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THERE WERE NO RULES;  
YOU MADE IT UP AS 
YOU WENT ALONG

My name is Jeffrey Prest. I fell asleep on the way to interview  
Bev Perkins and I woke up in 1977. Am I mad, in a coma, or back in time? 

Whatever's happened, it's like I've landed on a different planet.
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I make no bones about this when 
I approach the veteran angler for an 
interview. I want him to know (though 
I soon realise that he already does) that 
his is a name that invariably draws a 
reaction from his peers. It is not always 
favourable.

Some use the term “lovable rogue” 
while others roll their eyes and dispense 
with the “lovable”. There are certain 
standards in f lyfishing, they intimate, 
and Bev Perkins has not always met 
them.

To his credit, he takes it all on the 
chin. When your name is ‘Beverley’ and 
you happen to be male, coming to terms 
with criticism is a lesson you learn early.

“I dealt with those who gave me grief 
over it,” he says, recounting the boyhood 
experience of being tied to a tree by a 
gang and having his shoes set on fire. “I 
caught up with the last of them five years 
later.”

“What was he doing by then?” I ask.
“Running away,” says Perkins.
His sixty-second birthday just around 

the corner, Bev’s chasing days are 
long gone. Ill-health and the asbestos 
inadvertently inhaled when he worked 
in the demolition industry echo in the 
laboured breathing that connects his 
sentences.

Talk to him about his era, though, and 
his face comes alive. Perkins’ era is the 
reason we’re in his study, surrounded 
by f ly-tying materials. When Trout 
Fisherman sprang to life, 30 years ago, 
the golden age of commercial stillwaters 
was in its infancy, a blank canvas that 
proved irresistible to a Northampton 
angler with a bent for innovation.

Just as TV chef Hugh Fearnley-
Whittingstall thinks nothing of tossing 
roadkill and nettles in his slow cooker, 
Bev Perkins’ imagination knows few 

bounds when it comes to catching trout.
Cigarette stubs, sash weights, glider 

chutes, fertiliser sacks, human phlegm 
– all have found a role in the theatre of 
improvisation which he has brought to 
fishing.

If the game was solely about numbers, 
he would already be one of its immortals, 
having routinely caught and sold enough 
fish each year in his heyday for his 
angling to pay for itself.

There are other, more delicate 
considerations involved, however, 
which is why he’s had to settle for more 
unconventional distinctions, such as 
being routinely slung off Eyebrook 
Reservoir for ‘ungentlemanly conduct’.

“I caught too many fish,” he explains. 
“I was in my late ‘teens, early twenties 
and I’d have 15 to 25 fish of an evening. 
The manager would be standing on the 
jetty shouting “PERKINS!! GET IN 
HERE NOW!”

Maybe part of the 
problem lay in the fact 
that Bev’s roots were 
in the more pragmatic 
discipline of coarse 
angling, where the 
suggestion that there might 
be more to fishing than 
catching fish doesn’t find 
quite so receptive an audience.

He recalls a deathly silence 
descending on a group of f ly anglers 
discussing strike indicators when he 
mentioned his own method of watching 
for movement in the bow of line between 
the end of his rod and the water, “like a 
swing-tip in coarse fishing”.

The bar towels he wears round his 
neck on rainy days (“they’re designed to 
soak up liquid, so why not?”) probably 

don’t go down a storm with the tweed 
and split-cane brigade either.

If you’re weary of a world more 
concerned with image than substance, 
however, then part of you inevitably 
warms to this iconoclast, who has lived 
his whole life in Northamptonshire, 
another major influence on his approach 
to angling.

“Anglers on piece-work in shoe 
factories round here would cut their 
mothers’ throats to gain an edge, never 
mind their mates’ throats,” he explains. 
“I think that’s what led to Northants 
anglers getting a reputation for being 
very secretive.

“There’s a lot more openness now. 
If you ask me a question, I’ll give you 
an answer but if you don’t ask the right 
question, it won’t be the right answer.”

Perkins tackles problems with a simple 
mantra – Whatever It Takes – and if you 
can see why it might set traditionalists’ 
teeth on edge, his inventiveness does at 

least make him far better company 
than some dullard who fruitlessly 

fishes one method all day and 
then blames the stocking 
policy.

