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  I will conclude by thanking you, the reader, for spending your hard-earned dollars on this book. I hope you come away a little better informed and appreciative of the Battenkill watershed. Know too that besides a bamboo rod that I have indulged in, whatever returns I see from this book will go back to the conservation organizations that will help ensure the future of the river.





  The West and East Branches


  Our journey begins on the two primary branches of the Battenkill: the West and the East. As previously noted, both of these streams rise above Manchester, in Dorset for the West Branch and in East Dorset in the case of the East Branch. While both streams are of similar stature, they are very different from one another. Their differences really help define the Battenkill.
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  Dorset Marsh, headwaters of the West Branch of the Battenkill. Mother Myrick Mountain stands watch in the distance. This is one of the largest coldwater marshes in the state and is carefully regulated. This small, brook-trout-laden stream runs approximately nine miles before joining up with its sister stream the East Branch.


  THE WEST BRANCH


  The West Branch emerges from a coldwater marsh west of Route 30 just before entering Dorset Village and flows approximately nine miles before its union with the East Branch. The Dorset Marsh, as it is called, is visible from the road when the leaves are off the trees but hard to spot during the summer months. There is limited public access to this unique marsh, one of the largest in the state. Thanks to the efforts of conservationists this wetland complex was awarded Class 1 status in 1992 and thus has significant legal protection, including a 100-foot buffer that guards this critical headwater from development. Interestingly, the marsh is a headwater to both the Battenkill and the Mettowee, a fine wild trout stream in its own right that drains into Lake Champlain.


  The stream flows generally south out of Dorset parallel to Route 30, though there are no convenient access points for some distance downstream. I doubt that the many folks that drive Route 30 between Dorset and Manchester are even aware that the stream flows under this busy thoroughfare just north of Dorset West Road.


  One of the salient factors that differentiates the West Branch from the East Branch is that the West Branch flows within a valley that is heavily influenced by limestone substrate. The pH is thus higher in the West Branch and the influence of springs is more significant and helps mitigate the beaver activity that is evident in many sections. Beavers, of course, create some exciting fishing opportunities when new dams are built, but these same dams become heat sinks as they fill with sediment. Groundwater counters this impact and brook trout continue to thrive throughout the West Branch. The dams periodically wash out, making for a changeable waterway from one year to the next.
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  Beavers are common on the upper West Branch, providing anglers with interesting opportunities for small brook trout. This shot was taken in November while looking for spawning fish.


  A significant drawback impacting the West Branch is that one part of the river has been inundated in sections with didymo, or rock snot. I will fish this water now and then but have a pair of wading shoes specifically for the West Branch. I also employ an old rod and reel just for this little creek. If a bloom is occurring, it will be obvious and I simply avoid the water at these times.


  The West Branch is not easy to fish, as much of the channel is crowded by overhanging shrubs and tree limbs as well as a variety of wood in the stream itself. My approach to fishing this water is to work a dry fly upstream and then when I head back downstream, I will tie on a wet fly or even a small streamer. I always make sure to pinch the barb of the hook down, as there are many very small brook and brown trout mixed in with the larger 8- to 10-inch fish. I’ve caught a few over that size but they are the exception.


  The West Branch backs up briefly at the traffic circle in Manchester (affectionately remembered as Malfunction Junction). There is an old dam here, the Kimball Gristmill, that dates back to 1822. The waterfall over which the millpond spills isolates most of the West Branch from the rest of the watershed.


  Rumors of large spawning brown trout below the waterfall have abounded for many years. Having seen several impressive redds in recent years, I can confirm these rumors. There are a handful of deep holes that could easily make for good overwintering habitat for any large trout that do spawn in here.


  After the stream makes its short run below the mill, it flows under Route 11/30 and then slips into the woods behind the shops and condos that define Manchester as a tourist town. The stream flows for another 1,000 or so feet before merging with the East Branch to form the Battenkill main stem.


  The first prominent access on the West Branch that the angler will look for is on North Road, which is off of Route 30 about two miles or so north of Manchester Center. There is parking available along a newly developed rail trail. This is small water and as previously noted, there is a lot of beaver activity in the area. That said, I have enjoyed good fishing above and below the road crossing.


  The next good access point is along Route 30 just north of Mount Aeolus Lane. There is a very obvious pullover that makes for a convenient point of entry. Twenty Dollar Hole, as I call this place ever since finding a crisp bill of that denomination, is a great place to fish during early season when the lower river is high and off-color or during a summer day when the main stem of the river is crowded. This is very tight water and a short rod is definitely a benefit. I would advise working upstream for as far as desired and then turning around. There are a couple nice pools as well as riffled water.


  Mount Aeolus Lane itself has parking for one car adjacent to the stream. Despite recent development, there is a healthy riparian area and the stream is crowded in by shrubs and bushes on both banks. Interestingly, there is a population of Green Drakes in this section of river. Before you begin to tie a fresh batch of Coffin Flies, be aware that these bugs are more a curiosity than anything else. I suspect many of the small brook trout are terrified of them. On the other end of the spectrum, one will find Tricos dancing over the riffle below the bridge, and if you can negotiate the vegetation, there is the opportunity to fish for brookies eating these little bugs.
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  The West Branch at Mount Aeolus Lane offers good brook trout fishing in confined spaces. I often wade upstream fishing a dry fly and, on the turnaround, drift a wet fly or nymph. This can be good early season water when the lower river is high with snowmelt.
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  Looking upstream at the Kimball Gristmill in Manchester Center on the West Branch. The mill dates back to 1822. This edifice isolates the upper West Branch from the rest of the watershed.


  It is downstream of the bridge at Mount Aeolus Lane that I have seen didymo, so please be aware of this.


