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Winifred Ferdon Dette:
Diary of a Catskill Fly Tier

by Michael E. Valla

The Dette homefshap in the carly 19508, before the highway Route 17 was constructed,

HE oL HOUSE AT the end of

[_'n[[.mu Street, in Roscoe, MNew

York, 1= r.ir,uw:vl'_.’ L|||i¢.'1 and still.
Aside from a small desk that 1T moved
into the front room 1o write these words,
the house is entirely empty now, And if it
were nol I'ur I:hl.' |1Ir.'l|1|.l[i.r_"| [ have of the
house, and of the times | stayed here, it
would be hard to imagine that the small
room was ever anything other than just a
!irin!:" area. Bur it was this room that
served as a fly shop for many years when
noted Catskill Ty tiers Walt and Winnie
Dette dressed their hallmark trout fHies
{for hundreds of fly fishers who made pil
grimages to the storied Catskill rivers.
This is the place of the Beaverkill and the
Willowemoc, two of the most amous
troul streams in America, and it is the
place where 1 first met Winifred Dette.

All photos from the collection ol
Mary Dhenne Clark
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The old sign still hangs across the
entire side of the home, .L]thuuHh it 15
hidden now by poplar trees and growth:
Warr Derve Fissing Tackie-Fues. I
is the sign that caught my eye from across
the highway nearly forty years ago, And
to a bov of fifteen who was wandering the
area dlone on a day’s fishing adventure, it
*l"—'“""‘t Mecca, | ran across the highway
from the bus depot—Afly rod, boots, and
vest in hand—toward the house,

I had immersed myself in fly-fishing,
books and articles at the twwn library,
resteding about the Caiskill rivers and their

Famows Ny tiers.? It was just a question of

somechow getting o Roscoe and those
rivers. A nirn]:]-.' solution was to secretly
savie school lunch ey and collect the
few dollars needed to take a bus trip from
my home in Binghamion, 65 miles to the
wiest, to live my dream for at least a day.
“We have an extra bedroom if ol
would like w stay a weel.” Walt offered

when he tracked me down, on orders from
Winmie, and found me ﬁ!-h'lllg that eve
ning along the Willowemoe a short dis
tance from the back of their house, 1 had
"\H'I'I"l‘l.“il in the rh_.' shi WP L'.1r|j-' that n1nrning.
and Winme seemed a little bewildered and
womndered how and why | had come to the
river alone, Later in the day, she directed
Walt 1o look for me for fear 1 would miss
my evening bus back home,

That meeting resulted in a friendship
that lasted until Walt and Winnie passed
awary, | staved with them many times over
the years, particularly during my teenage
and college summers. The Dette home
in those days was somewhat of an empty
nest. Winnie and Walt's children, Mary
and Walt 11 (called Clay), were well into
adulthood. Mary lived on Long Island
raising her own family, and Walt 11 {an
engineer) was raising his oul of state. |
was offered Clay's room., Clay dabbled in
fly fishing during childhood (he caughi



a 14-pound Atlantic salmon, 1o his cred-
it, from the Margaree River), but his
interests were more in the sciences, engi-
neering, and hobbics focused on those

activities. Walt died in 1994, and we
lost Winnie in 1998, but they both
still live in my thoughts, and their
matchless Catskill style lives on in
the talent of others who follow

their traditions,

In the years when | stayed
with them, this was the scene in
the fly shop: Winnie tucked in
her fly-tying cubby on the
right, Walt tying in his little
domain to her lefi. | usually
squeezed in between them, in-
tently watching Walt and per-
sistently tugged at Winnie for
historical discussion. Wall in-
structed me at the fly-1ying vise,
directing my fingers through
the motions that made the
Diette flies so uniform and beau
tiful. Winnie would interject
comments as we all tied, and 1 lis-
tened as she offered details about
the history of fly fishing in the
Catskills.

Daughter Mary Dette Clark, a superb
tier in her own right, still ties flies at the
home her parents moved into in the
carly 19705, 2 couple of doors down from
the old place 1 s0 fondly remember. In
the spring of 2006, 1 sat at Winnie's
bench (it appeared as if she'd never left
it} and did some tying for Mary—not for
money, but simply because 1 wanted 1o,
There were envelopes and old cigar boxes
stacked here and there, still filled with
hackles she had organized. The small

Winnfe Dette, later fn life.

glass jars in which she placed her
stripped hackle quills were there, just as
if she was preparing to tic a dozen Hed
Quills. She loved tying Red Quills, and |
can still remember her instructing, “You
have to soak yvour quills when you tie Red

