
“The Wine Dabbler 
was off the mark with 

a beautiful hen fish  
of a shade over 5lb”

Hook Size 10-14 Fulling Mill 31531 Black Nickel or Kamasan B175 
Tail Ginger, cree or furnace cock  Rib Fine black wire

Body Wine (dark claret) holographic UTC
Body hackle Furnace cock  Cloak Bronze mallard

Thread Wine (dark claret) UTC 70 denier
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Wine Dabbler
Rob Denson shares one of his most successful new patterns

UNDER NORMAL CIRCUMSTANCES 
I’d wait three or four years at least, 
and have caught a sizeable tally of 
fish, before considering waxing 
lyrical about a pattern on this page. 
But I fear guilt will consume me 

whole if I keep this one from you much longer. 
Don’t get me wrong, this fly, like all flies, has its 

off days, but they have been few and far between – 
usually when nothing much else works – and the 
evidence after just two seasons tells me it’s a keeper.

One of those “night-before specials” tied past 
bedtime on the eve of a trip to Malham Tarn, the 
Wine Dabbler showed promise a 
couple of casts into its first drift, 
moving a large wild brown, 
which in turn moved a large 
amount of water; the line, 
however, stayed slack, but I was 
on the edge of my seat and ready 
for the next offer.

The trouble with Malham is 
that your next offer could very 
well be on your next visit, or even the visit after that. 
Things were looking good, though: the wind was 
warm, the cloud was high and the fish were looking 
for trouble. In the mouth-wateringly good 
conditions and Malham being a shallow water 

anyway, I opted for a full floater and being tied with 
cock hackle (keeping the fly higher in the water for 
longer) the Wine Dabbler was assigned top-dropper 
duty. The first drift still wasn’t done when another 
good fish boiled within seconds of the fly hitting the 
water. My first pull on the line – a long, sharp one to 
straighten the leader – coincided perfectly with a 
fully committed lunge from the trout and this time, 
everything went tight. The Wine Dabbler was off the 
mark with a beautiful hen fish of a shade over 5lb. 

Three more fine Malham specimens followed 
that day, all between 2lb and 5lb – almost a red-letter 
day on Malham – and all coming to the  

Wine Dabbler. 
Now I don’t for one minute 

think that my day would have 
suffered in the slightest had I not 
had the new-fangled Wine 
Dabbler at my disposal. We 
usually find a way and find the 
“right” fly, especially when 
conditions are good and the fish 
are “taking sheep off the bank”. 

However, the Malham trout obviously liked 
something about the Wine Dabbler. The logic of the 
dressing was nothing fancy, and I suspect that the 
trout saw things the same way: gamey, meaty red 
shades fished high in the water where terrestrials 
and sedges are likely to be. Large amounts of both 
are to be found at Malham.

But what of the stocked rainbows 15 miles down 
the road at Stocks Reservoir? I was to find out a week 
or two later, when Stocks hosted a qualifying heat 
for John Horsey’s Lexus Individual Championship. 
With two brace to its name on its first run out, the 
Wine Dabbler was unleashed again. Floater again, 
top dropper again, first drift again… and the 
second, and the third. 

I qualified in third place, with 13 fish, the Wine 
Dabbler accounting for seven or eight rainbows and 
a couple of blues and wild browns. The final on 
Grafham Water was another story: I blanked in fine 
style. The good news is that I didn’t fish the Wine 
Dabbler. Maybe I should have.    

TYING TIPS
n  For a perfectly flat body, make sure you tie the rib  
in at the eye and run it the full length of the shank to 
avoid creating a step at the tag end.

n  Use the best-quality cock hackle you can afford –  
it makes a big difference for ease of tying and keeps 
those top-dropper flies riding high in the water.

n  Remember: the Dabbler “wing” is actually  
a 180-200 degree cloak, not a simple rolled wing.  
Fold (double layer) a 1.5cm slip of bronze mallard 
around the shank at the eye.
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