  Continuing down Route 30, the final access above Manchester is off of Pig Pen Road. Again, the angler will be faced with small water and lots of vegetation reaching out into the river channel. There can be some surprisingly deep holes, and wading should be done cautiously. A newly developed bike trail offers parking.


  In Manchester itself the run of river sandwiched between Route 11/30 and the Kimball Gristmill Dam offers angling opportunities. This is an undeveloped urban green space. A local group is looking into creating a river walk along this short stretch, and there is talk of putting in a walking bridge to allow for visitors to cross the stream. The plan also calls for cutting paths to the ’kill and putting in benches to allow for folks to sit and relax. It’s an interesting plan that I believe has merit as long as the riparian area is not harmed.


  Directly below the base of the dam and for a hundred yards or so the stream is largely pocketwater. As the river moves away from the spillway, one will see a few more pools with deep holding water. Recent electroshocking surveys indicate that a modest population of trout reside within this section of river. Below where the river flows under Route 11/30 there is no access of which I am aware, so now is a good time to head up to East Dorset and check out the East Branch and Mad Tom Brook.
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  The Manchester Riverwalk seeks to bring tourists closer to the Battenkill without leaving a large footprint. Anglers will find brook and brown trout in this urban oasis.


  THE EAST BRANCH


  The East Branch emerges from a network of wetlands above the attractive village of East Dorset and flows approximately six miles due south to join with the West Branch to form the Battenkill proper. In East Dorset, one will notice that the stream is hemmed in by an old stone wall, no doubt a relic from times past when even the smallest streams were utilized to harness the power of water. Mad Tom Brook spills down from Mount Tabor east of town and joins with the East Branch below the village. Mad Tom is a steep-gradient stream that offers enjoyable pocketwater fishing for much of its length. When Mad Tom enters the village, the gradient is quickly reduced. Beaver activity sometimes confines portions of this water, but high water takes these temporary structures out. As a result, and despite their best efforts, beavers have less impact within the upper portions of the East Branch and Mad Tom than on the West Branch.


  Much of the upper portion of the East Branch (including the flow of Mad Tom Brook above its union with the ’kill within the village) is a quick-moving freestone affair with pools and riffles equally mixed in. After departing the village, the stream flows behind a quiet neighborhood before slipping under Route 7A and a railroad bridge just downstream. At this point the stream disappears into a large wetland network that is, for all practical purposes, inaccessible. Within these wetlands there is significant beaver activity.
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  Mad Tom Brook in East Dorset during a period of low flow tumbles down Mount Tabor through a narrow valley. Brook trout abound and browns show up as the season progresses.
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  With the removal of Dufrense Dam in Manchester, large brown trout now migrate into the East Branch to spawn. Can you spot the second fish? Harvest is not allowed beginning October 1 to protect migratory fish.


  The stream departs the wetlands just above the Manchester Country Club at Finbar Forest Road. From this point downstream to the old Dufrense Dam, the river is largely slow flowing with little access. Here too beavers do their engineering work, and the stream sometimes divides into a network of smaller channels.


  The stream regains a defined channel when it flows under Barnumville Road and continues to flow through a well-wooded riparian area until coming to the site of the old Dufrense Dam. The dam held back the river for more than a century. Now an open channel, this is becoming an increasingly popular resource. Small, colorful brook trout abound in the pockets adjacent to the boulders that were placed in the river channel after the dam pond drained.


  Below the old dam the stream closes up again and presents many of the same difficulties as the West Branch. The water can get pretty deep, but it can also be a ton of fun if small brook trout are of interest. There are some very large brown trout in through here as well, but this remains a brook trout stronghold.


  Just as with the West Branch, the East Branch flows silently behind Manchester’s sprawl after flowing under Route 11/30. The river emerges briefly at Richville Road before joining up with the West Branch to become the Battenkill proper.


  While access on the East Branch is somewhat limited, there are a few places an angler can put in. The first spot is south of East Dorset just off of Route 7A on an unnamed road that leads to an auto body facility (KNJ Motorsports, 219 Route 7A, East Dorset). There is a black mailbox at the entrance of the road that is easily seen. After crossing the railroad tracks, a large parking area is on the left. The East Branch comes together with Mad Tom Brook a couple river bends upstream from here.


  Mad Tom Brook is actually the larger flow, and above the junction your angling is being done on Mad Tom. The upstream wading angler will cross under Route 7. Just upstream from the bridge a small stream offers its flow and creates a nice scour pool. Wade carefully under the bridge and try to get your fly into the flow coming from the trib. I’ve been surprised by the take of a large brown or brook trout here from time to time. Until the water levels drop in mid- to late June this is very pleasant angling for eager brook trout.


  This is not a stretch where I concern myself too much with matching the hatch. Topwater fishing with a caddis imitation works well. The fishing downstream of the parking area is not quite as productive, but you can certainly give it a try. If you choose to do so, it is a relatively short wade before coming to Benedict Road and a bridge crossing. This is a convenient place to get out and walk back to the car. One can also continue to fish below Benedict Road, which I discuss below.


  For those who don’t mind parking their car along a busy road, the next access is on Route 7A adjacent to the Chanticleer Restaurant. The upstream property is posted, but access can be had by entering by the roadside bridge. This can be tricky, so be careful. Once access is gained, work upstream to a number of pools and riffles. More brown trout can be found in this section of river than one sees on the West Branch. There is excellent spawning gravel in here that is well used by brown trout in November.


  Unfortunately, there is also a concerning amount of erosion due to poor land-use practices and one will see loose substrate ebb and flow through the pools and riffles with each high-water event. Trout Unlimited has been conducting outreach with local residents, and there is some hope that work can be done to correct this problem.


