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1 Getting Started


As with any craft requiring a certain dexterity, it is a good idea to start fly tying right at the beginning. Many newcomers try something far too complex right at the outset, with the result that they become quickly disillusioned. Some give up completely, with the excuse that ‘Fly tying is just far too difficult’. It isn’t. You wouldn’t expect to get in a car and drive it perfectly before learning about changing gear, steering, and so on. So it is with fly tying. To get a proper grounding you start with the basics, becoming familiar with the simpler methods before experience allows you to explore all the intricacies.


Tools


The first step is to choose the right tools for the job. Though it is possible to tie flies with just your fingers and a pair of scissors, most experienced tyers find that a selection of tools helps them produce flies more easily and quickly. Top! of the list is a vice. As with all tools, it pays to buy the best you can afford. This doesn’t mean you have to spend $80 or so right away, simply that you don’t go to the other extreme in order to save money in case you don’t like it. If you buy a very cheap vice, the odds are it will fail to hold the hook securely, making the task of tying a fly all the more difficult, which you don’t want when starting off.


There are many types of vice on the market but my preference is for a simple lever-action model, with hardened steel jaws for durability and an adjustable stem to vary the height. I particularly like a lever-action vice because it is easy to obtain just the right tension to hold even very large hooks securely, which is very difficult with the screw-tightened models. Most vice manufacturers produce acceptable models, some of which are virtual copies of the original Thompson Model A.


Scissors come next and whilst it is possible to get away with one pair it is best to have two. One can be the ‘donkey’ pair, used for cutting wire and tinsel — in fact anything tough. The second pair can then be kept for more precise work such as fine trimming and cutting thread. For the former a good small pair with wide, straight blades is best as they produce an even first-time cut. For the second pair some recommend curved blades but to be honest I prefer straight ones. Most important is that the blades are fine, very sharp and of good quality. Some of the surgical types work superbly and are well worth the expense.


Choice of hackle pliers is much the same. You can get away with one pair but two can be a great help, particularly as I always seem to mislay one at a crucial moment. All I ask of hackle pliers is that the jaws meet evenly and are smooth enough not to cut the hackle. The jaws may be serrated or rubber-coated, it matters not. Pliers come in a variety of sizes but I tend to stick to the medium-size types which allow the index finger to be inserted into the loop. This way the finger can be wound round the hook shank in a single smooth movement, which ensures that the hackle is laid down quickly, evenly and at the correct tension.


After the lever-action vice, the one other product which has really improved the speed and efficiency of tying flies is the spigot bobbin holder. Basically it is a pair of sprung wire arms, which hold the bobbin, with a tube through which to feed the thread. The sprung arms keep enough tension on the bobbin to prevent it unwinding until hand pressure is applied. The advantages are that the weight of the bobbin holder keeps the thread taut even when released and, because the thread is used directly off the bobbin, wastage is kept to a minimum.


For the last of the basic tools I would list the dubbing needle. Though it is called a dubbing needle, it is used for applying varnish and selecting wing slips as well as picking out fibres of dubbing. You can buy them ready-made but at a pinch a large darning needle is quite adequate and cheaper.


The tools already mentioned I consider essential, but other products can help immensely too. One is simplicity itself, the material spring, an ordinary fine spring joined at the ends and looped over the collar of the vice. Being bent, the coils open and provide a superb holder for keeping materials out of the way before winding on. It is something I would never be without.


The same cannot be said for some other tools. Hackle guards, gauges, hair stackers and wing selectors fall into this category. To a lesser extent so do half-hitch and whip-finish tools. Others might not agree but I prefer to use as few tools as possible. With a little practice it is easier and far quicker to use fingers alone, and they are also more adaptable to a new or tricky method.


If you do feel you need any of these tools, the list below should help.


Hackle Guard This tool is designed to hold back and prevent hackle fibres being trapped whilst a whip finish is being completed. The light metal strip contains a number of different-size holes which are slipped over the eye of the hook.


Hackle Gauge The gauge helps decide which length of hackle to choose, depending on the size of hook. Of help to beginners, experience soon makes it unneccessary.