Quills.” It was easy to recall the discus-
sions we had, and sitting ar her place
braught on a flooed of memories of her
I::I-"lrl.g ﬁl]r'!l.‘. methods, and the array of
Catskill patterns that L"!"Ili'ri.':l;."i.l fram her
vise,
Winnic spoke often about the
coonamy of motion in ”'." !yin]_j,_
When the Dettes tied a dowen
classic dry flies, they would neat-
Iy lay out on the bench twelve
wing pairs, twelve sets of mea-
sured hackle, twelve |!'||.|uk.l., and
the appropriate body material.
Then they would system-
.Ili|:.'l||}' assemble the dozen
flies in 2 most efficient man
ner. Winnie, as well as Walt
and Mary, preferred this
method (o rcpr;ﬂ:r;”}' pln_king
up a hackle cape to pluck hack
les fly by Ay,
Efficiency was one concern,
but nat at the expense ol unifor-
mity, durability, and function.
The uniformity of their Nies result-
ed from an eye for material selection
and an exacting sense of proportion,
Winnie frequently mentioned that ma-
terial recognition and selection was the
hard part in precision tying, next to prop-
er measurement of the fly components,
As for her insistence on proper mea-
surement, | recall an incident from the
summer of 1971, when | was seventeen.
Walt and Winnies grandson, Mary's son
Gary, was my age, and they thought it
would be nice for the two of us to meet
and fish together. Gary came up from his
home on Long Island, and we fished 1o-
gether for a couple of weeks. The idea was

Wirnrie and Walt Detie i the 1a3os.
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Mary, Walt I, and Winnie in the 194,

to do somie might fshing, and Gary de-
cided he needed some Light Cahill dry
flies and wanted Winnie to tie a few, Gary
pleaded with his grandmother: *We need
Light Cahills, and we need them right
away!”

Winnie was in the middle
of cooking dinner and
couldn’t be bothered right
then with the request. Gary
persisted, and Winnie, some-
whatt riled at this point, shuf-
fled her pots, then made her
wiy into the tying room, She
grabbed some wood duck
Mank feathers for winging,
reached for some ginger shade
hackle, and proceeded 1o
measure cvery single hackle
against her gauge to ensure
they were the proper size for
a size 10 hook. In a hurry or
not, she still measured the
hackle for uniformity of siee
tfrom that moment on, |
have always measured my
hackles 1o hook size).

Whao was this woman who
ticd those famous Caskill
style trout flics for more
than sixty years, this caring
person Winifred Dette? Eric
Leiser, in his book The
Dretees” did a wonderful job
of shedding light on the
family, but as Leiser com-
mented to me in oa letter
shortly after the book was
published, it was sometimes

brag or even talk about the good things
they've done” He reflected, "It was in
fact quite tough getting what [ did get.™

It i true Walt and Winnie were consid-
ered o fly-tying couple {and later Walt,

Winnie, and their daughter Mary were
regarded as an inseparable fly-tying fami-
Iy}, but Winnie did not receive the level of
recognition she deserved in both the
evolution of fly tying in the Catskills and
in the history of fly fishing in America.
;'||.|||1.nug|1 it would be common 1o see the
both of them mentioned h:g::l:lh:r as an
indivisible pair, the significance of her
own  historical contribution  was
infrequently described in any detail.

This may have been the result of a
combination of things. | never sensed
froom Winnie a feeling that she sought, or
felt entitled to, recognition that was sep-
arate from Walt (or from Walt, Winnie,
and Mary). Their relationship was cer-
tainly synergistic, and they generally
insistedd on being considered an entity.
Moreover, she viewed her craft as :\-H'llp]!-'
providing trout fishers with a means to
catch fish; she minimized its impor-
tance, She generally did not hover
around writers {who 1y have been in-
terested in her story), although she was
very fond of a few, like famed artist and
writer William Schaldach,” of whom she
often spoke. The Dettes, as a rule, simply
were not out to promote themselves in
any fashion. Then theres the hard
ineluctable fact that women
in those years were often
marginalized when it came
to their own accomplish
ments in male-dominated
sporting activities, such as
fishing. However, Walt him-
self commented in his later
years that he wished he had
made more of a point of de-
seribing how much Winnie
did in the beginning and
how important her role was
in the development of their
craft,

A coreful examination of
the evidence of the past in-
disputably shows that Win
nie had an important role in
the history of fly fishing in
America. The Dettes saved
virtually every letter and picce
of correspondence they re
ceived, as well as copies of
letters they had written to
others. Mary graciously al-
lowed mie to go on sort of an
archenlogical dig through the
records and files, There are
hundreds of letters, and 1
recently spent days poring
over what [ found.