  This too is small water, so it’s best to fish on your own. This section is very similar to what one sees on the Arlington stretch well downstream, but in miniature: “long” flats broken up by some nice riffles. There is a lot of overhanging cover, making for challenging casting, particularly when the trees are fully leafed out.


  The upstream wading angler can exit the stream at Benedict Road and walk back to the starting point along 7A. There are a variety of insects to match in here. Hendricksons can be good, as can the large invaria Sulphurs and the smaller dorothea. The yellow and lime Sally stoneflies like this water, and while trout don’t typically key in on these flies on top, I have done well dead drifting a nymph in some of the deeper riffles.


  The angler that does give this water a try will be stretching their wading skills to the limit. The flat water does not disguise the approach of the indelicate wader. This will be readily apparent when the little brookies that call this water home begin to scoot upstream and the less plentiful browns simply sink back into their muskrat holes, seldom seen and unharmed.


  In the summer Tricos are quite abundant, but the stream can be very low at this time of the year. It is common to see trout rising in the pool below the 7A bridge to Tricos, and I have taken to calling this One Fish Pool. If you are lucky you will catch one fish, but that will be the end of the fun. The rest of the trout will run under the abundant alders.


  Below the railroad bridge there is no practical access and in many ways the stream becomes a flowing swamp. As previously mentioned, beavers have taken hold in here and while the fishing opportunities are all but nonexistent, the wetlands store floodwaters and release this excess slowly over the course of the season.
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  The East Branch above Route 7A is small water best fished by oneself. Here Eric Koskinen drifts a nymph through a riffle.


  The next public access, at the location of the former Dufrense Dam, is a great place to explore the East Branch. To get to this spot simply take a right onto Dufrense Dam Road off of Route 11/30 just east of Route 7 in Manchester. Dufrense Dam plugged the East Branch starting in 1908 before being removed in 2013. During the period that the dam existed the state stocked brook trout each year, creating a fishery that was popular among locals. When the dam came out the state began stocking Bullhead Pond to replace what was lost at Dufrense. Bullhead Pond is located off of Route 7A a short distance south of where the East Branch crosses under the highway. More on the dam removal later in the book.


  Since the removal of the dam, restoration efforts have been impressive. The local Boy Scout troop has done a ton of planting and the trees are taking well. The stream itself is still taking time to adjust, but excess sediment is flushed with every high-water event and a gravel substrate is quickly being exposed.


  There is a lot of pocketwater from the location of the old dam up to the railroad bridge. This is great water to cast a small caddisfly. Small brookies and sometimes larger brown trout will eagerly take the fly. Upstream of the railroad bridge the stream consists of flat water interspersed with short riffles. There is some talk of habitat work being done in here to add cover and encourage streambed scouring that will further expose gravel. Small brookies call much of this water home.


  There is an additional, little-used state access point off of Town Shed Road upstream from the Dufrense Dam access point. The water is very similar to what one encounters above the railroad bridge. Electroshocking surveys have demonstrated that this too is a haven for brookies and the occasional brown trout.
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  The East Branch at the Dufrense Dam public access location is evolving since the removal of a dam that backed the river up for more than 100 years. Eric Koskinen is prospecting under the deep hole beneath the railroad bridge, a good spot to find a brown or brook trout.


  If one fishes downstream from the Dufrense Dam access, the river has quite a different character. The riparian area is heavily wooded, and there are plenty of pockets that hold trout, occasionally large ones. I enjoy working downstream either skating a caddis or drifting a wet fly. The skilled streamer angler that can work a fly under some of the overhanging cover will also be rewarded.


  Another stretch of the East Branch that is enjoyable to fish is above and below the Route 11/30 bridge across from the Aubuchon Hardware store. There is no official parking, but I have had no issues parking on the shoulder just east of the bridge under which the stream flows. One can fish upstream and encounter water with lots of snags. Fish hold in and behind all this natural cover. It’s hard work but a lot of fun in between the curses from hanging your fly up on a poorly placed cast. I’ve even done well fishing back downstream using a “walking the dog” technique—making a short cast and then feeding line out about 20 to 25 feet and slowly walking downstream at the speed of the float. A strike is likely at any point. If you are not getting strikes, give a little life to your fly.


  Below the bridge are a couple nice riffles that contain loads of brookies. They are susceptible to a skated dry fly, a wet fly, or a small yellow stonefly nymph. Be sure to pinch your barbs down because some of the fish will be small. Where you see overhanging cover at river bends you can be sure that a large brown trout has taken up residence. They are not easy to catch, but by switching from the small drys that were taking brookies to a streamer fished under the cover you give yourself at least a little chance. Given the number of crayfish one sees darting about among the rocky substrate, a brown Woolly Bugger with a bead head to get it down quickly is an excellent choice.
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  Any angler visiting the Battenkill should make at least one visit to the American Museum of Fly Fishing. There are beautifully presented exhibits as well as displays of trout flies tied by the masters of their trade.


  The farther one travels downstream, the deeper the stream becomes. Thanks to beaver activity, a large wetland complex has formed in this section. Careful wading is needed and depending on beaver activity, it is possible to come to water that is simply too deep and mucky to wade, so be cautious and sensible. With that said, fishing this water is a fun way to escape the bustle that defines much of Manchester and you are not likely to be sharing the water with anyone else. In fact, if you do see another angler working this water, my suggestion is to leave it to that person and come back another time. There is no need to crowd each other in these small waters.


  One final stretch of the East Branch that is worth exploring if you don’t mind fishing behind a strip mall is the portion of river that flows downstream of the upper part of Richville Road in Manchester. There is convenient parking within the shops. Despite the urban setting there is a nice piece of water here that offers pretty decent Trico fishing. I’ve not tried to fish in this location other than for early morning activity, but just like with the West Branch stretch below the dam, it offers an opportunity to wet a line while family members are engaged in other activities.


