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            INTRODUCTION

         

         The Beginner’s Guide to Flytying is just that – a beginner’s guide. In order to avoid the pitfall of assuming that you already know something about flytying, I have gone right back to the beginning and made no assumptions about what you may already know. I have started by presuming that you know absolutely nothing. For those of you who have some knowledge already, reading the first sections will do no harm, and you may find some aspects interesting.

         In this book I shall lead you through all the procedures necessary for you to tie a vast range of flies successfully. I shall start from the very beginning, explaining about tools, hooks and materials, and lead on to sections which explain the basic skills of flytying. These are the building blocks on which all successful flytying is based. The techniques learned here will stand you in good stead for all your future flytying. Even the most complex flies are based on these basic skills.

         Tying your own flies is not just a hobby. For the keen fly fisherman who wishes to improve his chances of catching fish, it is a necessity. Many of the most successful new fly patterns are not available from commercial sources and the quality and correctness of the dressings that are available can vary wildly. Tying your own flies puts you in the driving seat. You can try new variations of standard patterns or develop your own specials to suit the problems posed by your own local waters. Experimentation is the key, but to do this you need a good grounding in basic tying techniques. This book is intended to answer that need.

         Chris Mann

         

         

         A GLOSSARY OF FLYTYING TERMS

         Abdomen:

         The rear part of the fly body behind the thorax of a nymph or imitation of a real fly, is often referred to as the abdomen.

         Butt:

         A turn or two of fluffy material, normally herl, which is used to divide body sections or to divide the tail from the body of a fly.

         Cape:

         A part of the neck of a bird which consists of the feathers (hackles) still attached to the skin. The best way of buying hackles.

         Cheeks:

         Small feathers tied each side of the main wing of a fly. Some flies have both cheeks and eyes. If so, the eyes are the smaller feathers.

         Dubbing:

         The art of creating a fly body by spreading fibres or hair around the tying thread and then wrapping the thread around the hook shank. Also the material used to do this.

         Eye:

         This can mean the imitation of real eyes or it can mean the use of small feathers tied either side of the main wing which are intended to act as attraction target point.

         Quill:

         A feather normally from the wing of a bird. Also a single stalk of a feather such as a peacock eye which is used to form a segmented fly body.

         Ribbing:

         A spiral overwrap along a body. Usually of tinsel or wire but other materials such as thread or wool may be used.

         Saddle:

         The rump of a hen or cockerel. Hackles from this part of the bird are longer than those from a neck cape. Good for palmered hackles.

         Slip:

         A group of married fibres taken from a quill. Normally used for winging but can also be used for forming wing cases.

         Tag:

         That part of a fly which lies behind and underneath the tail. Some flies have a few turns of tinsel or floss (or both) or a bunch of fibres which are tied in before the tail.

         Thorax:

         That part of a fly body which lies between the abdomen and head of a fly. Normally applicable to flies or nymphs that attempt to imitate a real insect.

         Throat:

         A hackle which lies under the hook shank just behind the head. Can also be called a beard hackle.

         Tinsel:

         Originally metallic thread. Modern versions are mainly non-tarnishing plastics which come in a variety of colours and forms: flat, oval, etc. Mainly used for ribbing but flat tinsel may also be used to form bodies.

         Tippets:

         Feather fibres taken from the neck crest of a pheasant. Used mainly for tails but may also be used as winging materials.

         Wing:

         The part of a fly which is tied in above the hook shank, sloping backwards over the body. On imitations of adult flies this may represents a real wing, otherwise it simply means materials tied in this position.

         Wing Buds:

         A bunch of fibres (hair, floss or feather) used on nymphs and emergers to suggest the wings emerging from the wing case.

         Wing Case:

         The part of a fly which imitates the wing case of a nymph.

         

         

         ANATOMY OF THE FLY
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         STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

         Now a word or two about the structure of the book. We have tried to lay things out in a straightforward and logical manner.

         The first chapter concerns itself with the tools that you will need to start flytying. In common with many other hobbies and sports, there are thousands of gadgets and gimmicks available. Some of these are useful, many are not. We will leave you to make your own collection of such things, and have concentrated on a basic set of tools which are needed to dress flies successfully.

