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I made a statement last month that I am surprised was not challenged. I said “a true “troutie” revels 

in the walk and stalk and loves fishing places boats can’t go.” Well that is not quite true. I think I 

have established the fact that I am a true “troutie”. I love walking and stalking. But I also love 

fishing from boats. This month I want to talk about fishing from a drift boat. Drifting a river opens 

up new opportunities to fish but it can also provide special challenges for your casting. 
 

Drift boats are not a common sight in Australia. They do exist and if you fish the Macquarie River 

in Tasmania you will often see Peter Hayes in his Hyde Drift boats, Karen and Peter Brooks in their 

beautiful handcrafted wooden boats or Daniel Hackett in his rubber duckies.  A few years ago you 

would have also seen my aluminum punt drifting down the river.  

 

 
 



 

 
 

In Victoria the Goulburn Valley Fly Fishing Centre operates ClackaCraft drift boats on the 

Goulburn River and on the Swampy Plains River in NSW. Apart from these you would be hard 

pressed to find a drift boat on the rest of the mainland. That doesn’t mean people don’t fish from 

drifting boats. It just means we don’t have many places where these specialist drift boats operate. 

 

 
 

Drift boats are usually associated with fishing for trout. However, there are many opportunities to 

drift a saltwater river. Since moving to Coffs Harbour I have replaced the “drift boat”  that I used in 

Tasmania with another flat bottom punt. Now I drift the saltwater estuaries. The boat is slightly 



larger and has a bigger motor to cope with the tides but for all intents and purposes it is the same 

drift boat. I now use it to drift for luderick, bream and mullet in my local saltwater rivers. It’s not 

the same as fishing for trout but when it comes to casting you need the same skills. 
 

On a recent trip to Thornton in Victoria where we fished the Goulburn River by drift boat I asked 

guide David Pickering what he thought were the most important casting skills you need to fish from 

a drift boat. I think I already knew the answer but it was good to have it confirmed by someone who 

has spent many years guiding fly fishers in a drift boat. We came to the same conclusion that to fish 

from a drifting boat you must have accuracy, line mending skills and line control. It doesn’t matter 

if you are fishing from a specialist drift boat for trout or any boat on a saltwater river system these 

three skills are essential. 
 

 
 
 

I’ve already written a lot about accuracy and all that is still relevant to casting from a boat. But 

fishing from a drifting boat brings a few new challenges. The boat and the water are moving. Your 

target is often moving. And you may only get one shot. When we practice our casting we often aim 

at stationary targets at a set distance. We make multiple false casts and have multiple shots. This is 

a luxury not often afforded when fishing from a drifting boat. You have to learn to present the fly 

with the minimum of false casts. If you don’t hit your target first time the boat may have drifted too 

far or the fish has been disturbed. Judging distance has to be done by eye not marks on a fly line. 

You can’t hover the fly over the fish. You have to learn to calculate where the fish will be by the 

time your fly lands on the water.  

 

 

All this requires practice before you get into a drift boat. If you want to practice with hoops for 

targets scatter them around at different distance and angles. Have someone call random targets for 

you to hit. See how quickly and accurately you can get your fly to the target with one cast. Learn to 

change direction with spey casts instead of false casting over the boat. If you have to false cast do 

so away from the fish before you make your presentation cast. It helps to have a fly line that you 

can see but not too bright to scare the fish. It doesn’t matter if you are trying to cast to a trout on the 

Macquarie, or a bream in Boambee Creek, learn to cast accurately in all situations and your catch 

rate will increase.  

 



 
 

After casting accurately, the next important skill is being able to mend line. Because the boat is 

moving and there are currents you need to be able to put slack in the line so the fly moves naturally. 

In the case of a dry fly you don’t want drag. With a nymph or a weed fly and indicator you want 

your fly to move through the water without being pulled. Even fish such as bottom dwelling 

luderick don’t like an indicator being moved over their heads. So you have to learn to mend the 

line. Mends are made by moving the rod after the cast has been made. That can occur in the air or 

on the water. Most people have problems with mends, not because they are difficult to perform, but 

because they don’t know which one to use. Being able to assess a situation and work out how you 

can present your fly naturally is the most critical aspect of mending your fly line.  
 

How to mend your fly line should probably be the subject for another day.  There are a number of 

different mends you can use as well as slack line casts. The important thing to remember is to make 

up your mind how you want to present your fly and get it right the first time. Re-positioning your 

line after you have cast and mended only serves to disturb the fish. You can practice your mends on 

dry land but you can’t learn how to read the water and know what mend to use. In this case nothing 

beats time on the water and experience. 
 

 

Line control is as important for someone fishing from a boat as it is for the wading angler. If the 

boat is not well set up it can be even more important as there are lots of objects to snare the line and 

get in the way. Learning line control is a little like learning to drive a car. The easy part is where to 

hold the steering wheel and what to do with your feet. The hard part is being aware of everything 

that is going on around you. How many times have you caught a tree on your backcast? Most of us 

have even when we know they are there. In a moving boat you have to be more aware. Trees that 

were not there last time you looked suddenly pop up behind you. The wind changes direction every 

time you turn a corner of the river. Fish have a habit of appearing on both sides of the boat. 

 

 

You need to be constantly thinking when you are fishing from a drifting boat. If your mind is not on 

the job you could miss that fish of a lifetime because you put your foot on the line or forget to 



check your backcast. A change of wind direction can cause your line to hit someone in the other 

end of the boat or blow your fly off target. Like driving a car, you need to be aware of everything 

that is going on around you and anticipate what might happen and what you might do about it. Add 

to that what the fish might do and you begin to appreciate the complex task we set ourselves. Little 

wonder that we often end a day of fishing from a boat feeling tired and exhausted. But when we 

manage to put it all together with accurate casts, good mends and line control we often meet with 

success. And all the practice and effort will have been worthwhile. 
 

                                                                                                                                Allan Ekert  
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