  With that we can move on downstream to Union Street and explore the upper reaches of the Battenkill. It’s a quick drive south on Richville Road (off of Route 11/30) to get to our next stretch of the river.
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  Union Street to Lower Richville Road


 Our first taste of the main-stem Battenkill consists of 3 miles of varied water that the small-stream-minded angler will enjoy immensely.


  The East and West Branches merge quietly in thick overgrowth below the town of Manchester to form the Battenkill. Bourn Brook comes in from the east, downstream of this junction, to add volume. This joining occurs upstream a couple hundred yards from where the river crosses under Union Street. The stream itself is a quick-moving freestoner with nice pools and riffles and lots of woody debris throughout.


  After flowing under Union Street, the river reemerges to the public approximately three miles downstream at the lower end of Richville Road. Over the years this section has been referred to as “The Jungle” due to the gnarly trees, vines, and shrubs one must negotiate to get to the stream. I have fished much of this water extensively and it is productive, has a sense of remoteness, and is not trampled heavily by anglers. There is convenient access in three locations: Union Street, at a trailhead off of Riverbend Road, and at the lower (southern) end of Richville Road where there is a parking area and meadow owned and maintained by the Green Mountain National Forest.
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  Small in stature though they may be, wild brook trout are true survivors that continue to be an important part of the Battenkill experience. PHOTO BY ANDREW WALKER


  While the river tends to be quite modest throughout this stretch, there are numerous deep holes and extensive riffles with first-rate spawning gravel. As a result, nice brown trout take up residence here within the logjams or migrate into the area come spawning season. Retired fisheries biologist Ken Cox related that the largest fish that he has coaxed out of the entire Vermont Battenkill came from a deep hole within the Jungle. While he did not bring the fish to net, he estimated that the brown trout was 28 inches long.


  About halfway through this portion of the river one will encounter an old concrete bridge that was utilized by a farmer to move his machinery and animals across the stream. This section of the river has been dubbed Wilbur’s Bridge or the Pig Farm. A trailhead along Riverbend Road (which itself is off of River Road) in Manchester is a popular access point. There is room for two cars in here. The trail brings one directly to Wilbur’s Bridge.


  Some of the first habitat work on the Vermont Battenkill was done in this area. Two riverbanks that had been stripped of soil-retaining vegetation were replanted and root wads were placed within the stream to take pressure off the banks. Since this work was done, the river has moved and the channel upstream from the bridge now functions as a pressure-relief valve, taking excess water from the main river channel during flood events. The downstream channel has also adjusted slightly since the project was first done, but both stream banks are now well vegetated.


  The stream emerges from the confines of the Jungle roughly a half mile above Richville Road. This water remains accessible to anglers, as it is not posted. Parking is conveniently available at the Forest Service parking area.


  To get to Union Street you can take Richville Road south out of Manchester and travel for about a mile before taking a right onto Union. The river crosses under Union Street a couple hundred yards from where you have turned onto the road. The other way to access Union Street is to turn onto Union across from the Equinox Hotel and follow the road downhill for a couple of miles to the river. Parking is available adjacent to the pumping station visible on the south side of the road.


  As you gear up to fish, you will notice a hay meadow on the north side of Union Street across from where you are parked. The meadow is not posted and offers a great point of entry to some very pleasant water.


  I generally walk a couple hundred yards upstream and do a little bushwhacking above where the river runs up against a stream bank that is presently devoid of vegetation and unfortunately eroding. The Orvis Company, which recently purchased the property, has begun riparian planting here. As you work to get into the river, be aware that there is still some barbed wire in among the woods that have grown up over the years.


  When you get to the water you will find a beautifully graveled small stream that runs up against a high bank on the west and the well-wooded riparian area from which you have just emerged. Bourn Brook is approximately 100 yards upstream from where you enter, depending on where you emerge from the woods.


  This stretch of river brings back fond memories for me. It was here that I caught my first “big” Battenkill brown trout—a 16-incher that was buttery yellow with bright red spots. I had hooked the fish on a Henryville Special, but it managed to break me off. The fact that I had even brought the fish up was by pure chance. I knew, though, that it was a good trout.
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  The meadow above Union Street is not posted and offers anglers access to the upper portion of the Battenkill main stem. It’s a pretty run of river but quite small, so it is best explored alone. The Orvis Company recently purchased the property.


  I returned the next day hoping to encounter this fish or one of similar stature. As I was tying on another Henryville, I noticed the tail of a large fish holding under the branch of an overhanging hemlock tree. I noticed too that it was feeding subsurface so switched to an Atherton #2 nymph—a poorly tied one at that. Amazingly, I did not get tangled in the branches and saw the fish move to the right and open its jaws. I set the hook and the water exploded as the fish took to the air. A short time later I was able to net the fish and get a good look at him, hook jaw and all. In the upper right corner was my Henryville Special lost the day before! I removed the two flies and sent the fish back to its cover. I left the river feeling like I had become a real fly fisherman that sunny day in 1982. It didn’t take long for me to realize that there was still much that I had to learn.


  My favorite way of fishing this stretch is to work downstream with a wet fly, doing my best to put the fly close to the cover along the steep bank. If the fish are in the mood, I will often get a strike as the fly begins to swing back to the surface at the end of the drift. It’s a leisurely wade downstream to the pool above Union Street. If I don’t move anything on a wet, I will switch to a nymph to get down a little deeper. Both this pool and the next one below the bridge have nice depth.


  For the angler looking to explore the Jungle in depth, there are a couple options. You can simply continue to fish downstream from the bridge crossing or get out of the river and walk a couple hundred yards until you come to an opening adjacent to the river. A picnic table and kiosk are located here. This water is used by Orvis as a classroom, so it’s worth checking with the folks at the store first to see if school is in session on the river.
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  The river below Union Street. There are numerous fast runs and some deep holes here. Garry Crago is probing with a large streamer in search of a fall-run brown trout.


