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Next Winchester TU Meeting  
Thursday, 1 October 2026, 7:00 PM 
Laurel Ridge Community College 
 
Winchester TU Priority Waters Meeting  
Thursday, 1 October 2026, 6:00 PM 
Laurel Ridge Community College 
 
Project Healing Waters Monthly meeting  
Wednesday, 14 October 2026, 6:00 PM 
Shenandoah Lodge, Lake Frederick, VA 
 
BarFly  
The next Winchester TU BarFly  
Wednesday, 21 October 2026 
7:00 PM at Escutcheon Brewing Co. 
142 W. Commercial Street, Winchester  
 

For complete calendars , please see  
    

   Page 13 for Winchester Project Healing Waters  
 
   Pages 8 for  Winchester Priority Waters   
 Field Days   
 
   Page 25 for Winchester Trout Unlimited  
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Bill Prokopchak, Newsletter Editor 

wilpro@comcast.net 

          

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mark your calendar for the  
Annual Joint Meeting on  
1 October 2026 at  
Laurel Ridge Community College 
Science Building, Room #145 
7:00 PM  
 

Brad Fink is a Coldwater Fisheries 
Biologist with the Virginia Department of 
Wildlife Resources. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
photo courtesy of Virginia DNR 

Winchester TU &  

Shenandoah Audubon  

Present  
òShenandoah Fres hwater Fisheries ó 

by Brad Fink  
 

https://www.youtube.com/user/WinchesterTU
https://www.instagram.com/winchestertu638/
https://www.facebook.com/WinchesterTU/?ref=hl
https://twitter.com/WinchesterTU638


Winchester Priority   

Waters 

Part 1 of 2  

The Dam Busters 
(Removal of an illegal rock dam on Little Passage Creek) 
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by Michael Lawler Smith with the Winchester Priority Waters Team 
photos by Michael Lawler Smith unless otherwise noted 

ñPriority Watersò continues  

on the next page. 

Above:  The Winchester TU Priority Waters ñDam Busterò 

poster reminiscent of the advertising poster for the original 

Dam Busters of WW II fame.                       

    Dam Busters team photo by Luke Robins        
 

Right: Garbed in official looking Stream Survey vests, the 

ñdam bustersò crew heads down Mudhole Gap trail to carry out 

their mission. 

 

In the summer of 1955, American 
moviegoers had the opportunity to view 
the now classic British film ñThe Dam 
Busters.ò And, to quote that legendary 
Hollywood producer Sam Goldwyn, ñthey 
stayed away in droves.ò  Why? Well, 
American audiences thought the premise 
too far-fetched ï bouncing round bombs to 
destroy dams during WWII? Cômon! But it 
was indeed based on true events.  The 
Royal Air Force actually spent a year 
designing ordnance and flying techniques 
that would take out dams in the industrial 
Ruhr River valley and weaken the German 
war machine.  US distributors of the film 
had simply neglected to emphasize the 
movieôs tight tether to reality. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Dam Busters poster featuring a photo of the Dam Busters by Luke Robins.  

The busted stone dam image by A. I. Copilot.   

Images merged by Bill Prokopchak 
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Winchester Priority Waters   
Part 1 of 2 

Dam Busters ï  

continued 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

ñPriority Watersò continues on the next page. 
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And much of the Priority Waters 
team was nearly as incredulous 
as those 1955 US film audiences 
when fellow team members on a 
barrier assessment mission 
shared a startling discovery on 5 
August 2026 along the lower 
reaches of Little Passage Creek 
ï an ñengineeredò dam and 
swimming area on the creek, that 
offered the safe footing of a pond 
liner bottom, ample fire ring, and 
hewn log seating.   
 
Quite nearly a sight worthy of 
those Recreation.gov fantasy 
scenes.  They had the photos to 
prove it. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Right: A tranquil scene of 

the ñswimming holeò 

before disassembly began. 
 

Below: Nick Skorup points 

out the edge of a blue tarp 

the crew had not seen 

previously. 