“I came up with the idea 
of sash blind weights for 
anchors at Eyebrook and 
Ravensthorpe because 

they’re old waters and extremely weedy,” 
he explains, handing me a long, cigar-
shaped bar weighing some 10lb. “A 
friend’s window fell out in 1962 and 
I took this with me. Back then, your 
weight was normally a lump of concrete 
with a hook on it, in a paint tin but you 
still got blown all over the place.

“You lower the sash weight over the 
side, feel the bottom, lift it up and let it 
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I ROLE REVERSAL 

“The manager 
would be on the 

jetty shouting 
PERKINS!! Get in 

here NOW!”

n flyfishing’s class 
system, it goes something 
like this: the fisherman 
who has two rock stars in 
his river syndicate and 
enjoys first name terms 
with every bonefish 

guide in Venezuela, looks down 
on those of us who fish small 
provincial stillwaters.

And we, say some, are 
supposed to look down on the 
Bev Perkins of this world.

“In truth we are doing what Dick Walker 
has been preaching for years and that is the 
art of touch legering…bringing the line back 

through the finger and thumb on the rod 
hand while pulling the line with the left hand. 
We have to use a f ly, of course, but except for 

that the game is exactly the same.” 

“Be the fishery 1,000 acres or as 
small as 30, the main consideration is 

the depth not the size of the water.”

“It is very easy with a multitude of f ly 
patterns at hand to become a f ly fiddler. 
My way is the reverse. I have fished the 

same team…not for days but for weeks on 
end without changing as I have the utmost 

confidence in all three.”

“Only the people who don’t 
understand how to use one will decry 

the long lead line. Of course, there 
are also those who believe that every 

method, unless it is their own favourite 
style, is wrong, should be banned and 

so on. But as these are unthinking 
people, they are best ignored and left to 

stew in their own juice.”

“Remember that then we had no magazines 
which discussed trout fishing in an intelligent 
way and which passed it on and served as a 

collecting point for other people’s ideas. We all 
fished in pretty much the same way.”

“Like Dick Walker I put a 50 fish 
limit on all my new patterns. Until it 

has caught that total without too much 
of a struggle, I regard the new fly as a 

passing fancy.”

“It is only fair to say that the majority of 
our very best stillwater f ly fishers came from 
a coarse angling background. Arthur Cove, 

Dick Walker, the late Cyril Inwood and Dick 
Shrive are all good examples.”

Time was when Bev Perkins 
penned the words for Trout 
Fisherman. Here are some 
extracts from his articles in 

1981-82:

“Anglers on piece-work 
in shoe factories round 
here would cut their 
mothers’ throats to 

gain an edge...”

One of Bev’s specials - the Funky Chicken!
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Then there was the time Bev’s chest 
was playing up and the surface of 
the water in front of him became an 
archipelago of spittle. Circles began 
to form amid the sputum as curious 
trout rose and Perkins – clearly having 
acquired a certain notoriety by this 
stage – was given another ticking-off for 
supposedly pulling a fast one.

So is he a cheat?
“No, I will not knowingly break a 

rule,” he states. “What I did was to 
push the rules as far as I could without 
breaking them.”

His plea to be judged without the 
damning edge of hindsight is not 
unreasonable.

“You had to come up with your own 
ideas back then,” he points out. “We had 
no rules; we made everything up as we 
went along. It was just how the mood 
took us.”

Another fishing luminary, Frank 
Cutler, taught him to always question and never take anything at face value. 

Bev, by his own admission a quibbler, 
needed no second bidding. The 
experimentation went on.

He started turning down the eyes on 
certain hooks, to make them bite into 
the water on landing and sink deeper. 
“I learnt early that fish are actually 
attracted to the ‘plop’ when your f ly 
lands,” he adds.

He got hold of some 
glider chutes that allow the 
connecting cable to fall gently 
when the glider is released 
in mid-air and he converted 
them into drogues. Once 
the chutes ran out, he sewed 

fertiliser sacks together for the same 
purpose.

In the 1980s, while some people seized 
upon new-fangled holographic decals to 
make go-faster stripes on their cars, Bev 
realised the material could be far more 
effective in f ly-dressing. The whirring 
noise you may have heard at the time 
was FM Halford turning in his grave.

Not keen on repeatedly casting 
through a long run down a lake, Perkins 
hammered some nails into the seat to 
hold his rod in place, while he held his 
line and alternatively paid it out and 
retrieved it by hand. He never uses a 
thwart board, preferring to sit on a tackle 
box and at least keep his legs together all 
day – “If you are comfortable, then you’ll 
fish comfortable”.