  Just downstream from the kiosk the river runs up against a steep bank. You will notice a lot of wood at the foot of the bank, placed there in an effort to stem the effects of erosion. Within this tangled habitat some good trout hold, and the streamer enthusiast will want to pay special attention to this spot.


  As the river is swallowed up by the woods the character of the water reveals itself—fast water running against heavily vegetated banks followed by pools and runs of varying lengths and depths. The deepest water will be found where the river bends or behind deadfalls that have lodged themselves in the river itself.


  I do not generally fish this water with the thought of hatch matching. That is not to say that bugs are not present. The State of Vermont samples macroinvertebrates in a number of areas, including within this section of the river. Results of these samples confirm that the Jungle has a diverse bug population. In fact, the river is enriched slightly by the outflow of the town wastewater treatment plant. Tom Rosenbauer has noted that this effect is not as strong currently as it was before the treatment plant was upgraded in the 1980s, but the diversity of insects is still impressive.


  As previously mentioned, an angler will come upon Wilbur’s Bridge roughly halfway to Richville Road. If two anglers are fishing the river from Union Street to this point, a good idea is to park a car at the trailhead adjacent to Riverbend Road as well as one up at Union Street and fish either upstream or downstream from either point. For the solo angler that has been fishing from upstream, one can get out of the river at the bridge and head to the adjacent railroad tracks east of the river and walk back up to Union Street. The tracks are still used, though not frequently, so use caution.


  From Wilbur’s Bridge to Richville Road the river’s nature changes a bit. There are more pools and they tend to be longer than those above the bridge. The canopy also opens up a bit in places, allowing for more sun to hit the water. Lye Brook also enters the river a short distance below Wilbur’s Bridge, adding volume to the flow. While the substrate is still largely gravel and small rocks, there is more silt built


  [image: chpt_fig_016]


  Wilbur’s Bridge is a popular small-water section of river accessible via a trail off of Riverbend Road in Manchester. This is the midpoint between Union Street and Richville Road. Lye Brook enters a short distance downstream from this old farm bridge.


  [image: chpt_fig_017]


  The Jungle comes by its name honestly. Most locals consider the Jungle to be the stretch of river between Union Street and Richville Road. Local trout wizard George Strofolleno is not afraid to throw big streamers in this water.


  up, and this means the angler can find good Trico fishing below those sun-splashed areas that attract the diminutive spinners. It’s not all about Tricos, however, and there can be fun evening fishing to a variety of mayflies and caddis. One of the most memorable evenings I have had in here was sharing a run with my wife Deanna on a Fourth of July evening. While the sounds of fireworks going off in Manchester could be heard, we caught numerous small brook and brown trout taking caddisflies just under the surface.


  Upstream from Richville Road the river emerges from the Jungle and transforms yet again, losing much of its freestone character. It is here that the river becomes a meadow stream defined largely by long flats interspersed with a few short riffles or runs where the river constricts enough to create some scour.


 [image: chpt_fig_018]


  Dick Osborne ponders his next move at the bottom of Johnson’s Meadow just above Richville Road. Micro drag is at its worst in this water. Most fish will hold tight to the banks where cover is best.


  The first such flat-water stretch is on the upstream side of Richville Road and is known locally as Johnson’s Meadow. Parking is available at the Green Mountain National Forest access adjacent to the bridge. Johnson’s Meadow is excellent water in the spring during the Hendrickson hatch but is very challenging to wade. Despite the placid look of the water, it has a push to it that must be respected. The substrate along the shoreline and out a few feet will be mucky, but once past that a firm purchase is gained on a sandy bottom. Brook trout will rise in the middle of the stream, but it’s best to ignore them and look towards the well-vegetated banks, particularly along the small cow pasture opposite the meadow. Brown trout will hold here and rise gently in small pockets created by vegetation that hangs down into the water. The water flow of these small pockets is slightly slower than that of the main current, so getting a drag-free drift can be a true challenge.


  Richville Road is an excellent place to confirm the presence of Tricos. The flies will gather directly above the bridge, and if there is going to be a good spinner fall, the bugs will be very apparent. The flat directly above the bridge that is so interesting during Hendricksons does not produce a lot of fish during Tricos, but farther upstream there is good cover in the form of wood that holds fish. Particularly interesting is the bend pool at the top of the meadow. The waters above and below the bend are both worthy of attention. The river channel above the bend has a firm, fine gravel substrate and the fish will hold tight to the banks or in among the fallen wood. It is thus relatively easy to wade, but with little midstream structure the banks are where the fish will hold. The riverbanks are a bit steep and the best way to enter is to simply slide down the bank where others have done so in the past. These entry points are not difficult to identify.


  The bend pool itself is deep, and caution is needed when approaching from above. Pods of brookies will sip Tricos every morning once the spinner fall gets going in July. These same brookies will be found sipping little Olives in the fall. Their color will rival that of the swamp maples that thrive in the adjacent wetlands. Stealthy wading is necessary to approach these fish, so don’t rush it.


  It is possible to approach the pool from below the bend, but the lefty is at an advantage here because they can throw their backcast over the river channel, while the righty needs to pay heed to the overhanging vegetation that will, of course, snag a fly just when a good fish rises.


  Below the bend the river pinches against a steep, well-wooded bank. The narrowing of the stream quickens the flow and helps expose gravel and softball-size stones. There are also a couple of large boulders that create good holding water. Just as with the water upstream, the bank along the meadow remains steep. As a result, it is once again necessary to slide down the bank directly into the water.


