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Trout Fisherman November 1984 
 

TYINGS TO TEST A SAINT 
 

England International John Ketley looked at the problems presented by the 
chalk-stream dry fly and came up with the Halo Tying 

 

 
The river Wylye at Haytesbury Mill – classic chalk-stream water.  

 
FIRST I must say that as there is virtually nothing new in our wonderful sport, I 
don't claim this method of tying dry flies has not been tried before, but I haven't 
seen it.  
 
Having now answered anyone who has been fishing these flies for years in Outer 
Mongolia, I can explain how I came to develop them myself.  
 
Many traditional dry flies are either tied nice and bushy and float wonderfully, or 
rather spare and sink on the second cast despite being soaked in floatant. What I 
found I needed was a format that enabled me to tie flies that had a profile that 
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was near to the natural but still  
floated tall on the surface. The more I cast to trout rising in chalk streams, the 
more I became conscious that the actual takes came when the fly was sitting 
relatively high on the water, as long as the fly was not too bushy in the hackle.  
Firstly I treated myself to a second grade Metz cape, but as I couldn't afford a 
series of such capes to meet the various colours I wanted I went for a grizzle. Then 
I set about experimenting with combinations of the grizzle hackles and cheaper 
Indian cock capes tied in together.  
Slowly I found that I could add significantly to the robustness of the fly and its 
ability to float high by using a very small grizzle hackle as a base to the main 
hackle.  
 
This way I could use only one or two turns of ordinary cock hackle and still have a 
dry fly that kept its hackles stiff. It appears the grizzle hackle supports the lower 
half of the other hackle, especially during casting and the not so odd occasion 
when I have to drag the fly out of some vegetation.  
 
The bonus came when I compared the artificial's profile with various naturals and 
discovered with joy that to my eyes it looked a little more like the real thing. The 
larger hackle gave a halo effect to the smaller grizzle hackle, and I have named 
this method The Halo Tying.  
 
Next I tied up three patterns for the Kennet, a Pale Watery, a Blue Winged Olive 
and an Imperial (well, my version of these patterns) and duly set off to try them 
out on the trout.  
 
I must have been in favour with the Gods of the river that day as the Pale 
Wateries were hatching off perfectly as I arrived, and later the larger Olives had 
their turn. The evening produced a mini blizzard of B.W.O., and so I had three 
opportunities to test my new patterns on some very experienced Kennet trout. 
Needless to say I had some fish  that would not take my latest confections, but 
the vast majority of fish that I covered accurately sipped down the Halo Fly as if it 
were the most natural thing in the world.  
 
A week later I had an even better opportunity to test these patterns as conditions 
on the river were rather more difficult.   The weather was warm and windless, 
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with just enough cloud cover to give the trout time to examine each morsel that 
floated down to them with an extra critical eye.  
 
I was fishing that day with an excellent angler and I carefully followed him as he 
worked his way up river. Virtually every fish he cast to would drop back with the 
current, balancing the artificial on his nose and quite number of them refused 
after taking a close-up look. In fact two or three fish went through this frustrating 
exercise more than once and my friend moved on to the next rising fish convinced 
it would not be worth further effort. This would be a real test of my Halo patterns 
so I put on a delicate Pale Watery that was very similar to my friend's, but was 
tied in the Halo format. You can imagine my delight when each of those fish took 
my fly without a second's hesitation. Here was proof indeed that I could be on to 
a real winner.  
 
Later on I was invited to a very different stretch of river where the fish see rather 
more anglers and quickly become very choosy as to what they will rise for.  
 
There were a few Blue Winged Olives hatching by 6pm and fish were taking them 
only if the natural floated right over their nose. During the day these same fish 
had been bombarded with all sorts of nymphs and shrimp patterns as they lay 
torpid near the bottom, so they were inclined to be hyper-critical of any 
concoction of fur and feather.  
 
I found one heavy looking old chap on the fin in an eddy right under an alder 
bush. He was nicely shaded from the sinking sun by the alder leaves as they 
brushed the water and was intercepting each B.W.O. as it stretched its wings in 
preparation for its maiden flight.  
 
First I tried him with a classic pattern B.W.O. given to me by my friend John 
Goddard, and despite John's well deserved reputation for tying beautiful 
artificials, the trout totally ignored it.  
 
Next I put on my old wingless pattern B.W.O. that has served me very well in the 
past; that too was ignored. Then I knotted on my Halo B.W.O. and carefully 
presented it to this choosy finned tormentor - and bless me if he didn't take it as 
good as gold. I was so convinced he would ignore it that I struck far too late, and 
despite that still hooked him way back down at the base of his tongue.  
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The fish must have been hooked before, as he tried every trick in the trout's 
handbook of how to escape. First he leapt up into the alder bush and nearly 
wrapped my cast around a branch, but it just slipped hrough the leaves. Then he 
dived head first into a weed bed and all I could see was his big square tail as he 
drove his head further and further into the weeds. With steady pressure I finally 
persuaded him to back out and off he went downstream like a train. Now I had 
occasion to bless the reel I have been trying last season as it slowed him just 
enough for me to top him before he went over a waterfall.  
 
When I finally grassed him and retrieved my fly I was interested to see how such 
rough handling had affected my new pattern. I dried it off in some powder and 
cast it onto the water to see if it would float tall and damn me if a half pound 
grayling didn't take it.  
 
After such an evening I felt I could honesty tell you chaps about this method of 
tying flies and hope you have similar success.  
 
If you look at the profile of the Halo Patterns I have tied, despite my limited 
talents with hackles and hooks, you will notice how the small grizzle hackle seems 
to represent those minute feathery bits around the insect's head, while the longer 
hackles look like the legs and wings. It is often said that commercial flies tend to 
be overdressed and maybe this is true, but finding dry flies that sit well on the 
water and don't collapse over a few hours fishing has, I find, always been a 
problem.  
 
This Halo format seems to answer both problems rather well.  
 

  
John Ketley’s halo tying of the Blue Winged Olive This view of the same fly clearly shows how the smaller grizzle 

hackle and the larger hackle create a halo effect 

 