Hair Stacker A metal tube into which a bunch of hair is placed tips first. By tapping gently, the fibres drop until all the tips are even. A good idea, though the same effect is achieved if the bunch is held in a ring made by first finger and thumb.


Wing Selectors Various models are available and the basic idea is that two wire prongs separate a predetermined width of wing slip from a main quill, usually duck or goose. If you are tying large numbers of flies of the same size, this tool can be quite handy as it eliminates the need to judge the width each time and makes sure thqit both sides of the paired wing are even.


Whip-Finish and Half-Hitch Tools Though I did at one time use a whip-finish tool I now prefer to use my fingers. The technique is identical either way but quicker with the fingers alone (see Chapter 2). As far as the half hitch is concerned, I simply don’t use it. For finishing off a fly it is a poor substitute for the whip finish.
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1. Lever-action vice with material spring in place round collar. 2. Scissors. 3. Spigot bobbin holder. 4. Dubbing needle. 5. Thompson’s rubber-jaw hackle pliers. 6. Ezee hackle pliers. 7. Flat-jaw hackle pliers. 8. Whip-finish tool. 9. Sprung hackle pliers with serrated jaws. 10. Mini whip-finish tool. 11. Material spring — ends unjoined.





Other tools and appliances which are necessary but less frequently used include wing cutters, fur blenders, and the like. For closeimitation dry flies the various types of wing cutter can be very useful. As a professional fly dresser I found them great for producing lifelike wings for ephemerid, caddis and stone-fly patterns, though for my own use I prefer a less clinical type of wing. Wing cutters come in two forms. The first works like a pastry cutter whilst the second, being brass, works as a heat sink, with excess material being burned away by a flame. Both work well on a wide range of hackles, quills and various man-made sheets, including foam.


Fur blenders are a particular favourite of mine as they open up whole new avenues to explore, especially in the imitation of nymphs and winged aquatic insects. The simplest is a teasel brush, used for fluffing up angora wool. Its stiff wires will pick out and blend fibres of wool or other materials and it is perfect for producing small quantities of experimental mixes. For larger quantities a specialist electrical blender is ideal, though an ordinary food blender can be used. Blending is achieved with the addition of water and is very even and precise.


Hooks


A sound choice of hook is important for beginner and expert alike. Although there is a vast and bewildering array of hook shapes and sizes available it is not too difficult to sort out your requirements. Most suppliers of hooks produce a catalogue itemising and describing the patterns they stock.


As a general guide fly-tying hooks may be divided into four main groups. I use Partridge hooks, of high quality English manufacture, but a number of other makes are available. The models included below are personal favourites but other manufacturers’ patterns may be substituted as required. The first category contains the standard wet-fly and nymph patterns. My preference is for a strong, medium-weight, round-bend model, favourite being the Partridge Captain Hamilton (L2A) and Captain Hamilton Nymph Hook (HI A). Both come in sizes ranging from a 4 to an 18, which is perfect for all but the tiniest midge or ephemerid tyings. For specialist pupae and bugs, particularly caddis, the Partridge K12ST fits the bill, with the K4A being ideal for shrimps and hoglice. For the very smallest patterns, the Vince Marinaro midge hook (K1A) is produced in sizes down to 28.


For dry flies I tend to stick to down-eyed hooks rather than the more traditional upturned eyes. Partridge’s Captain Hamilton Standard Dry Fly (L3A) and Featherweight (L4A) hooks are my favourite barbed patterns, though I have been using the Roman Moser Arrowpoint barbless (CS20) with success.


The third category takes in the lure or streamer hooks. These are longshanked hooks, used for dressing large fry patterns and other lures worked on both lake and reservoir, as well as for migratory trout in rivers. Because this style of fishing often means horsing specimen trout out of snags, longshanks need to be tough. The normal pattern I use is Partridge’s 4X Bucktail/Streamer (D4A), but the extra-strong loop-eyed SEB lure hook (CS2 BL) takes some beating. For ‘fly in the salt’, or light-coloured dressings, which are easily stained when bronzed hooks get wet, the JS Sea Streamer (CS 11), with its silvered finish, is ideal.