 

Right: A storm had 

raised the water and 

overtopped the dam as 

evidenced by the 

sedimentation deposited 

atop the structure.  
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Dam Busters  

-- continued 
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While the ñswimminô hole,ò replete with summer 
amenities had been unforeseen, the reality of illegal 
rock shifting and dam building has an all too familiar 
history on public lands.  And before we bid adieu to that 
halcyon year 1955, in-the-know old timers will 
acknowledge that damming up ñcricksò in that era was 
deemed as natural as a stroll in the park.  And, what 
the heck, what good scout leader back in the day 
wouldnôt coax his troop toward such watery 
construction endeavors? ï and besides, it just gives 
fish a place to grow bigger, right? 
 
Well, that was then.  This is now.  As a species and a 
society, we know better.  Or should.  Rock dams, alas, 
still seem to capture a portion of the national 
imagination.  A quick search on YouTube will disclose 
an alarming plurality of ñdamming creekò videos (and 
variations on that search phrase).  While social media 
platforms also offer excellent fare on riparian 
conservation, those offerings appear to earn far 
smaller viewer numbers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Top: Finding the edges of the plastic pond 

liner materials proved to be the first 

challenge.           
 

Middle: Nick Skorup (l) and Tedd 

Gimber prepare to lift and remove a 

portion of the pond liner.  
 

Right: A mighty tug and the restrained 

water began to break free.  

 

ñPriority Watersò  

continues  

on the next page. 
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Dam Busters  

-- continued 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

ñPriority Watersò continues  

on the next page. 
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So, whatôs wrong about rock dams?   
 
They can and do block fish passage.  That includes 
preventing brook trout from reaching spawning sites; 
barring other species such as bluehead chub from 
accessing sites where their communal spawning 
mounds can benefit other nongame fish species.  
Rock dams can interrupt life cycles at the macro 
level as well, destroying home and haunts for 
several beneficial native invertebrate species. 
 
On the morning of 9 September 2026, four members 
of the Priority Waters team (Tedd Gimber, Luke 
Robins, Nick Skorup, and Mike Smith) were ñmen on 
a mission.ò  Equipped with a pry bar, crowbar, trash 
bags, and lots of determination, and approval of the 
authorities, they embarked on the half mile trek 
down into Mudhole Gap to breach the dam, remove 
the plastic liner and restore natural stream 
hydrology. 
 
Fortunately, stream flow and temperature were good 
that day.  There was visible flow at the base of the 
dam; water temperature was approximately 62 
degrees.  Tedd had hoped to acquire some aerial 
footage of the site via his drone.  But the leafy 
canopy in the section of the gorge was simply too 
dense to allow safe operation (apparently even a 
ñsmartò drone canôt swim). 

 

 

 

Top: Luke Robins (l) adjusts some downstream 

rocks to direct the flow into the main channel, while 

Tedd and Nick begin work on a new section of 

submerged plastic liner.          
 

Middle: That surprising instant when the liner pops 

free!  
 

Right:  é and the instant thereafter.  
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ñPriority  Watersò continues on the next page. 

Winchester Priority Waters   
Part 1 of 2 

Dam Busters  

-- continued 

 

 
 
The group paused at the outset to fully assess 
the scene and agree on the best and most 
efficient way to proceed.  All agreed it was 
unnecessary to remove the entire structure in 
order to restore and replicate a more natural 
flow profile.  It was also soon apparent there 
was not just one liner but several sections, 
including a blue tarp. 
 
Before the demolition commenced, all spent a 
few minutes noting and observing fish species 
present: blacknose dace, creek chubs, and 
possibly a stoneroller minnow. Then all 
repaired downstream, just below the dam, and 
bent down to spot the lowest point along the 
damôs crest: that was where work would begin. 
 
 
 
 

Upper Right: Thankfully, a quick recovery and 

no accidental spill. 
 

Above: Nick stands aside the breached dam and 

the restored natural pool.                   
 

Right: Nick hoists the ñlunkerò pond liner, as his 

ever-helpful team members exhort, ñDid you 

remember to wet your hands first?ò 
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ñPriority  Watersò  

continues  

on the next page. 

Top: Bagging the pond liners for the long haul 

out.                                        
 

Above: Luke and Nick look for fish as the 

restored pool clears.  They spotted blacknose 

dace, creek chub, and a stone roller minnow.  But 

the swift flash of an adult brook trout topped all 

for sheer excitement. 
 