  The best approach is to work downstream in the middle of the channel. The fish tend to hold close to the banks, and during good hatches and spinner falls fish will rise avidly. The trick is to wade close enough to your target while at the same time maintaining your ability to achieve a drag-free float. Be very cautious wading this water during periods of high flow, and be sure to make note of where you entered the stream.


  It cannot be stated often enough how lucky we anglers are that landowners continue to make accessible land such as that found at Johnson’s Meadow. Please be mindful of this and be sure to carry out whatever you bring in with you. If someone else has been thoughtless, please pick up after them. Also be aware that a small herd of cows utilizes the upper meadow (they are fenced in). Keep a respectful distance from the heifers. I am sure the farmer that is managing this herd will appreciate the courtesy.





  Appendix: Atherton and Oatman Flies


  The two most noted fly tiers that called the Battenkill their home water passed away decades ago, though their flies remain effective and relevant to this day. I am speaking, of course, of John Atherton and Lew Oatman.


  I have had the good fortune to acquire extremely well-tied Atherton and Oatman reproductions generously provided by two very skillful fly tiers. For the Atherton series Seth Cavarretta thoughtfully presented me seven dry flies, five wet flies, and three nymphs, each and every one exquisitely crafted. With equal thoughtfulness, Chris Del Plato tied four of Oatman’s patterns that are most appropriate for the Battenkill. His flies, too, are beautiful renditions.


  JOHN ATHERTON: ARTIST AND TIER OF IMPRESSIONISTIC PATTERNS


  John Atherton was an artist that happened to be a passionate angler and fly tier. As previously mentioned, he wrote a fine book about fly fishing titled The Fly and the Fish, originally published in 1951. He passed the following year at the age of 53 while salmon fishing.


  Atherton lived in West Arlington along Route 313. His house, which still stands, is quite modern and a bit out of place in a valley dominated by classic New England Colonial-style homes. His place overlooks a beautiful section of the river, and no doubt he crossed the meadow from the house to the stream on many a day.


  His wife, Maxine, was as passionate an angler as her husband and she could be seen along the Battenkill for years after John’s untimely passing. When I first began fishing the river, I occasionally encountered Maxine, though I was not aware of either her or her husband in those early days.


  The patterns that Atherton developed are not revolutionary in their form—the drys are typical of the Catskill tradition and while the wets and nymphs remain elegant to behold, they too are not terribly unique, though the nymphs have prominent wing cases with bright colors, a precursor of the hot spots one finds on many a Euro nymph these days. The secret sauce in Atherton’s flies was the use of blended materials to give the flies a lifelike appearance. Whether the tail, body, or hackle, Atherton emphasized a mixed look where the overall color scheme of the fly was the sum total of the use of a number of materials.


  This philosophy of blended materials emerged from the fact that Atherton was an artist by trade. He reasoned that just as an impressionistic artist is able to bring to life their works by mixing colors, so too trout flies would appear more alive by mixing materials. As a side note, I find it curious that Atherton did not develop a fly that had prominent olive tones. I can’t imagine a modern angler taking to the ’kill without a variety of olive-bodied patterns.


  Dry Flies

  [image: bck_fig_001]

  Atherton #1 and #2 are perfect for lighter-colored mayflies. Tied by Seth Cavarretta


  
  
  Atherton #1 Dry


  

  
   ■ Hook: #12-16 standard dry fly


 ■ Thread: Tan 6/0


 ■ Tail: Pale dun hackle barbules


 ■ Body: Very pale cream fox belly fur


 ■ Rib: Narrow oval gold tinsel


 ■ Wing: Hackle point from a light, glassy natural dun


 ■ Hackle: Very light cree or one pale ginger and one light grizzly hackle wound so as to mix the colors


   
  
  Atherton #2 Dry


  

  
   ■ Hook: #12-16 standard dry fly


 ■ Thread: Tan 6/0


 ■ Tail: Light brassy or rusty dun hackle barbules or a mixture of light ginger and light dun


 ■ Body: Light buff or pale tan fox belly fur mixed with natural seal’s fur and a small amount of hare’s ear


 ■ Rib: Narrow oval gold tinsel


 ■ Wing: Light wood duck


 ■ Hackle: One light cree and one medium dun hackle


    [image: bck_fig_002]


  Atherton #3 and #4 are excellent for mayflies in dark yellow and coral/pink shades. Tied by Seth Cavarretta


   
  
  Atherton #3 Dry


  

  
   ■ Hook: #12-16 standard dry fly


 ■ Thread: Tan 6/0


 ■ Tail: Medium cree hackle barbules or a mixture of ginger and grizzly


 ■ Body: Natural seal’s fur mixed with bright yellow seal’s fur, fox belly fur dyed yellow, or dyed mohair


 ■ Rib: Narrow oval gold tinsel


 ■ Wing: Wood duck or medium dun hackle points as desired


 ■ Hackle: Light rusty dun or one ginger and one medium dun hackle


   
  
  Atherton #4 Dry


  

   ■ Hook: #12-16 standard dry fly


 ■ Thread: Tan 6/0


 ■ Tail: Cree hackle barbules or a mixture of ginger and grizzly


 ■ Body: Natural seal’s fur mixed with dyed red seal, small amount each of hare’s ear and muskrat fur


 ■ Rib: Narrow oval gold tinsel


 ■ Wing: Wood duck (preferred) or a light-colored mandarin speckled side feather


 ■ Hackle: A mixture of one cree hackle and one medium natural dun


 [image: bck_fig_003]


  Atherton viewed the #5 as the best all-around pattern. Note the resemblance to an Adams. The #6 is excellent for Isonychia in larger sizes and Blue Quills in smaller sizes. Tied by Seth Cavarretta


   
  
  Atherton #5 Dry


  