| hiad been aware of the ex-
istence of the files for many
years, ever since my bovhood

hard to get information from Walt ared Wirenie on the Beaverkill River in the 19305, days with the family, and 1

them. “They simply won'l
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often thought that they were



stashed away for posterity’s sake and with

time would surface. But Liter | was told of

the discovery of the Diary of Winifred
Ferdon: 1928 Once | read the diary, |
arrived at a new level of appreciation for
the role Winnie played in the Dette fly-
tying legacy. She often stated that the
only reason she tied flies was because
Walt was interested in tving, something
he first started to try in 1927." What is
clear from the diary is that Winnie had a
genuine interest herself in fishing, enjoy-

The Riverview fnn,

ing the outdoors on the rivers, and learn-
EI'IF to tie flies,

Great-grandson Joe Fox, who now ties
flies alongside Mary, commented that
some written information that the fami-
Iy wits unaware existed had been discov-
ered amaong Walt and Winnie's stored
belongings. The family had not yet gone
through it themselves. One of those
items was the I.1i-'|.]":r'. Falemted West Coast
Ay tier Jim Slattery, who bunked with me
during a recent stay in Roscoe, thought

The Riverview [,

that finding the diary was significant and
Felt strongly there was some history to be
had from its pages. We spent time into
the wee hours of the night reading over
this and other documents and letters.

Winnie had her beginnings as a
Catskill fly tier in 1928 at age eighteen.’
Her parents operated a summer hotel, the
Riverview Inn, on the Beaverkill River
close to Roscoe, In letters written in the
mid-1980s, Winnie explained her begin
mings in fly tying and the early relation
ship she had with Harry and Elsie
Parbee, another well-known Catskill fly-
tying couple. It was sometimes assumed
that the Dettes and the Darbees started
oul together before the two couples went
their separate ways and operated inde-
pendently of cach other. But this was not
the case.

Winnic first had the idea of selling
Mies, and she has sawd that selling flies
was the furthest thing from Walt's mind
in those years." Walt loved tying, but he
experimented as a hobby only, And the
two of them, in the midst of their ro-
mance, would mect often at Walt'’s house
to tie flies, Even during their budding and
developing relationship, fly tving, fly fish
ing, and an interest in these diversions
created a strong bond between them.,

My parcits ran a summer hotel near
Rascoe and had a large clientele of fish
ermen every spring. | tied and sold flies
o them, before | married Walt in the
fall of 1928, It was from the hotel thar
Walt and 1 sold Mies for the birst two
years, bur Harry (Darbee) did not join
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Walt, Winnie, and Harry Darbee,

us until 1933 as he was {il'lillp, other
things than tying. When the Depréssion
hit this arga, and things got prety haed,
we went into fly tying commercially
{wholesale] o make a living. We moved
into 4 small house in Rocklond which
was tied up in my maternal grandpar-
enty’ estate, and worked from there,
Walt went to New York City and
obtained such large orders we had 1o
have help and it was in late g that we
invited Harry (who was living in Mew
Palte) w 10an us as a thind partner. The
fesllwing vear we moved into a larger
house in Rescoe on Academy Street,
peross from the Bivens house, where
Elsie lived. She was younger and Harry
had not met her until we hired her to
help out. sorting hackle. Alver they were
married in g or 1935 we sphit upoand
they went into their own business. Elsie
did not te in the few months she
worked for us, but learned from Harry
after their marringe,”

It 15 troe that Winnie, Walt, and Harry
did spend a significant amount of time
with each other fishing the Beaverkill,
and there are numerous entries in the
diary that capture in detail their forays
12 THE
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on the river and of some large trout that
were taken, There are descriptions of the
three of them hunting down the elusive
Andalusian roosters at arca poultry
farms in search of hackle." It is elear that

il

Winnie was involved in those experi-
ences—as well as ones on the river, fly
casting, and taking trout—right along
with the boys,

Winnie's first attempts at fly tying
were as frustrating as those any fly tier
has experienced, and it appears from her
diary she struggled at first. All tiers have
a learning curve, and Winnie was no dif-
ferent. She writes: “Ar the rate & quality
which 1 tie 1 might earn 10c a week.
About the only thing I can do right is put
the hook in the vise B that’s the least.™
Another entry bemoans: 1 came home
and tied up hall’ a dozen split wings but
none of them seem to be as good as the
first twa | tied. I either get them too large
or too small.™

But her skills gradually improved, and
she became more confident in her tying.
There is not a fly tier around who canmot
remember that magic day on the river
that he or she caught the first trout on a
self-tied fly. That day for Winnie was
May 5, 1928,

Went fishing all afternoon, Caught my
first trout on a fly | ted mysell, | was
tickled to death too. | went oul with Paul
and he didn't get anything at all, Go
mine on a Cahill. Mr. Hendrickson and
Mr. Steenrod came up. Me H says he'll
bring me up a rod, | sure wish e would.
Steentod showed us some of his we
flies. All tied on #6 hooks and they sure
are whoppers, 1 bet they kil the fish
though. I've changed some of my jdeas.”