Fourth of the main groups are the hooks used for salmon and other migratory species. Usually finished in black, with an upturned loop eye for strength, they come in three main types. These are single, double or treble points, of which the singles are used most frequently. For standard dressings I particularly like the classically shaped Bartleet (CS10), and for low water conditions the incredibly lightweight and strong Wilson (01). In doubles I usually use the standard Partridge salmon double (P) and the Wilson Low Water double (02), along with the Esmond Drury treble, which is a very efficient hooker.


Of course, if you are only intending to dress flies for one specific type of fishing, this list may be reduced considerably, but once you are happy with your selection of hooks, materials are the next consideration.


Materials


It would be inappropriate to list all the materials available to the fly tyer; in any case many are actually mentioned during the tying sequences. Better to discuss the problems encountered regarding selection and storage.


Most of us obtain our materials from the various retail outlets, be they the local tackle shop or one of the big mail order catalogues. The vast majority of materials sold nowadays are of very high quality, most retailers being wary of their reputation. That said, quantities do vary so it pays to shop around. It also pays to buy the best, especially where hackles are concerned, the area with the greatest variation in quality. Beginners are often advised to buy cheap materials. In my experience this is not a good idea. Cheap, lower-quality materials are often more difficult to work with, particularly when it comes to hackles, which may be brittle or frayed. An added difficulty is the last thing anyone wants when trying to master a new skill.


Unfortunately there is a problem in obtaining top-quality hackles at the right price, particularly of the standard required for tying small dry flies. Some of the genetically-produced cock hackle and saddle capes available from the United States are of a superb quality. Henry Hoffman and Metz are two such brands, their top grade capes providing hackles small enough to use on size 28 hooks as well as coming in all the right colours. They are expensive, though, at upwards of $80, but there is no waste and there are literally hundreds of usable feathers.


For most of us the Chinese and Indian capes provide the bulk of our hackles, though even these are getting scarce as demand outstrips supply. Again, careful shopping is the answer, along with getting to know a good, friendly supplier. Also, with the wonderfully effective floatants produced today it is possible to use slightly softer hackles than used to be the case. And in some instances, especially with large dries such as sedges, the extra ‘suckability’ of the soft hackle produces a more killing fly.


Apart from the retailer, other sources of materials include friends, local gamekeepers, and, of course, road casualties. Of all of these it is perhaps the gamekeeper who can be the most helpful, supplying anything from blue jay to pheasant and partridge, from grey squirrel tails to the occasional deer skin. Road kills such as fox, rabbit and badger can also come in handy but can be a mixed blessing. Most are too badly damaged to do anything with, or produce too much of one thing. However, any which are found in good condition can be popped into a large plastic bag ready for skinning and treating. Incidentally, has anyone found a use for hedgehog yet?


Once home, remove the skin, and scrape off as much of the fat and flesh as you can before pinning it to a board, hair or feather side down. If there is too much blood or dirt, wash thoroughly in warm, soapy water, drying off most of the water before pinning out. That done, rub the skin with a 1:1 mixture of alum and saltpetre, then leave it to cure slowly in a warm, dry place. Once it is completely dry, shake off the excess chemical and place the skin in a sealable poly-bag with a mothball or a similar product to prevent attack by creepy-crawlies.


It is a good idea to take this last precaution with all stored materials, even those which have been bought ‘pest-free’. There is little worse than having expensive furs and feathers reduced to tatters by the larvae of the clothes moth. It usually occurs on those products which are being stored over a long period and the few pence it costs to prevent it are well spent.


Most fly dressers are inveterate hoarders and in only a few months find the collection they began with expanding out of all proportion. The answer is a decent storage system. This doesn’t have to be complex or expensive so long as it keeps the materials in good condition, easily found and well separated from other similar products. If you haven’t got one of the custom fly-tying cabinets, various pieces of office furniture can be pressed into service, and can be picked up quite cheaply second-hand. As long as they have plenty of drawer space and are easily moved they will be ideal. Because most materials are soft and easily compressible it is surprising just how much you can cram into a relatively small space.


Clear poly-bags, with sealable tops, are perfect for storing most fur and feathers. They come in a wide range of sizes and since they are clear, their contents are easily identified. If for any reason you receive anything too big to put in a bag —and I once was sent a whole whooper swan through the post — it may be broken down into its usable components for storage, the waste being discarded. For those who want to store large quantities of loose feathers, glass jars are a great alternative. Although they are much more bulky, they prevent delicate materials, such as barred wood duck, from being crushed and can make an attractive addition to your fly-tying den.


