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ive me a rod of the split bamboo, a rainy day and a fly or two, a mountain
stream where the eddies play and mists hang low o’er the winding way.” This
IS an excerpt from a poem written by Mrs. Eunice B. Lamberton about trout
fishing that seems to have been taken to heart in pure artistry by Bill Oyster
of Blue Ridge, Georgia.

Artin a multitude of forms is as old as man’s rmagination and desires to depict in a beautiful
way that which he wants to convey to others. Following a bad bike racing accident that ended
e that career, Bill Oyster has combined and mastered the arts of fine engraving, rod building

1 and classic fly fishing into an extremely lucrative business and the passion of his life.

ey Stqry and photography by Bill Yanderford.
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«after I had done everything possible
with flv fishing as a sport at a young
age. building fly rods started as a hobby

during my early 20s, states Oyster. 1

oot some books, started learning, went
;E_} art school, used the abundance of
knowledge available on Google and
taught myself the rest.”

Even with his newly acquired know-
ledge, it wasn'’t always easy or profitable
for the former bicycle racer and avid
fly fisherman. Bill Oyster became a
part-time fishing guide and fly casting
instructor but continued to dream of
making traditional split-bamboo fly
rods. He knew that this particular type of
rod was exclusively woven into the fabric
of early American trout angling, but he
soon discovered that those with the
“know-how” were very tight-lipped with
no intention of being helpful. Never-
theless, through lo}s of trial and error,
reading everything he could find about
rod building and an inordinate amount
of passion and exuberance, Oyster
began to find success. In addition, he
slowly mastered the intricate art of
metal engraving, which nobody else in

the fly rod building trade could do, and
it instantly made each of his rods stand
alone as one-of-a-kind art treasures.

pending six days in the historic village of Blue Ridge, Georgia,
learning fly rod building from Bill Qyster would be the
equivalent of having art classes with Pablo Picasso. You also
come away with a Bill Oyster bamboo rod worth nearly $2,000
that you made under the his watchful eye, and the whole experience
costs less than what the rod is worth. Your finished rod will leave in a
bag, inside a tube, with an Oyster label, proudly displaying your =i
signature under three coats of varnish and ready for fly fishing a: ion.

As the most prolific teacher of this rod making art alive toda. stal®
the Fannin County Chamber of Commerce, “Bill Oyster draws st 0t
f“_)m as far away as England and Scotland as well as every corne | the
U-.S to our quaint little southern mountain town. We feel honore: ha%
him here in Blue Ridge.”
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With all the mass production and spuce age maierials
these days. it is still impessible to make guality bumbe

Each of Oyster’s traditional bamboo rods would have to be
considered a Illa.ﬁterpie{:e on its own merit, but the engraved
artwork that is uniquely different on the butt plates (the base)
and ferrules (part which joins sections) of every rod makes
flem collector’s items. Dignitaries like former Pres:ident Jimmy
Lartf}r and many others often wait as long as six months to
recerve these prize possessions that may take 100 hours to build
and can cost from $2,000 to nearly $2{;,0(JO.

Despite all of the exhausting research and hard work that
it took to become successful in this practically ancient art, Bill
Oyster is always completely open and very helpful about what
he has learned. He feels that nothing is wrong with making it
easier for people to try their hand at rod making, if that’s their
passion. “Besides,” says Oyster, “with the Internet, there are no
secrets anymore.”

With all the mass production and space age materials being
utilized in every kind of manufacturing these days, it is still
impossible to make quality bamboo fly rods except one-at-a-time.

Add to that personalized engraving, and Bill Oyster’s rods are the
only option, plus they are a truly Made in America product. Only
the Chinese grown Tonkin bamboo gives it an international flair,

being utilized in BVETY kind of manufacturing
g fly rods except ong-ut-n-time,

use of its uncanny straightness and strength that i
ot seen in bamboo from other parts L R
Bill Oyster’s wife and business partner Shannen says, “The
Tonkin cane. That part is always music to mu ._
From that point on, only one machine is used,
All of the engraving and some of the rod building
with the artistic hands of Bill Oyster, but he has
from Michigan to one of Oyster’s rod building classes. “He was
fast, good and young,” recalls Shannen. “So, we kept him!”
business and an important member of the Oyster's extended
fabulous nearby trout fishing and has recently married. iﬁg
doubtful that he will ever leave. n
there is a

and that’s beca
of the warli_ « S
most ceremonial part of the process 18 chmmns ﬂﬂd splitting the
rest of the rod building and engl’aViﬂg |
About five years ago, 19-year-old Riley Gudakunst came dowr
Gudakunst has become an integral part of the rod mahng
family. He loves the rod building, the Blue Ridge area, the
It’s an old saying that behind every successful man the

good woman, and Bill Oyster agrees that without the efforts «
his wife Shannen, none of his success would have been possible.
“She’s the glue that made all of this come together,” procla ims
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a different perspective than others, especiadly when
the opportunity arose for an gfternoon of tront frsivng

on a farmous North Georgia stream with Bil aong

Riley. 1 had already been totally mesmerized by the

mosi hi‘u..if""h and art f?i“_'?} rods f.?.ff iy E:.jm"w best
the fishing showed me the rest of this amaIng man.
He went about his fly fishing with the same niense
expertise and artistry as he had with an mtricate
engraving design, until we stopped to have hunch under
the shade of oak trees accormpanied by the sound of the
babbling brook. Then, his eyes sparkied with his zest
for life and the warmth of this wonderful man came
flowing out in laughter and engaging conversation. It
matched perfectly with what you would expect from
such a masterful artist. B

The engraved bamboo rod is a one-of-a-kind.