Roy Steenrod is a significant figure in
the history of fly fishing in Amenca.
Steenrod and his pal A. E. Hendrickson,
along with George Stevenson, were regu-
lars on the Beaverkill in those years, It
was Steenrod whao, after a significant fish-
'il'li_"_ L'I'Ii‘-l'l-ljl.‘ at Ferdon's Pool on the

e |

Wl et

Winnie i 1951 with a se-poned Atlantic salrmon
carghi from McDaniel’s Pool on the Margaree River,



Beaverkill, created and named
the Hendrickson fly. More
importantly, Steenrod was a
very close friend of Theodore
Gordon, long labeled the
father of dry-fly fishing in
America. Gordon, often called
a southern gentleman, came
to the Catskills in 1882 after a
financial disaster involving a
Georgia railroad M

Steenrod worked at the
post office in nearby Liberty
and got 10 know Gordon
when he stopped by to mail
his flies to customers. Gordon
was known as a loner, but
Steenrod was one of the few
whao tied flies with him, and
they regularly fished together.
Gordon corresponded  fre-
quently with British fly vier
and chalkstream fisherman
Frederic Halford, another
historical figure. Around 1890,
Gordon received forty-eight
dry-fly patterns from Hal-
ford, and Gordon experi-
mented with adapting the
dry fly to his beloved Catskill
witers, When Gordon died,
he left the original Frederic
Halford flies to Steenrod, and they even-
tually ended up with the Anglers’ Club of
Mew York.™

Winnie frequently visited with Steen
rod, and there are diary entries that give
us insight into their interaction. This
relationship clearly shows, as Eric Leiser

L
=

Author fohn McDonald, Winnde, and Walt in 1986,

so aptly points out, that the Dettes are an
impaortant link in the chain of fly tiers
that reaches back to Theodore Gordon,
It might be argued that the link with
Steenrod puts Winnie Dette in the chain
all the way back to Halford. Entries such
as these tell the story best,

Wirtnie and Al Dowling on the Beaverkill River in the carly 1405,
Dowling was a regular ar the Dette shop during these war years,

I drove down 1o Liberty and
called on HI;I'!.' Steenrod, We
showed him the simples we
recenvid from England and
he thought them pretty good.
He showed us a lot of his
things. Such o mess as his
material seems to be in! |
don't see how he finds any-
thing. His tying vise is just
like Walt's. He sort of kidded
us—still he didn’t act as
though he thought we were a
couple of foolish kids, Some
prodessionals would.™

e

Well, I went fishing today bul
all 1 cought was a miserable
little chuby which 1 threw up
o the bank, Mr. Steenrod ol
& beauties. We got talking on
the subject of flies and Mr,
Hendrickson pave me alwout
%20 worth of ies. Mr, Steen
rod gave me a couple of Mies
he tied (hose he wses him
selfl. 1 showed him some of
those 1 tied and he and Wah
wire discussing methods of
uh'l-lnitlin;-, maiterial ele, Al
together we had o large
evening. U'm going fishing
lomarrow  with Mr. [en
drickson and Walt will meet
ws on the rver. Mr Steenrod has to
attend a meeting in Liberty in the after-
r||.u|||_'-

T

Mr. Steenrod went down 1o the room
tenight and tied a couple of flies. He
sure is quick at it He told us where we
could get material. Says he ties about
so0r doven a year. He was awlully nice
about it. 1 was afraid he might think we
were just 3 bunch of crazy kids,"

Winnie, and no doubt Walt, must have
received some degree of inspiration from
Steenred as it was only one year into
their enterprise that they sold significant
numbers of fies, Tn wag, Winnie's metic
ulous: records indicate they sold more
than 200 dozen (including some 1o Steen-
rad}, and a year later they sold more than
500 dozen, reaching Steenrod's bar them-
sehves. A dozen flies went for 53 in 19207

Their customers in those first couple
ol years included Preston Jennings, Corey
Ford, Ed Hewiit, artist Jack Atherton
(who later painted the color plites of
Catskill trout flies for John McDonald's
picce in the May 1946 issue of Fortune
magazine™), and Steenrod himself, These
Il'!u' fishermen, and others of no parl wular
pedigree, were well known in their day;
nany were writers,™

