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Nymph fishing for trout has inspired some of the finest books about flyfishing ever written. The works of GEM Skues, Frank Sawyer and Oliver Kite are far more than wonderful guides to nymph fishing technique; they are also enchanting books to read, conveying the thrill of pursuing a wily quarry in a sporting way even when fish are not rising to a dry fly.


Contemporary experts, such as Oliver Edwards in the UK and George Daniel in the US, have successfully built on the insights of these towering figures of the past in order to develop a modern approach to nymph fishing that incorporates techniques drawn from the US, New Zealand and Continental Europe, in particular the Czech Republic and the former Eastern Bloc. As a result, duo and trio fishing, indicators and Czech nymphs are among the many developments that now form part of the armoury of the modern nymph fisherman.


Indeed, so much has been written in English about nymph fishing for trout, it is hard to imagine that there can be anything left worth saying.


However, this would be to ignore the revolutionary innovations in flyfishing that have taken place in France over the last 30 years, in particular the ground-breaking use of ultra-long, knotted tapered leaders for nymph fishing. These leaders, and the techniques that have been devised to fish them, deserve to be seen as one of the most important steps forward in the development of modern flyfishing.


The use of extremely long leaders, sometimes more than 25ft in length, offers a decisive advantage both in terms of incredible delicacy of presentation and through postponing the onset of drag. The length of the tapered leader, which itself can serve as the fly line, means that the fly line proper often does not even need to touch the water, so helping to achieve long, drag-free, drifts.


French leaders were originally developed in the mid-1980s as a means of sight fishing for very shy specimen trout in the crystal clear rivers of the Jura, the area of eastern France closest to Switzerland. Fished with a single nymph and the finest of tippets, the French leader soon proved itself to be the method of choice for capturing colossal wild fish, virtually uncatchable by any other means.


Although first used for sight fishing a nymph in very clear water, the incorporation of an indicator soon demonstrated the huge potential of the French leader to catch fish that are not visible to the fisherman. This led to the French national team adopting the French leader in competitive flyfishing, to immediate and devastating effect. Having now won seven gold, seven silver and seven bronze medals, the French team has been the most successful team at the World Championships in recent times. The outstanding performance of the French team has led to French leader fishing establishing itself as the most used method in competitive river flyfishing over the last decade.
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Since brown trout were first introduced in 1864, Tasmania has been a paradise for flyfishermen. The remote Western Lakes offer almost limitless opportunity to sight fish in crystal clear water.








Use of the French leader is not confined to either sight or indicator nymph fishing. The delicacy of presentation and the potential the method offers to minimise drag also confer enormous advantages in dry fly fishing. Indeed, the ability to switch quickly between nymph and dry fly whilst using the same leader offers the fisherman significant tactical flexibility as conditions change throughout a day’s sport.


French leader methods have proved themselves to be extremely effective on a huge variety of different rivers, ranging from limestone streams to freestone rivers to mountain torrents. Indeed, it is the versatility of the French leader that makes it such an important addition to the flyfisher’s tool-kit.


Strikingly, the names of the heroes of these important developments are little-known outside France. Jean-Pierre Guillemaud (‘Piam’), widely credited with inventing the French leader, is rarely if ever mentioned in UK and US flyfishing books and magazines. The exploits of outstanding French fishermen such as Philippe Boisson and Norbert Morillas, including the latter’s capture of a 7.5kg (16½lb) brown trout on a sight-fished nymph on the River Loue, deserve to be heard outside their native country. Over the last generation, France has produced far more than its share of the sport’s most inventive and brilliant fishermen.


Developments in French leader technique have not been uncontroversial, even in their country of origin. Some have questioned whether an approach that rarely sees more than a short length of fly line outside the rod tip, can really be described as proper flyfishing. Others are troubled by the use of indicators, which they consider too far removed from the purity of Sawyer’s greased leader approach. Some of the debate about French leader technique echoes earlier controversies surrounding developments such as Skues’ advocacy of the nymph on the English chalkstreams, Sawyer’s use of copper wire to sink his nymphs, and more recently the perceived similarity, in the eyes of some commentators, of Czech nymphing to bait fishing.


However, while fishing a French leader is certainly different, it presents challenges of its own and should in no way be regarded as an easy option. To cast accurately an ultra-long leader places considerable demands on the abilities of the fisherman, even if the casting action is somewhat different to casting a conventional fly line. Sight fishing a nymph on a French leader requires an ability to read what is going on under the water that places its leading exponents amongst the most skilful of all flyfishermen.