Left: Tedd captures a stream temperature reading 

at the head of the pool:  62°F.  
                                                                           

 

Winchester Priority Waters   
Part 1 of 2 

Dam Busters  

-- continued 

The work proceeded more quickly than first 
anticipated.  With part of the team identifying 
the extent and edges of the tarp and liner 
materials, the rock movers on the crew 
focused on hauling out the very largest stones 
first.  This allowed tugging at the linersô edges 
and dislodging smaller and looser rock debris.  
Slowly and steadily, a channel was restored; 
rocks were distributed along the banks and 
downstream in as ñnaturalò a placement as 
possible (acknowledging that the stream itself 
is the final arbiter of ñnaturalò in distributing 
rocks). 
 
At length, the task was done.  The crew waited 
while the water in the newly lowered pool 
cleared.  Within minutes, fish were again 
visible ï with one stunning addition to the 
species roster: an adult brook trout zoomed 
from deep in the recesses of center pool up to 
its head. An almost blindingly swift movement. 
But it was unmistakable.  A lighthearted crew 
urged Nick to hoist the ñlunkerò of the day ï 
the largest section of pond liner ï with their 
faux advisory about safe handling. 
 
Toting trash bags stuffed with plastic pond 
liner, the foursome hiked back up to Teddôs 
truck and returned to Front Royal in early 
afternoon.  The former ñswimminô holeò site ï 
though not an official testing destination ï will 
be checked again this fall to see how the 
stream is repairing itself. 
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Adaptability is the Byword  by the Winchester Priority Waters Team 
 

When the Priority Waters team began assembling for its Thursday, 3 September 2026 meeting, it discovered it had 
to be quick on its feet.  The familiar gathering place, Rachelôs Kitchen in the Shenandoah Lodge at Lake Frederick, 
was still hosting another, earlier group.  But ever vigilant for opportunity, the team set up interim quarters in the next-
door arts studio. 
 

And at 6:00 PM sharp, team leader Mike Makufka called the team to order. Attendees comprised Tedd Gimber, Dave 
Juth, Drew Paterson, and his daughter Leah, John Prescott, Luke Robins, and Mike Smith. 
 

Mike Makufka briefly reviewed the agenda he had shared earlier via email, as well as the minutes of the prior meeting 
which the team approved.  The primary topic of the evening was ñDam Busting 101.ò  Followers of the teamôs activities 
on these pages will recall that the final barrier assessment of lower Little Passage Creek on National Forest property 
back on 5 August 2026 had disclosed a very robust rock dam and ñswimminô holeò complete with a plastic pond liner. 
 

Team leader Makufka had shared this finding with our contact at the George Washington & Jefferson National Forest 
and sought guidance on how to proceed.  The dam and liner were indeed illegal placements, per the Forest Service 
(FS), and the team was allowed (and encouraged) to carry out its removal.  No special use permit would be needed 
to do so, and a special letter conveying that message was unnecessary. 
 

Detailed discussion followed addressing preparations for the planned 9 September 2026 dam removal.  The crew 
would convene at 8:00 AM that day at the usual spot (Target parking lot, Riverton Plaza).  Tedd Gimber said he would 
provide a heavy duty pry bar; he added that he would bring a copy of our enabling FS partnership document should 
the group face a potential encounter with the damôs fabricators.  Luke Robins suggested the crew bring and wear its 
high-visibility vests (tagged ñStream Survey Crewò) to present an official and uniform presence.  
 

The team had harbored some mild trepidation about the possibility of encountering one or more of the structureôs 
builders.  Their efforts had not been insignificant: heavy duty pond lining materials and interlocking stonework 
suggested something more than a summer whim.  Moving heavy rocks is no light-hearted lark, nor were the adjacent 
fire ring and log seating area.  While the recreational intentions of the unknown builders were clear enough, their 
reactions to encountering a crew undoing their handiwork were less certain.  In an age of ñroad rage,ò might ñtrail 
rageò be a potential subset? 
 

Mike Makufka advised the group that via his emails with Dawn Kirk, FS, senior forest managers were unwilling to post 
signs currently regarding not moving rocks / damming streams because such signage is the past has not been very 
effective ï and signs have been stolen or vandalized. 
 