Preston lennings, for one, wrote A
Book of Trowt Flies (Derrydale Press, 1935),
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a work that is considered o classic. MHe
often recommended the Dettes to others,
and Winnie welcomed his recommenda-
tion, "1 want to express my appreciation
for the kind recommendation of Mr
Jennings” was Winnie’s response 1o an
inguiry letter from an angler in Mich-
ig.m tL'cLiJl:: out Dette lies.™ And those
first years were just the beginning, Once
the big wholesale orders came through,
there were orders in the several hundred
range. Fven single orders of more than
720 doden were not unusuaal

What is most astounding s tha
Winnie, in the 19305 and 19408, continued
to tie a Hth]ITil.'.IE1[ number of fies while
raising a family and working in a position
at the local bank, a job she held for more
than l|'|iﬂ1_.' vears, " Mom was L|r.'|1|:1|r::|}' a
14 I'H E
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very hard-working woman,” Mary e
cently said 1o me. “When you consider all
she was trying to hold wgether—her two
children, 1Jad’s needs, and her job—it
must have been very tiring and difficult
for her 1o also spend many hours at the
tving vise, But she wasn't a complainer.™
It is true Winnie was a particularly tal-
ented fly tier, but my personal sdmiration
for her rests in the belief that she was an
extranrdinary person as well, T have fond
memories of her outside of the fishing
and tving arena, when we both watched
the evening baseball game, or shared ina
crossword puzzle clue, or discussed news
events over a slice of breakfast toast,

Winnie had a way of putting the joy of

My fishing into realistic perspective, and |
found solace in the words she offered me

Left: Mary and Winme, 1g4os.

Below: Mary and Walt 1, 1o40s

when | mentioned w her, in the carly
1ggos, that with trying to raise a family, 1
just couldn't seem to find enough time
for the river. In a letter to me, she wrote:

There are times for family and times for
pleasure, such as fishing, But the times
fioe visur children growing up are all too
short, and too precious, T here will be
plenty of time later for your fshing
when they are grown.*

Tov those of us who knew her well, we
miss her first as a dear friend. And we
ko that she has earned her place in the
unique and fascinating history of fly
fishing in America.

U
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The American Museum
of Fly Fishing
Box 42, Manchester, Vermont 05254
Tel: (8oz2) 362-3300 = Fax: (Roz) 362-3308
g-matl: amif@amil.com
wEBSITE: www.amff.com

THE AMERICAN MUSHEUM OF FI¥ FISHING,
a nationally accredited, nonprofit, educa
tional institution dedicated 1o preserving
the rich heritage of ly fishing, was found
ed in Manchester, Vermont, in 1968, The
Muselm serves as a repository fon, and
conservator Lo, the world's |.Lt:_.',-:-! ciollee
tion of angling and angling-related objects,
The museum’s collections and exhibits
provide the public with thorough docu
mentation of the evolution of fiy fishing
as a sport, art form, craft, and industry i
the United States and abroad from the
sixteenth century to the present, Rods,
reels, and Mies, as well as wckle, are, books,
manuscripts, and photographs, form the
major components of the museum’s col
lections,

The museum s gained recognition as
a unigue cducational institution. 1t sup
ports a publicatnons program  through
which its national quarterly journal, the
Amerfeam Fly Fisher, and books, art prints,
and catalops are regulardy offered to the
public, The museum’s traveling exhibits
program has made it possible {or eduoca-
tonal exhibits 10 be viewed across the
United States and shroad. The museum
also prowides in-howse exhibits, related
interpretive programming, and research
services for members, visiting scholars,
authors, and students,

Join!

Membership Dues [ per annum)
Asaociale 8400
Internaticsal £510
Famly S0
Benelactor 1M
Bustness $3040
Patron $250
Spansor £50000
Platimam &1, 430
The musenm is an active, member-ori
ented nonprofit institution, Membership
dues include four issues of the Ameerican Fiy
Fistier, Please send your payment to the
membership dinector and include vour
mailing address. The museum s a member
of the Amenican Assocition of Museums,
the American Association of State and
Lercal History, the New England Association
afl Muscums, the Vermont Museum and
Gallery Alliance, and the Imternational
vssociation of Sports Musewms and Halls
ol Fame,

SuUPPORT!

As an independent, nonprofit instirution,
the American Museum of Fly Fishing relies
on the gencrosity of public-spinted indi-
viduals for substantial support. We ask that
YOI Eive our museum serious considers-
tion when planning for gifts and beguests