He saw no reason why shore anglers 
shouldn’t check the water depth and 
terrain in front of them in the same 
way that boat anglers do. Instead of the 
boatman’s plumb bob, he glued a hook to 
a small rectangular foam float and tied 
it to a line with a leaded nymph on the 
point.

The gap between the nymph and the 
f loat was the same as the optimum 

depth of water for the time of year. 
If the nymph pulled the f loat under, 
the water was deeper than ideal. 

Casting this arrangement over a 
wider area, the angler could get 
an idea of the humps and hollows 
beneath the surface.

He noticed 
how trout rose 
to his cigarette 
butts, flicked 

onto the 
surface...

“What I did 
was to push 
the rules as 
far as I could 
without 
breaking 
them.”

go. It goes straight into the mud and 
that gives you suction. It comes up a lot 
easier when you’re leaving and there’s 
not a ton of weed attached to it.”

One idea led to another. Dragging a 
chain along the bottom while drifting 
over 20 to 40 feet of water stirred up the 
lake bed, laced the water with food and 
brought in the fish, Perkins discovered. 
“Natural groundbaiting,” he calls it, 
although there is a certain etiquette 
involved. “You never go over the same 
bit twice…”

Groundbaiting became something 
of a speciality. He noticed how trout 
rose to his cigarette butts, f licked 
onto the surface of the water. In this 
instance, he cites Dick Walker as a 
character witness. The angling legend 
smoked Consulates, had spotted the 
same tendency and came up with 
a ‘tab end’ f ly as a result – Vulgaris 
Filtertiptus, they called it.
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Bev used the 
same floats as strike 
indicators and, 
noticing the attention 
they attracted, left a hook in them 
to telling effect.

Even away from the water, he 
couldn’t help himself. When his step-
daughter was one of several women in 
her street to have underwear stolen from 
her washing line, Perkins devised his 
own zero tolerance policy. Loading up a 
pair of knickers with nine treble hooks, 
he ran a leader from the washing line to 
a hiding-place.

Different species, same principle: 
when the leader twitched, Bev struck. 
“I was looking for my dog,” the impaled 
culprit whimpered. 

It was a rare moment of law 
enforcement for Bev. More often, 
he found himself in the role of chief 
suspect.

He’s been accused of fishing with 
illegal f lies (“I measured them, found 
they were too big, and apologised”) 
of starting a competition before the 
appointed hour and of catching fish by 
trolling.

“The first time, a complaint was 
made by people who’d been fishing the 
other end of the lake, so how could they 

know?” he counters, “and on the 
second occasion, I put my line 

out just as the boat was coming to a 
standstill and I caught a trout straight 

away, so I returned it.”
While he’s philosophical about the 

f lak he’s had, he doesn’t take it without 
launching a few salvos of his own. 
When you’ve called British Steel’s 
chairman a liar to his face in a staff 
meeting, you aren’t going to be over-
awed by a few snotty f luff-chuckers.

“Wherever there is any form 
of success you always get those 
who want to knock and decry,” he 
suggests. “I have critics who don’t 
like the fact that I’m argumentative 
and don’t suffer fools gladly.”

He chuckles reflectively. He’s not 
blind to his more abrasive qualities.

“I couldn’t have you on my water, 
Beverly,” one fishery owner told him. 
“You argue too much.”

“I’ve been told I’d have got on better 
if I hadn’t bit back so much,” says 
Perkins, “but do I be true to myself or 
to others?”

Two more ripostes to those who say 
he’s more fishmonger than sportsman: 

he doesn’t use circle hooks any more 
because it’s “too bloody easy” and 
he admits to getting bored if the 
catches come too thick and fast.

He may be getting a little bored now. 
He’s had a lot to talk about and he’s 
keen to get back to the tying desk from 
which he watches the world go by.

It’s not a bad street, he’d told me 
earlier, before describing two police 
swoops he’d witnessed through his 
window; one person collared for drugs 
and another for firearms.

“But there are two nice young ladies 
living over the road,” he adds with a 
mischievous smile. “Twenty-two-year-
old twins…”

It seems the perfect environment for 
Bev Perkins’ autumn years: controversy 
and sport, side by side…

“I couldn’t 
have you on 
my water, 
Beverley, you 
argue too 
much.”
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