         The materials that you will need to obtain in order to dress flies are also covered in this section. Using our recommended materials list you will be able to cover several hundred different patterns. The materials suggested have been carefully chosen to offer you the widest range, whilst at the same time offering you the best value for money

         Other, additional materials required for specific flies can always be added at a later date. Naturally we have ensured that a comprehensive list of the materials needed to tie the sample patterns in this book is included (see page 12).

         The second chapter covers all the various aspects of the basic skills of flytying. This includes such things as making and ribbing fly bodies, hackling and winging. Each subject is covered separately in some detail with instructions and accompanying illustrations.

         The techniques shown on these pages are absolutely vital for the further development of your fly dressing skills. If your basic tying technique is not sound then you will encounter many problems when you attempt more advanced techniques later on.

         The last part of the book is a series of dressing instructions for twelve contrasting flies.

         The flies have been carefully selected to show a range of tying techniques. Where two patterns were available, both of which fulfilled the same function, we have chosen the pattern which best illustrated a particular tying feature. Again, we have taken great care with the layout so that the words and pictures are always opposite each other on a double page spread. You will need both hands to tie the fly – turning pages backwards and forwards doesn’t help. Lay the book open at the correct page, and you have a bench tying manual which you can have in front of you as you are working on the fly.

         Throughout the book you will also find pages headed Tricks of the Trade. These pages are full of useful supplementary information, advice and tips that you will find useful. The informations often extends and elaborates on points made in the tying instructions, as well as giving you information about a range of related topics.

      

   


   
      

         
            TOOLS OF THE TRADE

         

         In order to tie flies you will need a basic set of tools. The following list comprises the essentials, plus some additional, optional bits which make the job easier.

         Scissors

         The most important part of the kit: too much care cannot be taken when choosing scissors. Good scissors will have fine tapered tips, not too long in the blade, and be sharp through to the tips. Some scissors nowadays come with serrated blades: these are a distinct bonus when clipping fine strands of fur or feather. It is an advantage for the finger loops to be large, so that they can be picked up and put down easily without having to wrestle them off. Those suitable for flytying need be no more than 3-4 inches long overall. It is strongly recommended that you have a couple of pairs of scissors, one pair for the fine work with silk, fur and feather, and a second pair for heavy duty cutting of tinsels and wire.

         Vice

         This will be your biggest single investment. The main purpose of a vice is that it will hold the hook firmly. If it doesn’t do this it is useless The most common types of vice use either a screw collet, or a cam lever to grip the hook. Both are very efficient, and neither one is preferred over the other. Although the very best vices can be very expensive indeed, the good news is that a perfectly serviceable vice can be had at around £30. The best advice we can offer is that you buy the best you can afford. When you buy your vice, obtain a material spring at the same time. This is a short length of spiral wire, the ends of which can be clipped together forming a ring. Slipped on to the barrel of the vice, it enables floss, ribbing and other materials to be held back out of the way whilst new materials are being tied in. Very simple and useful if you don’t have three hands.

         Bobbin Holder

         The spigot bobbin holder is the device which holds the spool of tying thread used for tying. The tension of the arms means that the thread is only dispensed through the tube by the tension during winding. A great advantage is that the weight of the spool plus the bobbin holder is sufficient to maintain tension on the thread when it is left hanging. This means that don’t have to keep securing the thread when you prepare a new material for tying in. There are two types of spigot tube, stainless steel and ceramic: both are good but the ceramic spigot is less prone to wear and tends to be slightly more expensive. At the same time as you purchase your bobbin holder, buy a threader for getting the thread through the tube.

         Hackle Pliers

         These come in many varied types and sizes. The main thing is that they efficiently grip the tip of a hackle or other similar delicate material without cutting it. When buying, therefore, check that they have a good sound grip, to the point where the hackle breaks before the pliers relinquish their grip, but no sharp cutting edges.

         

         

         TOOLS OF THE TRADE

         Dubbing Needle

         The dubbing needle is more used for fine varnishing work than for picking out dubbing. Darning needles will not do for any of this work. A needle for dubbing work, picking out fibres etc. should be short and strong, with a sharp point, whereas, for varnishing the heads when finishing a fly, the needle can be longer, with a fine tapered point. It is useful therefore to have a couple of needles, one for each purpose.

         Half Hitch Tool

         The simplest method of finishing a fly, and no less a job at the end of it all. Comprises a barrel with a small (1.5mm dia.) hole at one end, which is slipped over the eye of the hook and the half-hitch slid onto the head. Many tyers use the end of an empty barrel of an old ball point pen, which makes a perfect half-hitch tool.