Smaller items such as dubbing materials and hooks can be kept either in small bags or in hard plastic containers. The clear plastic ‘stack packs’ are a very good idea. Hooks being stored in quantity should be left in their oiled paper wrappers for as long as possible; this will prevent them rusting. Once removed they can be placed in small plastic containers labelled with their size and type.


Tying threads and tinsels are a slightly different proposition. The greatest problem is preventing them from tangling together. For this reason it is best to keep them where they won’t roll around. Also, remember before storing to catch the loose end in the notch cut into the spool by the manufacturer. Threads are best kept in dry conditions well away from direct sunlight, which can damage some of the finer sorts. Pure silk, for instance, can be badly weakened.


The Bench


Once tools, hooks and materials have been decided upon, you are ready to begin tying. One of the beauties of fly tying is that you don’t need a great deal of money and space to become good — only practice. Any area where you can set up a small bench is quite adequate; you can even commandeer the kitchen table as a last resort.


If you do intend to set up a semi-permanent bench you will need to consider a few points. The first is the size of the working area. This needn’t be large. Indeed, if I am any guide, the more space, the greater the mess! An area 24 inches square is fine, so long as it is at a comfortable height and will accept the table clamp of the vice. If a good table is being used it can be covered with a piece of light-coloured card, which not only protects against varnish spills but helps you see hooks and other small items. The thing to make sure of is that your work surface allows tools and materials to be spread in front of you so that they can be easily reached at every stage in the tying process.


Lighting is the next concern. A high-intensity lamp such as the Anglepoise is often recommended as a good source of illumination. Personally I don’t like it, preferring a fluorescent tube where possible. I find that the more diffuse light given off by the strip is easier on the eyes, particularly when tying for long periods. Comfort is also enhanced by a properly-adjustable chair. Make sure that the one you use allows you to sit up straight. Arm rests are a definite advantage too, as they give your elbows support during tricky or off-the-vice procedures. The right type of chair is very important. If you are not comfortable you will find it difficult to tie for long periods, you will tire quickly, and, worse, you could become prone to back problems in later years.
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Work bench.





If you are setting up a semi-permanent bench, the type of flooring is worth a thought. Linoleum is ideal as any bits of waste material may be swept up and hooks easily found, which is not the case with carpeting. Either way it is a good idea to attach a small waste bag directly under the vice to catch all the bits. This can be bought or you can make it yourself by stretching a polythene bag over a wire coat-hanger bent into a rectangular shape and fixed into position by trapping the wire between the table and the vice clamp. Cheap to produce, it saves a good deal of grief, especially if you are tying over the best carpet.


With this simple but comprehensive set-up, you are ready to begin tying. I have tried to be thorough, but if you feel that the selection of tools, hooks and materials is too much to begin with, take heart. When I began fly tying all I had was a simple pin vice attached to a wood clamp, and all my materials could be fitted into a small biscuit tin. Remember that in fly tying it is not the amount you spend on tools and materials which counts, but practice.




2 Preparatory Techniques


However aesthetically pleasing the outward appearance of a fly, it is all for nothing without sound preparatory technique. Flies are created to serve a practical purpose - to catch fish. The rigours of casting and fighting the fish soon put paid to delicate dressings and flies which haven’t been tied properly. By this I don’t mean how neatly the wing or hackle is tied on, but how the fly is constructed from the very first turn of thread. A strong, robust fly results from an equally strong base. Although it can’t be seen once the pattern has been completed, poor technique reveals itself in a fly that quickly falls apart.


Sound technique begins right from putting the hook in the vice. An outwardly simple procedure, it is one that still causes problems. The usual advice is to use the jaws of the vice to mask the sharp hook point, to prevent the thread snagging. This works very well on medium to large flies, of standard tying, and is therefore good for the beginner; unfortunately, the jaws can block the area around the hook and hamper tying, particularly on very small hooks. Moreover, hooks with offset bends or special points, such as the Roman Moser Arrowpoint, can be easily damaged if pressure is put on the bend and point at the same time.