As for strike indicators, whilst a charmed minority are fortunate always to fish crystal clear rivers, the reality for most of us is that some form of strike indicator is a necessity if we are to detect even a fraction of the times our nymph is taken by a fish.


Certainly, some flyfishermen will never settle for anything other than casting a single dry fly to a single identified rising fish. This is a view of the sport that is much less commonly held than in the past, but it is one that still deserves respect. However, a majority of fishermen would nowadays tend to take a more nuanced view and accept that not all change is for the worse.


Slowly, fishermen in the Anglo-Saxon world are becoming aware of the potential of the methods now used by the majority of flyfishermen in France. French leader technique, or European nymphing as it is more commonly referred to in the US, is now increasingly taught by leading flyfishing instructors and guides in the UK and USA. This is important, because a huge opportunity awaits those who take the time and effort to acquire some mastery of these techniques. Sight nymphing approaches that were first tried on the limestone rivers of the Jura, work just as well on the chalkstreams of southern England, the clear mountain rivers of Austria, or the spring creeks of Montana. The indicator nymphing that has been raised to an art form on the rivers of south-west France is equally effective when used for the grayling of the Welsh Dee, the marble trout of Slovenia, or the peerless rainbows of the American West. Undoubtedly, there are adaptations of the technique and set-up needed to reflect local conditions, but in essence the core of the approach remains the same.


The aim of this book is to cast light on some of the mysteries of the French leader approach, which have for too long remained a well-kept secret shared by only a few. We hope that as a result of reading this book, and learning more about a fascinating new dimension to flyfishing, both your catches and your enjoyment will be enhanced.
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The Development of Nymphing
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Nymph fishing for trout in its modern form originated in the early twentieth century on the chalkstreams of southern England, most notably on the Itchen. Although there had long been a tradition of fishing a team of soft-hackled spider patterns in the north of England, it was GEM Skues who first brought nymph fishing to wider prominence with the publication of Minor Tactics for Chalk Stream Trout (1910).


Skues’ observation of the stomach contents of the trout he caught on the Itchen revealed that they contained vastly greater numbers of nymphs, in other words flies in the aquatic phase of their development, than dry flies. He concluded that a fly pattern representing an emerging nymph, cast upstream and fished just under the surface, could be a very effective alternative to a dry fly. Although Skues advocated using a nymph only when trout would not accept a surface fly, his findings were highly controversial, as they contradicted the early twentieth-century ‘dry-fly only’ orthodoxy on the chalkstreams. This purist view, set out in its fullest form in FM Halford’s Modern Development of the Dry Fly (1910), defined the presentation of a dry fly to a single rising fish as the pinnacle of perfection in flyfishing, to be preferred above all other methods.


Although controversy surrounding the ethics of nymph fishing continued, by the time Skues’ classic book Nymph Fishing for Chalk Stream Trout was published in 1939, the popularity of his method was well-established both on the chalkstreams and further afield. His technique offered the flyfisherman an alternative for times when fish were not showing or, if they were, when they were taking emerging insects just under the surface rather than dry flies.
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Frank Sawyer’s classic Pheasant Tail Nymph (above) is a highly effective representation of baetis nymphs, as well as many other aquatic larvae. Much adapted, it is used to deadly effect in rivers and lakes all over the world. Sawyer’s Killer Bug (below), originally tied with Chadwick’s Number 477 wool, was designed to represent a freshwater shrimp or gammarus. Sawyer used this fly to catch grayling in prodigious numbers on the Hampshire chalkstreams.
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 The next leap forward in nymphing came after the Second World War, and its architect was Frank Sawyer (photo previous page), a river keeper for over fifty years on the Avon at Netheravon in Wiltshire. Sawyer recognised the potential to catch fish at a greater depth than contemplated by Skues. He added weight to his patterns by tying them with a few turns of copper wire, and was thus able to suggest a non-emerging nymph or even a shrimp. Sawyer’s further insight was that raising the rod tip at the appropriate moment, and so imparting movement to the nymph, could very often induce a take. Detection of the take was made possible by observation of the fish being targeted, or by any movement in the leader, which would be greased for part of its length.


