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Preface





Matching the hatch by using an artificial fly sufficiently similar to the creatures on which the trout are feeding can greatly increase your chances of success. That is not to suggest it is every day on every river and lake that the trout feed in a selective way; sometimes all that the fish are looking for is food, and then just about any fly fished in a realistic way will do the job. But when trout are being selective they may lock on to one particular type of insect – perhaps even to just one stage in the life-cycle of that insect – and then Lady Luck smiles upon the angler who uses the right fly, fishes it in the right place and makes it behave like the natural insect.


Call in at the tackle shop or look through a mail-order catalogue and you are faced with a bewildering array of artificial flies. How are you to choose from the many hundreds of fly patterns and sizes? Many people never progress beyond a ‘lucky dip’ strategy, wasting valuable fishing time switching between one concoction and another in an attempt to find something a finicky trout might find acceptable. The main purpose of this book is to help you choose suitable flies and to suggest how you can fish them in a way that will catch fish – to rely less on luck and more on judgement. And most importantly, it will guide you in choosing from a few very effective flies. If you buy your flies, try the ‘Magnificent Seven’ recommended in Part I – yes, seven flies really will cover almost all of your needs. If you tie your own flies, copy the ‘Deadly Dozen’ in Appendix II; these superflies were devised by some of the best flyfishers in the world.


What is in a name


Not content with plain English names such as mayfly, midge and dragonfly, entomologists (people who study insects) use Latin and Greek. The advantage is that scientists all over the world can share their findings with confidence that they are all talking about the same insect. But from an angler’s point of view, the scientific names often act as a barrier to learning about the creatures on which trout feed. Take heart: flyfishers do not need Latin and Greek. If the first angler to see a mayfly hatching had decided to call it ‘cucumber’, we would now be using artificial cucumbers to catch trout in springtime.


In this book the anglers’ common names for the natural insects are used, but for those who want to take the study of angling entomology further the scientific names have been included, too.





How to use this book


Learning anything new takes time, and for most of us fishing time in particular is in short supply. So, if matching the hatch is completely new to you, turn to Part I of this book and get results right from day one. This first section is all about getting the general form of your flies more or less right. Often this is all you need do, and the ‘Magnificent Seven’ recommended in Part I will get you started.


Knowing what a particular fly looks like can be important, but you will also need to know where and when each type of food creature is likely to be available to the trout. Part II, the ‘angling entomology’ section, will help you choose artificial flies to suit the type of fishery you are going to visit at a particular time of the day and season of the year. Get to know what to look out for – the photographs of the most commonly encountered natural flies should make that easier – and then choose a suitable artificial fly and make it mimic the antics of the living (or dead!) fly the trout are feeding on. With the ‘Deadly Dozen’, a set of superflies from the experts, you will be able to match the hatch right through the season.


What, where, when and how


Books on angling entomology generally divide the creatures on which trout feed into groups based upon the scientific classification of species, beginning with the upwinged flies – the mayfly and its relatives – and then going on to discuss sedge flies and stoneflies before lumping everything else together as ‘miscellaneous’. This is fine when the aim is to help readers identify particular species of flies, but probably not the best way to help someone who wants to learn how to match the hatch through the flyfishing year.


For most flyfishers the season begins in spring, and that is why Part II of this book begins with chapters on imitating those insects which normally feature on the trout’s menu at that time of year. Summer, autumn and winter menus follow in sequence, with a further chapter on food creatures which are available throughout the year.


What next?


Once you begin studying the insects and other tiny creatures in, on and around the water, it is easy to get drawn into the subject much deeper than you need purely from an angling point of view. Part III is a brief introduction to the study of insects. It may not help you catch many more fish, but taking an interest in the natural life of rivers and lakes can turn a blank day into a truly enjoyable one.


