and pop. A few 
metres back, indistinct grey-brown 
shapes hover tentatively, slowly 
moving forward, always watching. 

In the cool stillness of the morning it 
is as though the lagoon is just waking, 
breathing softly to the sound of the 
waves on the nearby beach.

The sea eagle that was circling is 
now perched at the other end of the 
lagoon, preoccupied with the sand pip-
ers and other birds. But a new threat 
now stands hidden, its shapes blend-
ing with the tree-line. Although the 
window of opportunity will be slight, 
there is no rush. Moving in too soon 

will spook the fish, and then it will all 
be over.

Back in the shallows the bream con-
tinue slowly forward. They are like 
mice edging gingerly from the shad-
ows, testing, and poised ready to flee 
to safety should they spot anything out 

of place. Their confidence builds with 
the tide. 

Soon their apprehension turns to a 
fervent search for food. They weave 
a slow path across the flat, stopping 
often and becoming engrossed in hid-
den treasures. The holes are home 
to worms, crabs and shrimp, tiny 
fish, pipis and other shellfish. Each is 
inspected in a race against the tide. 
There is little time before it turns and 
pulls back to the channel, closing the 
tuckshop for another six hours.

As the bream finish snuffling, they 
rejoin the pack and continue fossicking 
slowly forward. Their snouts are the 
colour of storm clouds. Thick, full and 
ominous, rumbling with molars and 
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Josh Davis stalks shallow-water bream.

Head down, tail up, a bream in feeding mode.

Tails & Ripples

flashing white teeth, snatching and 
ending any small creature caught in 
the storm. As they dig down, their tails 
break the surface. They begin slashing 
and splashing, burrowing deeper into 
the holes.

From the tree-line we see the plumes 
of sediment-laden water boiling up 
like little geysers, the occasional splash 
and glint off a fin, and the fist-sized 
holes surrounded by dark sediment 
that mark the places where fish have 
prospected and moved on.

While the bream are absorbed we 
move in, feet pointed like the heron’s, 
slipping through the surface as qui-
etly as we can. Line is peeled from 
reels and leaders checked one last 
time before our flies are sent into the 
fray. Tension and tranquillity hand in 
hand.

Amidst the plume the bream are 
blind. Fins tensed and twitching anx-
iously, they are intensely focused, 
ready to snap at the slightest move-
ment or sound. For them, nothing 
exists outside the cloud. There are 
no distractions and there is no time 
for hesitation. They must snatch their 
prey before it reaches the sand and 
escapes back out of sight. 

We take this opportunity and land 
our flies close. The tail dips down and 
the cloud swirls to envelop it. The fish 

is now just a faint suggestion of colour, 
a ripple on the surface, hidden in a 
shroud of silt and sand. The fly settles, 
we give a small tug, and the bream 
responds in kind. It doesn’t get better 
than this.

PICKING YOUR QUARRY
That morning we were fishing shal-
low, quiet backwaters untouched by 
boat traffic. In these places, under the 
right tide conditions, tailing bream are 
a regular sight. These are undoubt-
edly the fish to target first. Their tails 
emerge when they are excavating and 
expecting to spot something in the 
cloud. They are ready to pounce.

The fish that are moving between 
holes, however, are still surveying and 

they require a little more care. They 
are looking for food but also on the 
lookout for danger. Try to pick their 
path and cast ahead. The distance will 
depend on how quickly they are mov-
ing and how wary they are, given the 

conditions. Cloud cover and a slight 
wind rippling the surface will make 
them more difficult to spot, and they 
know it, but this makes them less 
wary. Take your time. Watch which 
way they are moving, how many are in 
the group and how many are between 
you and that monster at the back of 
the pack. 

Don’t overlook the fish in between 
you and your quarry. If they stumble 
across your wading boot or get lined 
by your cast they will scatter like 
leaves in a breeze, alerting everything 
in their path as they flee across the 
flat. If you do need to re-present your 
fly, strip it slowly away from the fish 
and draw it steadily from the water. 
Avoid popping the fly from the surface 
or bombing your line down too heav-
ily. In these shallow waters, the bream 
are nervy and attuned to the slightest 
sound. Cast again. Take your time and 
make every cast count.

Short strips of about a foot in length 
with a few seconds pause for the fly 
to settle are a good place to start, 
but experiment and watch the fish’s 
response. Some bream pounce as soon 

Key-style flies land gently, push water, and sink slowly — ideal for spooky fish in shallow water. 

When the bream are up on the flats, multiple hook-ups are common.

Working a Sapphire Coast bream flat.

Casts don’t always need to be long, but they must be accurate and your presentations subtle.



F L Y L I F E16 F L Y L I F E 17F L Y L I F E 17

The Tail dips down and The cloud 
swirls To envelop iT. The fish is now 

jusT a fainT suggesTion of colour, 
a ripple on The surface, hidden in a 

shroud of silT and sand. 

Andy with another hefty Sapphire Coast bream.

as they spot your fly, snatching line 
and almost hooking themselves. Oth-
ers are less gung-ho. If unsure they 
will just follow, sizing-up your fly and 
watching how it behaves, undecided 
and tantalisingly close. 