Sawyer developed many nymph patterns, and most famously devised the Pheasant Tail Nymph, which has established itself as one of the most successful of all trout flies. Sawyer’s book Nymphs and the Trout (1958) has been widely translated and it helped establish its author’s reputation as pre-eminent in the history of nymph fishing. Oliver Kite, Sawyer’s close neighbour in Netheravon, did much to publicise the techniques developed by Sawyer, and used his Bare Hook Nymph to demonstrate conclusively that presentation is almost always more important than fly pattern. Kite showed that this fly, which consists of nothing more than a hook with a few turns of copper wire, could be relied upon consistently to catch fish, providing a take was induced at the critical moment. 


US nymphing traditions


While clearly influenced by English developments, from early on nymphing in the USA embraced alternatives that have generally not formed part of the technique used in England. Fishing a nymph downstream, using suspension devices and adding split shot to the leader have long been widely accepted practices in the US, whereas they have not in England. In part, this is a reflection of the fact that the codes of conduct and propriety developed on the English chalkstreams have not been part of the US flyfishing tradition. But far more importantly, much of the best trout fishing in the US, particularly in the western states, takes place on large and turbulent rivers where nymphing tactics have simply evolved to suit local conditions.
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Nymph fishing has spread far from its origins on the English chalkstreams. Top French fisherman and photographer Damien Brouste holds a magnificent British Columbian steelhead caught on a sight-fished nymph cast upstream in spectacularly clear water.








This is not to under-estimate the distinctive US contribution to the development of nymphing. Indeed, certain innovations in the US have prefigured better-known breakthroughs elsewhere in the world. ‘High Sticking’, a very effective method of fishing a nymph at short range on a tight line with the rod held high, has its origins in the western USA in the late nineteenth century. High Sticking shares many similarities with Polish and Czech nymphing techniques which came to prominence a century or so later. Similarly, in the early 1940s James Leisenring of Pennsylvania invented a technique for inducing takes by lifting the rod, known as the ‘Leisenring Lift’, many years before Kite publicised his induced-take method.


Eastern European innovations


Significant innovations in nymphing technique occurred in the former Eastern Bloc countries in the last years of the twentieth century. In the 1970s Polish anglers on the Dunajec river developed a short line nymphing technique, which quickly showed itself to be astonishingly effective, especially for grayling. The Polish technique involves fishing weighted nymphs on a level monofilament leader cast upstream. Little or no fly line extends beyond the top ring of the rod. The angler leads the flies downstream and sets the hook if there is any untoward movement in the leader and at the end of each drift. The latter is often productive, as fish frequently take the nymphs as they rise from the bottom at the finish of the drift.


This Polish technique came to wider attention through international competition flyfishing, and especially when the Polish team won the World Championship in 1985, leading to the method being adopted by other Eastern European fishermen, in particular the Czechs. In the following years, a number of gifted Czech fishermen, most notably Milan Janus, went on to combine the Polish style with their invention of a new type of slim, streamlined weighted nymph, tied on curved hooks and primarily designed to represent gammarus shrimps. This combination proved extremely effective and led to the Czech national team enjoying great success, winning the World Championship in Wales in 1990, and then triumphing again in Norway in 1994 and the Czech Republic in 1996.


This short line technique was demonstrated in detail to the English team at the 1996 world championships, leading to subsequent significant coverage in flyfishing publications in Britain and America. Despite its Polish origins, this method is now most usually referred to simply as Czech nymphing, and is widely used by both competition and recreational fishermen on both sides of the Atlantic. 


The French Revolution


As far as flyfishing is concerned, to a surprising extent France still remains a parallel universe, about which the majority of English-speaking anglers know little. Since the writings of Charles Ritz, the celebrated hotelier and flyfisherman, little of substance has been published in English that casts light on developments in flyfishing in France. This is much to be regretted because, in terms of nymph fishing, French flyfishermen have in recent times made a decisive contribution to advancing the state of the art.


Nymph fishing came late to France, and was largely unknown before the 1970s. Until then, most French flyfishermen limited their approach to either dry fly or traditional wet fly, fished down and across. Although Frank Sawyer came to France at the invitation of Charles Ritz in the early 1950s and successfully demonstrated the efficacy of his method on the river Risle in Normandy, this did not lead to an immediate widespread adoption of Sawyer’s technique in France.


It was not until Raymond Rocher, an English teacher and friend of Sawyer, translated Sawyer’s Nymphs and the Trout into French in 1969, that nymph fishing started to come into the mainstream in France. Rocher’s own writings and his translation of the works of Sawyer and Kite were instrumental in establishing the popularity of nymphing in France. However, it was to be others who would add something distinctive and new to nymphing technique.
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Frank Sawyer (right) at the annual International Fario Club flyfishing dinner hosted by Charles Ritz (centre) at the Ritz Hotel in Paris.