         Hair Stacker

         A two part tubular device for levelling the tips of hair for winging or tails.

         Dubbing Twirler

         The writers find this one of the most efficient ways of applying dubbing, whether it’s the coarsest seal’s fur or the finest mole or muskrat. It is also a brilliant tool for making hair hackles for nymphs or dry flies.

         Lighting

         By no means the least consideration – you must have adequate light to do the job. An Anglepoise type of lamp with a 60-100 watt bulb capacity is ideal. The ‘Daylight’ blue bulbs available from craft or needlework stores are superb for flytying. They are a little expensive at first, but they last a long time and the quality of light is exceptional. Avoid fluorescent light fittings as they distort colours, and are very tiring on the eyes.

         Odds & Ends

         Other items or implements which are very useful include:

         A scalpel or small craft knife, for cutting into hide etc.

         A small piece of Velcro, the barbed bit, for fluffing out dubbings, instead of using the dubbing needle.

         Fine pointed tweezers for that delicate pick-up work, handy but not essential.

         Fine tipped pliers, the type that jewellers might use, very useful for all sorts of work when a firm hold is required, flattening barbs or for putting a bend into a hook-shank etc. 
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         FLYTYING MATERIALS

         BUYING MATERIALS

         As a newcomer to flytying you are actually in an enviable position. There is no other sport or hobby that we know of where a newcomer will find such a warm welcome. As flytyers we are well served by one of the few businesses in the world where the customer really does come first. Almost every retailer or mail order house is staffed by people who are keen anglers and flytyers themselves. Confronted with the bewildering array of materials that are available, the best thing you can do is ask. Explain what you want to do and almost invariably you will find that the staff are both knowledgable, helpful and unstinting in their advice. It is almost unknown for suppliers to knowingly supply bad quality or unsuitable materials – there are few other businesses in the modern world where you can say that!

         BASICS

         Hooks

         All of the flies described in this book are tied on hooks readily available from a range of manufacturers. All of the popular brands use a chemical sharpening process so this is normally not in question. If you practice ‘catch-and-release’, some of the hooks are available in barbless form. Otherwise select a type with a micro-barb and crush the barb (carefully) with a pair of small pliers or forceps. Hook sizes can be confusing – a larger number means a smaller size. The size of most standard hooks are similar, even from different manufacturers. The problems start with special shapes (e.g. curved shank nymph & grub hooks). If you are not sure, refer your supplier to a standard hook – i.e. ‘about the same body length as a standard size 12 wet fly hook’. Long shank hooks are measured by an X number which specifies how much longer the shank is than normal. i.e. A size 14 - 2X long means a hook which has the gape of a size 14 with the shank length of a size 10 (two sizes larger).

         Threads

         Most threads available today are synthetic materials which come in two basic types, twisted & un-twisted. We recommend that you use un-twisted thread as this lies flatter and grips better. Threads are graded according to thickness, the finest being 17/0, the thickest 3/0. Most trout flies are tied using either 6/0 or 8/0 thread. Pre-waxed thread is recommended, the wax dressing giving additional grip.

         Floss

         Most modern floss is a multi-strand untwisted yarn of synthetic fibres. Several times thicker than the thickest tying thread, it is available in a huge range of colours, including fluorescents. Some patterns call for traditional silk floss – this is a round, twisted thread which may be used as it is or untwisted.

         Tinsels

         There are three types of tinsel used in flytying: Flat, Oval and Round. These are available in Silver and Gold and a wide range of other colours. Many of the best are now made from synthetics, the main advantage being that they do not tarnish. In addition you will also need some Copper wire, some fine Gold wire and some lead wire for weighting. 

         HAIRS & FURS

         Dubbings

         The most commonly-used natural dubbings are Seal’s fur and Hare’s fur. Others include Mole, Muskrat, Rabbit etc. Synthetics have taken over a large part of the market, and represent a large proportion of dubbings currently in use. While recipes are often specific in which dubbing to use, substitution is not out of the question. There are lots of prepared dubbing mixes available, the most useful of which are those combining natural fur with sparkle material. Some excellent seal’s fur substitutes are also now available.

         Bucktail

         A very commonly-used hair for wings and tails. It comes in natural and a wide range of dyed colours. Look for hair that is fine and where the natural crinkle is not too exaggerated. The Grey Wulff in this book uses natural bucktail which has dark tips.