In these cases it pays to know when 
to stop. Don’t lead the fish to your 
rod tip, but stop with enough distance 
between you and the fish so that you 
have another chance. Try a differ-
ent fly, something subtle that lands 
gently to avoid spooking them. These 
fish aren’t just curious, they are also 
wary. If they approach too close, to 
a point where they are likely to spot 
you, leave your fly motionless in the 
water and stand absolutely still until 
they lose interest and move on. They 
are attuned to movement. No mat-
ter how slowly you raise your rod to 

recast, if they are looking towards you, 
you will stand out against the sky like 
a signpost flashing DANGER! These 
are anxious moments but you must be 
patient. Choose another fish to target 
while the suspicious few settle back 
into feeding.

Once the tide begins to fall, the fish 
become more flighty and start to move 
back to the safety of deeper water. 
But you can still find some that have 
not yet had their fill, and feed with 
a newfound sense of urgency. Make 
the most of these final moments. Your 
opportunities to sight-cast are running 
out as swiftly as the tide.

GEARING UP
Six-weight rods are a good compro-
mise between power and finesse. Add 
a floating line, a clear intermediate or 

a clear sink tip and you are almost 
ready. I use fluorocarbon leader, step-
ping down to a 6 lb tippet, but if you 
are blind-casting and not pinpointing 
your targets, make sure you step up 
your tippet to keep the flathead from 
depleting your fly box and covering 
themselves in hardware. 

There are a few reasons why I 
like fluorocarbon, but only one which 
makes any real difference in this 
case—it is as hard as nails. Remem-
ber, you are fishing Flathead Central, 
amidst pieces of rock and shell. These 
things will turn a soft supple leader 
into a fuzzy nothing with just a couple 
of rubs.

Your choice of flies will depend on 
the conditions. When it is calm, small 
poppers can provide some exhilarating 
surface action, with packs of bream 
often competing for the chance to 

snap them up. Otherwise, flies like 
Woolly Buggers and Crazy Charlies 
are a good place to start. 

When the water is clear, the sun is 
high and the bream are spookier, you 
may want to try something that lands 
more delicately and sinks more slowly. 
Small Key-style tarpon flies are deadly 
in these conditions and can be landed 
close to the fish with scarcely a ripple.

Tails & Ripples
. . . continued

Take time to survey the shallows for subtle signs of feeding bream.

Use side pressure but be ready to hold the rod up high to avoid obstructions if the fish takes off.

Fist-sized hole indicative of feeding bream.

Clouser variant imitating a prawn or shrimp.



F L Y L I F E18

The bream will ultimately be your 
best guide to colour and pattern, and 
their preferences will change not only 
throughout the tide but also from day 
to day. Observe and respond. Start 
with neutral tones similar to the envi-
ronment you are fishing—tans, browns, 
blacks and greens. A little flash can be 
good but don’t go overboard. Another 

great addition is a small, subtle patch 
of colour like orange or pink. This 
should be just enough to catch the 
attention of the fish, not detract from 
the pattern’s realism. It is possible that 
this small swatch appears like the eggs 
of a crustacean, or the innards of some 
other almost translucent invertebrate. 

When the water is discoloured 
and the visibility reduced, try darker 
colours and a more obvious swatch 
of colour. Blacks, darker browns and 
even purples really stand out and can 
be deadly under these conditions.

Hook choice comes down to the fly 
patterns you use, but remember that 
bream have some formidable den-
tures, including some serious molars 
designed for crushing shellfish. For 
this reason, I don’t recommend high 
carbon hooks. They are sharp, hold a 
point and they rust away if they are 
lost—all great things in my book—but 
they are just too brittle. Saltwater or 
even more pliable bronze hooks are a 
better choice. Generally sizes from 10 
through 2 are okay.

FIGHTING ON THE FLATS
When fighting bream on the flats, 
especially big fish with light tippet, you 
need to watch your line. Keep your 
rod low and work the fish using side 
pressure and the more powerful butt 
section of the rod. Change direction to 
throw the fish off balance and prevent 
it from building momentum, and if 
it does scream off, be ready to point 
your rod to the heavens to keep your 
line from snagging on any lumps of 
rock, oyster or wood protruding from 
the flats. Side pressure is also impor-
tant to guide the fish away from the 
other groups of fish still feeding in the 
shallows. Avoid spooking these fish—
they are your next cast.

The backwater estuaries of New 
South Wales’ far south coast are home 
to some truly exceptional fish. These 
wily old bream are used to feeding in 
the shallows, but wary of the dangers. 
The fishing can be challenging, and the 
window of opportunity when the con-
ditions are just right is slim. However, 
sight-casting to these magnificent fish 
in such shallow water is well worth the 
effort, and enough to make even sea-
soned fly-fishers go weak at the knees. 
Fish averaging 40 cm are the norm in 
some places, and some are much big-
ger. It is humbling to think that some of 
these fish may be older than us—close 
to 40 years in some cases. 

Next time you visit your local estu-
ary, keep a keen eye out for those little 
ripples and waving tails. If you see 
them, say hello for me. F L

James with another fish of a lifetime.

Tails & Ripples
. . . continued

Watch the video. Bream are both a challenge and a delight.
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http://www.madfoolfishing.com/video-shorts.html
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