   ■ Hook: #10-18 standard dry fly


 ■ Thread: Tan 6/0


 ■ Tail: Dark cree or a mixture of red-brown and grizzly


 ■ Body: Hare’s ear, using the short speckled hairs on the ear and the pinkish-tan hairs at the base of the ears


 ■ Rib: Narrow oval gold tinsel


 ■ Wing: Mandarin or wood duck


 ■ Hackle: Dark cree or a mixture of red-brown and grizzly


  [image: bck_fig_004]


  Atherton spoke of fishing for “smutting” risers in the summer. He favored dark, small flies such as the #7 pictured here. Tied by Seth Cavarretta


   
  
  Atherton #6 Dry


  

   ■ Hook: #12-18 standard dry fly


 ■ Thread: Tan 6/0


 ■ Tail: Dark rusty dun hackle barbules


 ■ Body: A mixture of dark muskrat or mole and some red-brown fur such as dyed seal’s fur, to get a body of a rather dark brownish-gray color


 ■ Rib: Narrow oval gold tinsel


 ■ Wing: Bali duck side feather, bronze mallard, or dark mandarin


 ■ Hackle: A natural rusty dun or one fairly dark natural dun and one red-brown hackle mixed together


   
  
  Atherton #7 Dry


  

   ■ Hook: #18-22 standard dry fly


 ■ Thread: Black 14/0


 ■ Tail: Dark dun or black hackle barbules


 ■ Body: Black tying thread


 ■ Hackle: Dark dun or black; can be tied with conventional proportions or larger as preferred.


  Wet Flies

  
  [image: bck_fig_005]


  Like the dry-fly series, Atherton’s elegantly tied wet flies go from lighter to darker as the number increases; #1, #2, and #3 from left to right. Tied by Seth Cavarretta


   
  
  Atherton #1 Wet


  


   ■ Hook: #10-14 standard wet fly


 ■ Thread: Tan 6/0


 ■ Body: Natural seal’s fur mixed with bright yellow seal’s fur, fox belly fur dyed yellow, or dyed mohair


 ■ Rib: Narrow oval gold tinsel


 ■ Wing: Short speckled hairs at the base of fox squirrel tail


 ■ Hackle: Light cree


   
  
  Atherton #2 Wet


  


   ■ Hook: #8-14 standard wet fly


 ■ Thread: Tan 6/0


 ■ Body: Natural seal’s fur mixed with dyed red seal, small amount each of hare’s ear and muskrat fur


 ■ Rib: Narrow oval gold tinsel


 ■ Wing: Wood duck or light mandarin


 ■ Hackle: Dark ginger or light red, tied sparse


   
  
  Atherton #3 Wet


  


   ■ Hook: #8-14 standard wet fly


 ■ Thread: Tan 6/0


 ■ Tail: Wood duck or mandarin fibers


 ■ Body: Hare’s ear mixed with a little natural seal’s fur to lighten it a bit


 ■ Rib: Narrow oval gold tinsel


 ■ Wing: Bali side feather or either finely barred teal or widgeon


 ■ Hackle: Light cree or mixture of red-brown and dark grizzly


 [image: bck_fig_006]


  Tied in progressively smaller sizes as the season wears on and fished just under the surface while swinging the fly in the classic wet-fly style will draw strikes; #4 (left) and #5 (right). Tied by Seth Cavarretta


   
  
  Atherton #4 Wet


  


   ■ Hook: #8-14 standard wet fly


 ■ Thread: Tan 6/0


 ■ Tail: Dark cree hackle or a mixture of red-brown and dark grizzly


 ■ Body: Hare’s ear, tied rough


 ■ Rib: Narrow oval gold tinsel


 ■ Wing: Feathers from the hen pheasant (ringneck) secondary


 ■ Hackle: Dark cree or a mixture of red-brown and dark grizzly


   
  
  Atherton #5 Wet


  


   ■ Hook: #10-16 standard wet fly


 ■ Thread: Black 6/0


 ■ Tail: Bronze mallard


 ■ Body: A mixture of dark muskrat or mole and some red-brown fur such as dyed seal’s fur, to get a body of a rather dark brownish-gray color


 ■ Rib: Narrow oval gold tinsel


 ■ Hackle: Rusty natural dun


 ■ Wing: Bali duck, or dark teal or bronze mallard


  Nymphs


  Note that these nymphs can be tied with or without weight. The weight can be incorporated into the body or by using a bead head (something Atherton did not do, of course).


  [image: bck_fig_007]


  Atherton’s nymphs are simple but beautiful. Note the brightly colored wing cases. Anglers today that use patterns with “hot spots” will appreciate these patterns; #1, #2, and #3 from left to right. Tied by Seth Cavarretta


   
  
  Atherton #1 Light Nymph


  

  
   ■ Hook: #10-14 standard nymph


 ■ Thread: Black 6/0


 ■ Tail: Three strands from wood duck or mandarin side feather


 ■ Body: Natural seal’s fur, ribbed with narrow oval gold tinsel


 ■ Thorax: Build up with some padding material such as cotton (or a wire if weighted). Over padding or weight, dub in additional natural seal’s fur.


 ■ Wing case: Two small jungle cock tied at a slight angle away from each other. I lacquer the jungle cock nails first to give them a bit more durability.


 ■ Hackle: Grayish European partridge


   
  
  Atherton #2 Medium Nymph


  

  
   ■ Hook: #8-14 standard nymph


 ■ Thread: Black 6/0


 ■ Tail: Three short strands from the long tail feather of the ringneck pheasant


 ■ Body: Hare’s ear, tied rough and picked out


 ■ Rib: Narrow oval gold tinsel


 ■ Thorax: Same as body after applying padding or weight


 ■ Wing case: Bright blue feather (originally of English kingfisher but substitute with similar-colored feather or floss). Lacquer case after fly is completed to add sheen to the fly as well as provide durability.