Pat O’Reilly                               


West Wales, Autumn 1996         



















Part I


Matching the Form


A guide to choosing general representations of the most common groups of insects and other creatures on which trout feed
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Chapter 1


From the Trout’s Point of View





What is it that alerts a trout to danger, and in particular to the danger inherent in an artificial fly? Is it really the strange appearance of this alien intruder in the trout’s larder? Or is the problem more complex – a combination, perhaps, of the appearance, sound, smell and behaviour of the fly?


Experience suggests that, unfortunately, the answer often can be a combination of two or more of these factors. Our challenge as flyfishers is to try to work out which factors matter in a particular situation and then to deceive the fish into believing that all is well.


The place to start must be with the quarry, and in particular with the behaviour of trout. What do they eat? How do they distinguish between food and the many inedible morsels which drift past them? How do they see a fly? Do they see colours, and if so are they more sensitive to some colours than others? And what about sounds – can they hear an insect swimming or struggling in the water? These are just some of the many questions we would like answers to.
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Fig. 2. Ireland’s River Suir is a rich limestone river and its trout can be very selective in their feeding habits.








Here are some observations:




• Young trout often try to eat things which are not food – they are far less discriminating than adult trout. Small fish only survive to become big fish if they eat food that is wholesome, and so only the more cautious small fry live to become ultra-wary adults.


• In waters where people pass by frequently, trout come to accept such activities as normal, whereas in wilderness fisheries the sight of people pointing or waving their arms will send fish scurrying for cover.


• Small fry need frequent snacks throughout the day; large trout like their food in large chunks and are less interested in tiny insects (although they do take a consuming interest in small fishes, including their own offspring).


• Where food is scarce the trout grow slowly, spending most of their day on the look-out for food. Any food will do! Where food is abundant, trout often have definite feeding times which coincide with the availability of a particular type of food creature; then they can become very selective feeders.


• Trout reared in stew-ponds never forget those high-protein food pellets that were thrown to them twice a day. Even so, any ‘stockies’ that survive their first few months of freedom do so by learning to discriminate between real insects and poor imitations.


• In fast-flowing waters, trout have little time to scrutinise food samples before the current whisks the meal away; there, even the most cautious of fish has to make snap decisions. Not so the trout of still or slow water, who has plenty of time to inspect a fly and may reject it if there is any cause for suspicion.





From this it is clear that tactics which work in one situation may not always be successful in others. We need to be able to work out what matters most. Is it the appearance of the fly, or its behaviour? Or is the appearance (perhaps suddenly) of an angler or their subsequent behaviour of far more significance? These are important issues and we will take them further in the rest of this Part.


Here is a question flyfishers often ask: Is there a logical way of choosing fly patterns when there is no hatch in progress? I think there is, and the matters discussed in the next few pages will help you to catch trout more consistently at such times.


What the trout sees


Sometimes a trout will rise to your dry fly only to shy away at the last moment. What gave the game away – something only visible to the trout at very short range? Scientific study has shown that trouts’ eyes respond to much the same colour range as humans, but until a trout gets close to the surface its view of a floating fly is likely to be blurred. The implications for flyfishers are:




• It is the general form and colours, and perhaps also the sound vibrations, of an object in or on the water that attracts the trout’s attention to the possibility of food. Only as it approaches closely can the trout ascertain whether it has in fact found a food morsel.


• If we can combine convincing behaviour of our fly with broadly realistic form and colours, then the trout may not bother to use its acute short-range vision before seizing it. This is a lot easier if a good hatch is in progress and the trout has already taken several natural flies without problems.





Silhouette or full-colour image?


A nymph swimming either below or at the same depth as a trout will be clearly visible, illuminated by light from the sky. But if the trout is resting on the river bed and the nymph is near the surface, what the trout sees will depend on the colour of the river bed, the weather and the time of day.
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Fig. 3. Sub-surface fly seen against a bright sky. 








If the sun is high and very little light is reflected from a murky river bed, the nymph will appear as a silhouette (Fig. 3). On the other hand, if the water is shallow with golden sand on the bed and with overhanging trees diffusing the daylight, a trout looking towards the surface is likely to see very clearly the colours of the nymph (Fig. 4). On balance, then, it seems sensible to use artificial nymphs which match in colour the natural insects.





