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In the years following World War II, the Walker’s Killer,

which was invented by an expatriate New Zealander,

Lionel Walker, was by far the most important pattern

native to this country.

We are indebted to one of the doyens of South

African fly fishing, the late Jack Blackman of Durban, for

this record of Lionel Walker and his fly. According to Jack,

Lionel developed the Walker’s Killer for fishing the

Umzimkulu River in KwaZulu Natal.

“To tie this fly exactly to specifications is a

formidable task. However, tied with all eighteen feathers,

in their three tiers, it has one most attractive characteristic -

its feel. When stroked between thumb and forefinger it

gives a sensation of plumpness and succulence. To get all

eighteen feathers tied in and lying properly is no easy job;

it calls for considerable patience.” Tony Kitson - The Creel

-Journal of the Natal Fly Fishers Club, March 1984.

In Flyfishing (Vol 1, No 7) 1989 Jack Blackman

wrote an article about Lionel Walker and the Walker’s

Killer:

“I had the pleasure of meeting LM as he was

affectionately called, and his wife Isabelle in the late 50s,

and it was through him that my trout fishing and fly tying

developed. There was a continual stream of visitors to his

Currie Road home in Durban, all coming to discuss fly

fishing or fly tying.

“Lionel was a New Zealander and learned to take

trout from the great Tongariro River and Lake Taupo as a

young man.

.

“In the early 40s a young woman from

South Africa went to New Zealand as an

exchange teacher and so Lionel met Isabelle. She

returned to South Africa and Lionel followed.

They married. During the war years they farmed

in the Bulwer district, retiring to Durban in the

early 50s.

“Every year LM and Isabelle spent a few

weeks at Underberg in September and April and

every two or three years they would return to New

Zealand and Lionel would fish his beloved Taupo

and Tongariro. During the winter L M made many

visits to the lower reaches of the Mooi River

where he took some great trout.

This iconic fly, the Walker’s Killer, has been one of the 

most popular flies in South Africa since its creation and 

continues to be a favourite of many fly-fishers. 



“He was a founder member of the

Underberg/Himeville Trout Fishing Club and an

active member of the now defunct Durban Fly

Fisher’s Club.

“Lionel was a gentle person, always willing to

help people in distress. He lived quietly with Isabelle

and continued enjoying his fly fishing until he

developed cancer in 1964 at the age of 70. During

the spring of 1965 he made his last trip to Underberg

to fish the Springburn beat of the Umzimkulu River.

He took a 2 lb trout from the rapids under the road

bridge, which was an unusually big trout for the

Umzimkulu in those days. At the age of 71 L M

passed away leaving his friends with some very

happy memories.”

Writing in Flyfishing magazine, (Vol 1, No 7)

1989, Jack quoted from an essay on the fly given to

him by Walker and dated 30 October, 1962.

“I am frequently asked why I made the

“Walkers Killer” and because of its success, I think

it is a good idea to put on paper my reasons for

doing so. Firstly let me give the correct dressing for

this fly. It should be made on a No 4 hook. The body

is red chenille, tail a bunch of black hackle fibres.

Over the chenille body, eighteen tips of English

Partridge hackle, either speckled or striped are tied.

These are put on in three layers of three feathers

each, on each side of the hook. The first layer is

placed one third of the way up the shank and extends

to the hook bend. The second layer is tied in about

two thirds up the hook shank and completely covers

the first layer. The final layer is tied in at the head

covering all, but not tied too close to the eye of the

hook, the idea being to give the head a torpedo shape

which helps give the fly a good entry. That is, it

should come through the water in an upright and

natural position not on its side or upside down as

many flies do, and not making any undue

disturbance.

“I have always been one to look for the bigger

fish and I wanted a fly that would look more like

their staple diet than those generally used for wet fly

fishing. From my observations the bigger fish

generally like a secluded spot in deepish pools, near

a tree or some large boulders, near a bank where

there is plenty of overhanging vegetation or in a

backwash and such places as they prefer to obtain

their food with the least possible exertion. They also

like a good, big morsel and feed mostly on the

various nymphs, larvae, tadpoles and the like.

“During my many years of fishing, I have

learned a little about entomology and aquatic insects.

A study of their life cycle is a most fascinating

subject. I have never been happy about fishing a

winged fly underwater as it is most unnatural. A

winged fly does not swim underwater and so my fly

had to be something that would look more like a

nymph and more natural. It had to be a good

mouthful and it had to be made with ordinary fly

tying materials. I chose red for the body as I believe

that a red body has more appeal to the trout than any

other colour. I decided on chenille because it gives a

good fat body and it also soaks up a lot of water

quickly, helping the fly to sink. The fly had to have a

sleek appearance and keep its shape with the

feathers sticking well down on the sides when

wet, hence the idea of three layers of feathers. If the

feathers were tied in at the head only, but covering the

body, although tied on the sides, these would still be the

ordinary wet fly effect. But, by putting in the under

layers, each layer sticks firmly on the other when wet

and it will retain its shape no matter how much false

casting may be done. A good bunch of fibres in the tail,

I believe, gives balance and movement.

“Partridge hackles were chosen because they

more generally represent the colour of the various

nymphs, and they blend well with the body colour. For

best results this fly should be fished rather deep,

retrieving with a fairly fast, jerky action while at the

same time aiding this movement with the tip of the rod.”

According to Blackman writing in the Spring,

1987 edition of Flyfishing , Walker “… fished it using a

sinking line and the traditional tactic of ‘across and

down’. He never allowed the fly to sink more than 18

inches (50 cm) below the surface. He used to say that,

if the trout were feeding, they would come up for the

fly.

“Anglers complain that they have difficulty

getting this fly to sink when it is first tied onto the

tippet. After I tie one on I put it in my mouth and get

it well saturated with saliva. Dip it into the water a

few times and it will sink fast.

“Another point that Lionel was very strict

about was that the fly must swim in an upright

position. I actually saw him test a Walker’s Killer

that he had tied. This particular one swam on its side.

He took it off, twisted it between his fingers and

tested it again, but still it would not swim properly.

He cut the fly off his leader, threw it away and tied

on another that passed the test and swam properly.”