Mike M. then turned the groupôs attention to future remaining field dates for 2026.  The next field workdays (after the 
9 September 2026 dam busting) are: 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
John Prescott and Tedd Gimber have travel conflicts for 7 October. Mike Makufka offered if we might want to begin a 
preliminary assessment of Large Woody Debris (LWD) on the project streams.  He further noted that we currently do 
not have anyone available to provide us formal training on assessment procedures but pointed out that we have an 
LWD document on our shared Google drive and urged all team members to become familiar with it.  Mike Smith 
suggested it is important we start habitat assessment because our FS project states we should make 
recommendations for future work based upon our observations and assessments.  Mike Makufka added that we 
currently have no baseline assessment, and we could commence an LWD assessment/inventory on 2 December. 
 

Mike Makufka shared that he had been in contact with TUôs Abby McQueen, Seth Coffmanôs interim replacement. 
She had been Sethôs supervisor (Seth has accepted a post with another environmental group) and she indicated they 
are working to find a permanent replacement.  Mike said he had shared with Abby some highlights of our work to date 
and noted that while she is based out of Canaan Valley, WV, she indicated she would try to attend the Virginia Council 
gathering at Graves Mountain Lodge 19 September 2026. 
 

Tedd Gimber provided an update on the status of outreach to downstream landowners along Little Passage Creek, 
and added that Pete Dalke, of Friends of the North Fork, could not find any points of contact.  Mike Makufka reported 
that he has a friend whose girlfriend resides on nearby Boyer Road and is interested in helping us identify key 
landowners. 
 

Mike Smith distributed to the team copies of the one-page outline of the PowerPoint slide show he was drafting for 
presentation about Winchester TUôs Priority Waters activities to the annual Virginia Council meeting 19 September 
2026 and invited group input and suggestions.  Mike Makufka, Tedd Gimber, and Luke Robins all volunteered support 
and provided subsequent review and input. 
 

In wrapping up the meeting Mike Makufka summarized action items going forward: 

¶ Mike M. would submit a form for a ñnominal effectsò memorandum to Forest Service (for 9 September 2026) 

¶ Mike M. would follow up on landowner identification of lower Little Passage Creek. 

¶ All should review the Large Woody Debris document on the teamôs Google Drive 

¶ Mike Smith would put together a presentation of the Winchester chapterôs Priority Waters effort for the State 
Council, with support from Tedd and Luke as needed. 

 

The meeting adjourned right at 7:00 PM as the regular chapter meeting was about to commence.   
The Priority Team once again invites all chapter members to consider joining the team or at least  
participating in a team meeting or filed event. 
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Dates Scheduled for Winchester Priority Waters 2026 Field Work 
 

    Date    Activity  
 

    7 Oct 2026  Water Quality Monitoring  
 

    2 Dec 2026  Water Quality Monitoring  
     



 

  

 

Winchester   Veterans  Enjoy 

Weekend   Respite   Courtesy   of   the  

Ward  Burton  Foundation  

 
 

 

PHW Part  1 of  3 

Winchester   

Healing  Waters   

 

 

ñWinchester Healing Waters Part 1 of 3ò continues on the next page. 
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Top: Ward Burton (c) welcomes Winchester PHW 

members Gary Myers (l), Christian Nelson, 

Christina Nelson, and Wayne White upon arrival at 

the weekendôs start.                        Photo by Joe Meritt 
 

The Ward Burton Wildlife Foundation (WBFW) 
hosted Winchester Healing Waters Veterans for 
a weekend of fishing, camaraderie, and great 
food at its property in Clover, VA, on 4-6 
September, as part of a recent partnership with 
Project Healing Waters. 
 

This was one of seven events for the PHW 
Virginia Region this year.  Beginning in June, 
each Virginia PHW program has spent a 
weekend at one of the two properties: one in 
Clover and the other in Halifax.  The Foundation 
provided food and accommodations in the air-
conditioned main facility, at no cost.   
 

Off-road vehicles for transportation came in 
handy for accessing two freshwater ponds on 
the property, Sanders and Preacher Watts, 
about a mile hike away. 
 

The seclusion and serenity of the 300-plus acres 
added to the appreciation of this special outdoor 
retreat.  The plentiful wildlife of deer, numerous 
birds, as well as black bear served as a reminder 
of how we were not alone in this beautiful 
wilderness.  
 
 
 
 
 

Above: An afternoon break from the heat gave extra 

time for knot tying. Gary (r) helps Christian with 

finishing an improved clinch knot.  The class also 

covered the Davey knot, the perfection loop, and the 

surgeonôs knot.                                 photo by Wayne White 
 