[image: ]

Fig. 4. Sub-surface fly seen beside a shaded bank.











Sub-surface colour


Many fly-tying materials change colour when they get wet. For example, some tying threads and silks go a much darker shade when they are submerged.


Fig. 5 shows the same tying materials, the left-hand samples being dry and the right-hand wet. If you want to match the colour of an artificial fly to that of a swimming creature such as a nymph or larva, it is always worth wetting samples of the tying materials before making the comparison.


Signs of life


No matter how realistic a nymph may appear in terms of size, shape and colours, a trout is quite likely to overlook it if it shows no sign of life. Movement through the water is an important part of this, but it is only one part: real nymphs have legs that crawl and gills that breathe. Stiff, lifeless nymph bodies are rarely as effective as those with fibres that vibrate as the fly is moved along.


Fur and feather fibres have been used for centuries in the making of wet flies, and in recent years synthetic fibres have added to the range of textures and colours available for matching the appearance of insects. Stiff or semi-rigid plastics are useful for creating translucent, segmented bodies, but they need to be used in conjunction with flexible fibres to produce realistic simulations of living, breathing creatures.
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Fig. 5. The same tying materials dry (left) and wet (right).











The window and the mirror





[image: ]

Fig. 6. How a trout views the outside world.








A bird flying over a calm lake and seeing a trout beneath the water may get a distorted view because of the bending of light rays by refraction at the surface. (You see this effect very clearly when you immerse the end of a stick in water: it appears to be ‘broken’ at the point where air and water meet.) Only when the bird is directly overhead will it see an undistorted picture; otherwise, the trout will appear to be further away horizontally but nearer to the surface than it really is. Similarly, the trout will see things that are above the water in a distorted way: the bird will appear to be more nearly overhead and at a slightly greater height than in reality it is.


As the bird moves away from the trout, the light rays are bent progressively more and more and an increasing proportion of the light is reflected from the surface rather than transmitted to the eyes of the trout. This means that the trout’s picture of the outside world becomes more distorted as well as dimmer. Ultimately, if the trout looks towards the surface at an angle of 47° or more from the vertical, the only light it receives is that reflected from the underside of the surface; then, all that the trout can see is a reflected image of the bed of the lake. The surface acts like a huge mirror with a circular hole, or ‘window’, cut out directly above the trout’s eyes. It is as if the window glass is clear over the middle region but tinted progressively darker towards the edges.





The fly in the mirror
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Fig. 7. A dry fly leaving the mirror (the lower region of the picture) and entering the trout’s window (the upper region of the picture).








In the mirror, any object that distorts the surface of the water may create a pattern of scattered light below the surface. This is because light incident on the meniscus – the curved water where surface tension supports the object – will penetrate below the surface. Because of this a fly line is far from invisible even when it is floating outside the trout’s window, and so it seems sensible to use lightweight lines whenever possible simply because they are smaller in diameter and create less surface disturbance.


Even a tiny fly distorts the surface when it comes into contact with it. An upwinged dun floats with only its feet touching the water, and trout may come to recognise this characteristic pattern of light in the mirror. Unfortunately, many artificial flies float with their bodies touching the water and a hook point protruding below the surface. Note that both the hook point and its reflection in the mirror are visible – an obvious difference between the artificial fly and the real thing, and quite enough to tip off a cautious trout.


The distinctive outline of a swamped fly, with its wings and body trapped in the surface film, is also likely to be something a trout comes to associate with an easy meal. Some artificial spinners replicate this pattern very well, and probably as a result they catch more trout.





The fly in the window
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Fig. 8. A dry fly just inside the trout’s window.








If a dry fly drifts within the area of the window above a trout, then the trout is very likely to see it. Initially the shape will be fuzzy and distorted (Fig. 8), but it will become clearer as the fly comes closer to the centre of the window. Conversely, if the dry fly drifts past well beyond the edge of the trout’s window it may go unnoticed. A simple calculation shows that the window diameter will always be near enough twice the depth at which the fish is swimming, and so this tells you how near your fly has to be to a trout if you want to catch it. (Of course, I am not saying the trout will always agree with the calculations; it may decide not to exert itself except for flies which come close to the centre of its window.)


