
The Historical and Cultural 
Significance of Chalk Streams 



A fisherman’s perspective 



Hallowed waters - “birthplace of our addiction”  
Why are these rivers so important to anglers? 

• Main modern techniques of dry fly and nymph 
fishing pioneered here 

• Many of the world’s great trout flies originated on 
chalk streams  

• Fly fishing attracts thoughtful people and has the 
richest literature of any sport, the very best of it 
arguably inspired by the chalk streams  

• Many famous people associated with chalk streams. 
3 in particular are recognised by fly fishers 
worldwide: 

 

 

 

 



F. M. Halford 



G. E. M. Skues 



Frank Sawyer 



 
 

  

• Clear chalk filtered spring water 

 

• Constant flows – relative lack of run-off 

 

• Restricted temperature range 10-17° C 

 

• Alkalinity PH of 7.5-8  

 

Why are chalk streams so good for trout and 
for fly fishing? 



Houghton Club members leave the Grosvenor Arms Stockbridge for a day’s fishing 



Our Cultural Shame 

• 200-odd chalk streams in the world 

• 160 of them are in England 

• 17% meet “good” ecological status under WFD 

• Globally rare eco-systems still being destroyed by 
abstraction and pollution 

• Clean water and good habitat are essential 

• Would you agree that businesses using chalk stream 
water should return it to the river in at least as good 
condition as they removed it? 

 



2015 Case History – River Lambourn 



• EA grant permit to discharge secondary treated 
sewage from new housing development into failing 
SAC chalk stream to save developer cost of 
connecting to sewage main.   

• Only when threatened with privately funded JR did 
the EA withdraw permit, after public campaign 
supported by Salmon and Trout Conservation UK and 
Angling Trust. 

• Strong message to EA: “don’t under-estimate the 
passion people feel for their local river as part of 
their cultural heritage – or their knowledge of the 
rules”  

 

 



Cultural benefits 

• Recreation and Amenity 

• Health 

• Literary 

• Educational 

• Charitable and environmental causes 

• Heritage   

• Economic  



Harry Plunket Greene’s Bourne Rivulet and one 
of the greatest books on Fly Fishing 











When will we learn? 

“Where the Bright Waters 
Meet is a great angling 
classic, one that not only 
conveys the joys and 
pleasures of fishing a 
small chalk stream, with 
the friends that are met 
along the way, but one 
that also reminds us of 
the greatness of Nature, 
and our culpability in its 
destruction.” 



What has the Bourne’s fame achieved? 

• In those days, “Unquestionably the finest small trout 
stream in England”  - clearly worth protecting 

• The “headwater” behind the Chalk Stream Headwaters 
Forum - we would not be here today but for Harry 
Plunket Greene. 

• The original site surveyed by Dr Nick Everall using the bio-
metric fingerprinting technique that is now the 
benchmark for measuring chalk stream health 

• All good news.  But what have we actually achieved? Still 
a marked invertebrate decline and enrichment problem… 

• Still not designated SSSI – feeds into the Test SSSI – why?  



Historic modification and “returning to nature” 

• Classified as “heavily modified” but one of the most 
natural streams 

• Proposal to remove historic Cascades to reconnect 
with lower river and Test.   

• Study value of this section of wild river  

• More important to restore water quality     

• Rare species present 

 



Paraleptophlebia werneri 



Iconic chalk stream view? 





Conclusion 

• Chalk streams are an important aspect of our 
national heritage and their preservation requires 
greater priority and less tolerance.   

• Good water quality has far reaching ecological and 
economic impacts. It should not be sacrificed for 
commercial gain. 

• We are chalk stream history in the making and our 
legacy should be to leave these precious rivers in a 
better state than we found them.  