         Elk Body Hair

         A very good hair for wings and tails. Available as natural, bleached white and dyed. Natural with long pale golden tips is ideal for a whole range of flies. White is used on the Elk Hair Caddis to make it easier to see on the water. Note that the body hair does not flare widely when tied in. Make sure that your supplier knows that you wish to use it for wings & tails, not for spinning (hair for spinning ‘flares’ readily with the thread pressure and is not suitable for wings, etc).

         Calf Hair

         Another natural material often used for wings and tails. Slightly coarser and more crinkled than bucktail it is available in natural (brown, white) and a wide range of dyed colours. Calf hair can vary greatly in quality. Explain to your supplier that you are tying small flies as some calf tails are only suitable for large lures.

         Squirrel Hair

         Finer than either bucktail or calf, this hair is widely used for wings and tails. The natural tail has fibres which are dark grey to black with white tips. Squirrel tail is available in a wide range of natural colours as well as dyed colours. Normally dyed squirrel tails retain the dark barring but they can also be bleached before dying, thus producing pure colours.

         Deer Hair

         Deer hair is available from a wide range of species, each having its own characteristics. Most deer hair (but not all) is hollow and thus floats readily. It is therefore mainly used for wings, bodies and tails of dry and emerger flies. Because of its hollow structure, some deer hair flares widely under pressure from the tying thread. These types of hair are mainly used for ‘spinning’ around the hook to form buoyant heads or bodies of surface flies. The variety of these hairs is so wide that you will need to take advice from your supplier as to the most suitable for your purpose. 
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         FEATHERS

         Marabou Plumes

         These fluffy filoplume feathers originally came from the Marabou Stork. They are now obtained from Turkeys. Available in a vast range of colours, they are easy to obtain and cheap. Marabou is used for winging, tails and bodies on a vast range of modern flies.

         Cul-de-Canard

         Cul-de-Canard are naturally oiled filoplume feathers that come from around the preen gland of a duck. CDC plumes are also well endowed with barbules which trap bubbles of air, thus enhancing the floating qualities. Available in natural brown and also dyed.

         Hackles

         Hackles for flytying are taken from two parts of the bird’s anatomy, the neck known as the Cape, which renders a wide variety of sizes of feather, and the rump known as the Saddle, which offers longer feathers. The feather fibre from the hen is soft and therefore best suited to sunk flies. The feathers from a cock bird on the other hand are altogether stiffer and give good support to a floating, or dry fly.

         The most-widely used hackles are of Indian origin, they are economical, with a wide colour range. Indian capes are the smallest but nevertheless carry a good range of sizes. The Indian cock hackle is consistent in its stiffness, and the hen conversely, is nicely soft. Chinese capes are a little less reliable for hackle qualities, but they are still more than adequate for the beginner. Size of feather on the cape is the main thing to check for as they can be quite large. Some Chinese capes that are dyed can be of superb quality.

         Genetic hackles come from specially bred birds and offer superb quality feathers suitable for tying dry flies down to size 18-22. They are expensive but worth the money if you need to tie lots of tiny dries. Genetic saddle capes are also particularly useful for palmered flies due to the length of the feathers offered (they can be up to 200mm - 8" long). Whilst genetic hackles are not absolutely necessary for any of the patterns in this book they would certainly be desirable for tying the Elk Hair Caddis (page 45) and the Woolly Bugger (page 73).

         Feather fibre (Herl)

         Apart from hackles, plumage from other parts of a bird are utilised for bodies, butts and sometimes for winging. Among the most widely-used are Ostrich herl, the tail feathers from the Common European Pheasant and the eye and sword feathers from the Peacock.

         Wing Quills

         Slips of fibres from wing quills are primarily used for winging flies but may also be used as herl for nymph bodies. The most useful to start with are grey duck quills as used for the Ginger Quill. Quills used for winging should always be bought in matched, opposite pairs so that identical, but opposite handed, wing slips can be obtained (see Winging on page 24). 

         OTHER MATERIALS

         Chenille

         This could be described as a furry rope. It is a very convenient means of making a fly body and the simplest of all to apply. Chenille comes in almost every imaginable colour, and in different sizes, from ultra fine to ‘elephant’, and in a wide variety of materials, from cotton through to pearlescent strand and flashy types often referred to as ‘cactus’.
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