A trout at the bottom of a lake 4 ft deep will have a window 8 ft in diameter, and it should be easy to use a leader long enough to keep the fly line well outside the trout’s window. In water 6 ft deep a leader 12 ft long is barely enough to keep the end of the fly line out of the window.


Another implication of all this is that you will need to cast more accurately in shallow water if the trout is to see your fly at all. Not so when you are fishing deep water – unless, of course, the trout is swimming near the surface, as is common, for example, during a heavy fall of spinners.





Transmitted and reflected light


There is a complication when it comes to making nymphs: many of the natural insects are translucent, and so the colours that a trout sees are made up of both reflected light and transmitted light. For example, a nymph whose self-colour is a washed-out olive may appear to be brown when standing on bright pebbles and iridescent green when seen against a background of weeds. Ideally our artificial nymphs should have this characteristic. Translucent plastic fly-tying materials can be combined with fibres that wiggle as the fly moves through the water. Another approach is to tie nymphs in a range of body colours to suit different types of habitat.


Wings or no wings?


We know that in calm water the image of the river bed seen in the ‘mirror’ is broken up by six silvery points – the legs – if the insect is standing on the surface, but by a quite different pattern if it has collapsed into the surface. Ideally, then, our artificial flies should produce similar patterns, but very few come even close to doing so. So how closely should the shape of an artificial fly replicate that of the natural insect? And are wings really necessary?


In turbulent water the trout’s picture of the fly is not very clear, and so such details as wings are rarely necessary when fishing a tumbling mountain stream. In calm water the situation is quite different. Initially the trout gets a hazy view of the fly as it leaves the mirror region and enters the window. The picture becomes clearer as the fly approaches the centre of the window and the trout rises to intercept it; the presence of wings can then make a difference.


Concealing the nylon


Floating nylon is a real give-away. Degreasing the leader tippet, and perhaps adding a weighted nymph a foot or so from the dry fly to pull the nylon below the surface, can help you to deceive wary trout in calm water.
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Fig. 9. The upper nylon leader is floating on the surface. The lower leader is of the same diameter but it has been degreased so that it sinks just beneath the surface.











The trout’s other senses


As well as a pair of ears concealed beneath the skin of its skull, a trout has vibration-sensitive organs along its lateral line and it can hear very well any sounds beneath the water. The question is: can a trout recognise the particular vibration patterns which are emitted by specific food creatures? If so, our artificial nymphs should ideally replicate these patterns. (Trout do seem to find nymphs that are tied with fibres which vibrate as the fly is drawn along more attractive than rigid-bodied nymphs.)


Background noise


On tumbling streams there is so much background noise under the water that the vibrations from an artificial nymph could only be discernible at close quarters. But on a quiet pool even a leaf falling can be enough to make a trout turn towards the possibility of a free meal; in these kinds of waters I suspect that nymphs whose body fibres move back and forth during the retrieve may emit vibrations which are detectable by the trout. For the same reason a sedge fly skittering in the surface at dusk is well represented by an artificial version tied with flexible fibres such as deer hair.


Taste and smell


Our own dietary preferences are based to a large extent upon the closely related senses of taste and smell (appearance and texture also concern us, of course), and so we might assume that trout also select from a menu of insects on the same basis. Personally, I doubt it. Trout do seem able to detect the scent of food – for example, an injured small fry releasing body juices into the water – but do they actually taste the individual tiny creatures that they swallow whole? Sometimes a freshly caught trout will have dozens of nymphs, larvae and pupae still alive inside its stomach; these insects have not been crushed and so they would not have released flavour juices. It seems reasonable, then, to assume that artificial flies are unlikely to be rejected because they do not have the right smell. Whether an artificial fly with the wrong smell would put off a trout is quite another matter: after peeling onions, for example, it might be wise to wash your hands before tying trout flies.