The genius of Piam


Jean-Pierre Guillemaud, usually known by his nickname Piam, already had a reputation as a legendary fisherman in the Jura region in the 1970s. To see video footage from the 1980s of Piam sight fishing for trout and grayling on the sublime river Loue, is to witness one of the greatest and most instinctive of flyfishermen.


Piam developed from first principles a new technique for sight fishing at distance. His insight was to appreciate the advantage of using an extremely long leader, which he combined with a small, lightly-weighted nymph and a semi-parabolic rod. Piam fished with a knotted tapered leader of over 4.75 metres (16 feet) in length, to which he added a tippet of 2.7 metres (9 feet). His tippet diameter was exceptionally fine, going down to 0.08mm (0.003") in summer and even finer in periods of drought. Takes were detected by watching the movement of the individual fish being targeted.
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The river Loue in the Jura region of Eastern France. It was here that Piam pioneered sight nymphing with ultra-long tapered leaders for trout and grayling.








The key advantages of Piam’s method were to allow very shy fish to be fished for at range, while his extremely long leader aided long, drag-free drifts. Although originally conceived as a method for nymph fishing, Piam’s technique also proved itself equally effective for fishing a dry fly, especially on large rivers. Piam’s achievement and originality are remarkable and, even though he never wrote a book, his success and willingness to share his experience with others soon led to his method establishing itself as the reference for sight fishing in France. 


Hunting for giants


In the early 1990s, a number of talented fishermen who had been influenced by Piam, notably Jean-Michel Radix and Didier Perrachon, set out to test his sight nymphing technique on some of the enormous specimen trout lurking in the depths of the rivers of the Jura. Their early successes demonstrated the potential of this method and, in turn, inspired a younger generation of Jura fishermen to dedicate themselves to taking French leader nymphing to a new level. Prominent amongst this band of brothers were Norbert Morillas and Philippe Boisson, both exceptional flyfishermen who would stop at nothing in pursuit of the fish of a lifetime. Indeed, at this time, on hooking a large fish, these fishermen would often throw themselves into the water, reasoning that on heavily wooded sections they would have a better chance of defeating the fish if they were swimming, rather than standing on the bank.
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Philippe Boisson (left) with a trout of over 9lb from the river Ain in Eastern France. Norbert Morillas (right) with a 7lb fish from the river Loue at Chenecey-Buillon. Both fish fell to small nymphs sight-fished on ultra-long tapered leaders.








In his book De la pêche à la nymphe (2010), Philippe Boisson tells the story of Norbert Morillas’ epic struggle with a trout of more than 6kg (13lb) on the river Ain. Morillas had spotted the enormous fish lying in mid-stream in 3 metres (10 feet) of water in a heavily-wooded part of the river. Despite the dense vegetation, Morillas somehow managed to cast his size 14 Pheasant Tail nymph and 3 metre (10 feet) tippet to land 15 metres (50 feet) upstream, giving it time to sink to the level of the fish. At the third attempt, the giant fish moved to one side to intercept the fly and Morillas immediately inflated his life jacket and threw himself into the ice-cold river. After 10 minutes of unbelievable fight, the fish took up station on the bottom of the river, from which he could do nothing to move it. After nearly an hour in the water, Morillas was in a state of hypothermia and could no longer feel his limbs. On the point of collapse, he just managed to reach the side of the river, shaking uncontrollably and unable to stand. In a final desperate effort to apply pressure on the fish the line snapped, leaving Morillas prone on the gravel, physically and mentally shattered.


Although this particular fish was lost, Boisson and Morillas caught a sequence of progressively larger trout, culminating in Morillas’ capture of a record 7.5kg (16½lb) specimen on the Loue on the final day of the 1997 season. Tragically, Morillas was to die soon after, at the age of 31, but he and Boisson had demonstrated the potential of Piam’s approach, and set a standard for sight fishing a nymph that will not easily be surpassed.
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Norbert Morillas playing a huge trout on the river Ain. Morillas and Boisson succeeded in catching a succession of enormous fish that were previously thought to be uncatchable on a fly.