 ■ Hackle: European partridge, either gray or brown speckled hackle feather; substitute cree if desired


   
  
  Atherton #3 Dark Nymph


  

  
   ■ Hook: #10-16 standard nymph

  
 ■ Thread: Black 6/0


 ■ Tail: Dark furnace hackle fibers


 ■ Body: A mixture of dark muskrat or mole and some red-brown fur such as dyed seal’s fur, to get a body of a rather dark brownish-gray color. Note that the dubbing should be spun loose and tied rough, and the dubbing picked out between the ribs.


 ■ Rib: Narrow oval gold tinsel

  
 ■ Thorax: Same as body

  
 ■ Wing case: Bright blue feather (originally of English kingfisher but substitute with similar-colored feather or floss). Lacquer case after fly is completed to add sheen to the fly as well as provide durability.


 ■ Hackle: Dark furnace

  
 ■ Note: Atherton states that hackle is supposed to be clipped on top and bottom, and only left on the sides after the material has been tied in.


  LEW OATMAN: TIER OF EXACT IMITATION STREAMERS


  One of the interesting claims that can be made of the Battenkill is that the river has given birth to a number of baitfish-imitating streamers. Lew Oatman was a passionate angler who lived on Roberson Road in Shushan for a number of years. He was very thoughtful in his design of patterns. In fact, his series of flies features prominently in Joseph Bates’s seminal work Streamers and Bucktails: The Big Fish Flies.


  Oatman was a banker by trade and like John Atherton, he passed at a young age (55), just as his star was rising within the fly-tying community. His elegantly tied flies come across as quaint today given the giant mops that we often throw to gain the attention of a trophy-size fish, but they should not be discounted. Through discussions with Chris Del Plato, I learned that Oatman’s favorite fly for the Battenkill was a size 10 Silver Darter.


  Among the flies Oatman is most famous for are the Shushan Postmaster (tied in honor of his friend Al Prindle) and the Battenkill Shiner. While my friend Mike Valla has said that the Postmaster is an attractor pattern, I will say that this fly bears more than a passing resemblance to the young-of-year brown trout that dwell in the river. One less noted fly that he developed has a definite Battenkill heritage: The Cut Lips is an imitation of the cutlip minnow, a baitfish that is extremely abundant in the river. While Oatman is credited with 16 imitative patterns (plus the Postmaster), I have selected four that are appropriate for the Battenkill.


  [image: bck_fig_008]


  There are many types of baitfish in the Battenkill, and the Battenkill Shiner is representative of one of these calorie-heavy food items. Tied by Chris Del Plato


 
  
  Battenkill Shiner


  


   ■ Hook: #6-8 6XL


 ■ Thread: Black 6/0


 ■ Butt: A few turns of red floss


 ■ Body: Tapered white floss


 ■ Rib: Flat silver tinsel, over body only


 ■ Throat: Small bunch of gray hackle fibers


 ■ Wing: Two medium blue saddle hackles, on each side of which is a silver badger saddle hackle, all extending to the end of the tail


 ■ Cheek: Jungle cock, rather short


 [image: bck_fig_009]


  This fly imitates the cutlip minnow, a common baitfish on the Battenkill. Lew Oatman suggested fishing this pattern in fast-water sections of the river. Tied by Chris Del Plato


  
  
  Cut Lips


  

  
   ■ Hook: #2-8 4XL


 ■ Thread: Black 6/0


 ■ Tail: Small bunch of blue dun fibers


 ■ Body: Lavender floss or wool, slightly shaped


 ■ Rib: Medium flat silver tinsel


 ■ Throat: Small bunch of medium dun hackle fibers


 ■ Wing: Pair of olive-green saddle hackles, on each side of which is a dark blue dun saddle hackle, all extending slightly beyond the tail


 ■ Cheek: Jungle cock


 ■ Note: The cutlip is a type of minnow common to the Battenkill. In electroshocking surveys that I have observed or participated in dating back to 2000, the cutlip is one of the baitfish that has frequently turned up.
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  The Shushan Postmaster was tied by Oatman in honor of his good friend Al Prindle, the postmaster of Shushan, New York. Though not a specific imitation pattern, it looks an awful lot like a young-of-year brown trout and remains an effective fly. Tied by Chris Del Plato



  
  Shushan Postmaster


  

  
   ■ Hook: #6-10 6X long


 ■ Thread: Black 6/0


 ■ Tail: Very small section of brown mottled turkey feather, as long as the gap of the hook


 ■ Body: Light yellow floss, slightly tapered


 ■ Rib: Flat gold tinsel


 ■ Throat: A few fibers from a duck quill wing, dyed bright red and as long as the tail (I use marabou)


 ■ Wing: Small bunch of fox squirrel tail hair, extending to the end of the tail


 ■ Cheek: Jungle cock, small and short According to Chris Del Plato, the Silver Darter in a size 10 was Lew Oatman’s go-to pattern. It is a beautiful fly. Tied by Chris Del Plato
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  According to Chris Del Plato, the Silver Darter in a size 10 was Lew Oatman’s go-to pattern. It is a beautiful fly. Tied by Chris Del Plato


  
  
  Silver Darter


  

  
   ■ Hook: #4-12 2X to 6X long


 ■ Thread: Black 6/0


 ■ Tail: Very small section from a silver pheasant wing quill, slightly longer than the hook gap


 ■ Body: White floss, slightly tapered


 ■ Rib: Medium flat silver tinsel


 ■ Throat: Two or three fibers of a peacock sword feather, reaching about halfway to the point of the hook and curving towards it


 ■ Wing case: Two white-edged badger saddle hackles, extending slightly beyond the end of the tail


 ■ Cheek: Jungle cock, small and short
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