Some years ago an angler gathered together several species of insects and tasted them personally. Such dedication! He reported that they all tasted the same: ghastly. Of course, this in no way proves that all nymphs taste the same to a trout, but it is an assumption most of us are prepared to make without repeating the experiment.





The importance of texture


If the taste of an insect rarely matters to a trout, texture certainly does – and especially to grayling. With their relatively small mouths, grayling spend much of their time filtering food particles from the mud, and they soon learn to reject sticks and stones in favour of soft, squidgy nymphs and larvae. Artificial nymphs tied with copper wire may be fine for trout fishing, but a more pliable nymph is likely to work better when fishing for the Lady of the Stream.


When nymph fishing, detecting the take can be very difficult if a fish mouths the nymph well below the surface, and a lot of these takes must go undetected. Sometimes you see the leader dip down, but, by the time you strike, the fish has sensed that there is something not quite right with the meal and ejected it. Recently, Charles Jardine told me about some underwater observations which show that grayling hang on for quite some time to a soft artificial nymph but reject a solid one almost immediately – so quickly, in fact, that the angler may be quite unaware of having missed a take.


Frank Sawyer’s woolly Killer Bug (Fig. 10) has attracted criticism because of its likeness to a maggot as used in coarse fishing. Sawyer’s Avon holds good stocks of coarse fish in addition to its trout and grayling; however, this soft and squidgy grayling nymph works equally well on rivers which have no coarse fish. Is this because the fish hang on much longer than they would to a copper-wire nymph?
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Fig. 10. Sawyer’s Killer Bug (top) is much softer than the more wiry Pheasant Tail Nymph.











Inside the trout’s head


It seems the brain-power of a young trout is barely enough to keep it alive – indeed, very few survive to maturity. Their simple computer program seems to be: ‘If it’s smaller than me and it moves, I’ll eat it. If it’s bigger than me and it moves, I’ll beat it.’


Hunger and fear… what a childhood! But in time the young trout begins to recognise patterns – patterns of behaviour, of appearance and maybe of vibrations – which help it to discriminate between inert things drifting on the current and similarly sized objects (insects, for example) which move against the current. Eventually the trout may even come to recognise the particular patterns associated with individual types of food creatures. How carefully a trout scrutinises a fly and how preoccupied it is with one particular food type – these are the factors which determine how closely we need to imitate the real insects.


The hyper-cautious trout


On heavily fished waters the largest trout may be battle-scarred survivors of many campaigns, continually on the look-out for suspect flies. These hyper-cautious fish even reject a proportion of the natural flies that drift past, perhaps because of a crumpled wing or a missing tail. And when large, succulent mayflies first appear they are often viewed with suspicion and shunned for quite some time.
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Fig. 11 ‘Bridge’ trout are well educated—many a flyfisher has had a go at these battle-scarred veterans.











Keep them in the dark


To catch an educated trout you will probably need a very close imitation of the natural creature it is feeding on at the time, and you will almost certainly need to cast skilfully from a place of concealment. As the evening light fades so your chances of success with these wily old stagers increase… but the odds may still be stacked against you.




 





So what general conclusions can we draw from all this? Here are some suggestions:




• In fast-flowing streams where food is scarce, wild trout are likely to accept any meal-sized offering. There, concealment and casting accuracy are more important than great delicacy of presentation.


• For wild trout in slow-flowing rivers where food is plentiful, it helps if you choose a reasonable general representation of the type of insect available at the time. During a heavy hatch or fall of flies, matching the hatch nearly always improves the prospect of success.


• To catch an educated trout you need a fly which closely imitates in appearance and behaviour the natural insect on which the fish is feeding. Concealment is also crucial, as are accuracy and delicacy of presentation. You may also need a bit of luck (or bad light).
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Fig. 12. Matching the hatch (and little luck) produced this fine brace of trout from Abbot’s Barton on the River Itchen.
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