More important than masking the hook point is making sure that the hook is gripped firmly (you will find anyway that with practice you can easily avoid catching the thread on an exposed hook point). If the hook is forever moving around in the jaws it is difficult to get the correct thread tension and therefore difficult to tie the materials in properly. Achieving the correct pressure is easiest with the lever-type vice. You simply adjust the jaws until the gap is slightly greater than that of the hook wire, insert the hook to the required position, then depress the lever steadily. When gripped correctly there should be no vertical movement of the hook. A quick twang of the hook should produce a clear ‘ping’, indicating that it has been gripped firmly and is of the correct temper. Incidentally, although it is always a good idea to check a batch of hooks before tying, apart from the occasional misshape the quality of hooks sold is so good that you are unlikely to encounter any badly-tempered ones.


The Foundation


The type of tying thread to use is the next consideration. Pure silk is the traditional material, but today most use the modern nylons, which are stronger for a smaller diameter. They come in a range of strengths, the finest for tiny nymphs and dry flies, the strongest for large hairwings and Muddlers. Nylon thread also has the property of spreading itself flat when being wound, which makes it superb for keeping bulk to a minimum, particularly in smaller patterns. Silk, because it is a natural material, should be waxed before use. This has a twofold effect: it prevents the silk rotting and it helps the thread grip materials, which results in a more durable fly. Nylon thread won’t rot in normal circumstances but it is still a good idea to wax it (or buy it pre-waxed) for the sake of durability.


Waxing the thread is a simple procedure. Just pull it through a lump of beeswax in a single smooth action, repeating it if necessary until the thread is properly coated. The friction caused by the smooth, quick draw actually melts the wax, which then adheres to the thread. Take care to make the action even as stopping will allow the wax to solidify and possibly break the thread.


The next step is to attach the tying thread to the hook. For a standard nymph, wet fly or streamer, the thread is caught in at the eye and then wound down the shank towards the bend. Although extremely easy once you know how, the technique can cause a few problems for the absolute beginner. Basically, one end of the tying thread (the waste end) is held in position whilst the other (the end that binds the fly together) is wound over it. This locks the thread on to the hook shank and allows further tight turns of thread to be made without them slipping off the shank and unravelling.


As an aid to clarity I have used red floss rather than normal tying thread to illustrate the techniques in this chapter: it is easier to see. The techniques may also be practised with floss until proficiency is achieved.


Attaching the Thread


Step 1




Fix the hook securely in the vice. Take hold of both ends of the thread and hold it against the far side of the hook shank.
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Step 2
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With the right hand take the thread under the shank, then up above it to form a V shape.





Step 3
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Keeping firm tension on the thread, simply begin to wind the bobbin-holder end down the hook shank in touching turns.





Step 4
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Continue winding for five or six turns, binding the loose end of thread down to the hook shank. This should be enough to prevent the thread from slipping. If the thread does still pull as you increase tension just make more turns until this stops.





Step 5
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When the thread is firmly locked, trim off the waste end.





This foundation of thread — so often neglected — is essential in producing a durable fly. As you wind the thread along the hook shank make sure that the turns are tight and touching. This will provide a solid base on which the rest of the materials can grip. It will also provide an even foundation on which to wind tinsel bodies, preventing unsightly lumps and bumps forming. Without it the dressing can actually revolve on the hook shank; at best this means that body or wing will fall out of alignment, at worst it will break the tension on the materials and allow them to come apart. Either way you end up with a fly which is useless.


Finishing Off


Including methods of finishing off the fly in a chapter on preparatory techniques isn’t quite as crazy as it seems at first, for it is no good being able to tie a fly if you don’t already know how to finish it off securely.


The Half Hitch


The simplest knot is the half hitch. It may be used either for finishing off a fly or keeping materials in place when the thread must be released. Although quick and easy, it is not a method I use often. Instead I allow the weight of the bobbin holder to keep tension on the thread. That stated, it is still a useful technique to know. If you don’t use a bobbin holder it will come in handy for preventing the thread from unravelling between tying steps and will also help if the thread breaks accidentally. It can be used as a finishing knot, though I stress the word ‘can’ because, quite honestly, it is not man enough for the job, even when used in multiples.
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