Blind nymphing


While the origins of fishing with a very long, knotted tapered leader lay in sight fishing, by definition this technique can only be used when the fish targeted are visible. It is thus best suited to limestone streams, or certain very clear freestone rivers. In France, as elsewhere, such rivers make up only a small proportion of all the rivers in which trout are to be found. In other rivers, where the quarry cannot be seen, some form of indicator needs to be present if takes are to be detected.


French competition flyfishermen soon recognised the potential of French leaders when combined with an indicator for blind nymphing. After some controversy in the mid-1990s surrounding permissible techniques, the FFPML, the regulating body for competition flyfishing in France, set out the permitted parameters for nymphing in competition flyfishing. In essence, this ruling prohibited: micro-floats; attaching any weight to the line; and the use of more than one nymph.


Following this ruling, the French national team focussed on developing their blind nymphing technique using ultra-long leaders, typically incorporating short lengths of coloured monofilament into the leader as an indicator. This approach resulted in unparalleled success for the French national team, including seven team World Championship gold medals since 1997. The success of the French team led to widespread adoption of the French leader technique by other national teams, and by recreational fishermen both in France and elsewhere.


Indicator nymphing with a French leader has since evolved to take several different forms. However, the main distinction to be made is between longer distance approaches using an indicator that is designed to float, and short-range tactics where the rod is held high in order to keep both line and leader from lying on the surface of the water.


Why has the French leader become so popular?


Nymphing with a French leader has established itself over the last two decades as by far the most popular flyfishing technique in France. The reasons for this are both positive and negative. On the one hand, in both its sight and indicator forms, nymphing with a French leader has proved itself to be very effective in rivers and streams of all sizes and types, as well as in lake fishing. Once mastered, the method also offers a test of the fisherman’s skill that makes it an exciting and satisfying way of fishing for a wide variety of species.


There is no doubt also a more sombre explanation for the increase in popularity in nymphing. In recent years, in France as elsewhere, there has been a marked diminution in the frequency and duration of fly hatches. Quite simply, the opportunities to catch fish on a dry fly are less frequent and of shorter duration than they were in the past. The explanations for this are complex; however, the implication is clear. Although trout and grayling numbers are still relatively healthy, the vast majority of their feeding takes place under the surface. For many French fishermen this has meant nothing less than a choice between either mastering modern nymphing techniques, or not catching fish at all.


Evolution of the technique


The years since Piam’s breakthrough have witnessed much progress in both French leader tactics and equipment. Discussion of these developments has featured prominently in excellent French fishing magazines such as Pêches sportives and Pêche mouche, and has no doubt helped fuel interest in the technical aspects of flyfishing in France. This has certainly been a contributory factor in French flyfishermen establishing themselves as some of the most thoughtful and technically knowledgeable in the world.


Progress, however, has not been limited to France. In recent years, many leading Czech fishermen have combined use of a French leader with the Czech style of nymphing, leading to important innovations in areas such as indicators, micro rings and jig hooks. These ideas have been taken up and commercialised internationally by Czech fishing tackle manufacturers such as Hanak and Mouche Ellipse, and have served to develop further the technique. Similarly, US equipment manufacturers have made an important contribution by introducing rods and ultralight fly lines specifically designed for French leader technique (European nymphing). Each year brings further refinements in both equipment and technique.


Development of the French leader has already been enormously influential in terms of both the sight and indicator traditions of nymph fishing. However, the full potential of French leader technique has yet to be explored outside France, particularly by those in the UK and the USA. In the following chapters, we will examine the latest developments in both equipment and tactics, and discuss how they can be applied to best effect in a wide range of situations.
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The Lower Bienne in the Jura region of France, close to the border with Switzerland. High water clarity and intense fishing pressure make Jura trout exceptionally difficult to catch. As a result of this challenging environment, leading French anglers have developed into some of the most skilled flyfishermen in the world.











How I converted to French leader fishing…


I have fished for over 40 years for trout and grayling. From early experiments with wet fly as a child, I progressed to the joys of dry fly and, in due course, nymph fishing. However, although an admirer of French food and wine, until recently I had never heard of the existence of such a thing as a ‘French leader’ or ‘French nymphing’.


That changed during a Scottish salmon fishing holiday at the incomparable Amhuinnsuidhe Castle on the Hebridean island of Harris. One afternoon, as I fished together with a good friend on Loch Voshmid, the ghillie began to regale us with stories of the huge catches of trout and grayling he had made on his native River Wharfe in Yorkshire. Our curiosity awakened, we asked him how these fish were being caught. He replied that it was ‘on a French nymph, all the top fishermen are using French leaders now’.
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