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Introduction
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The sport of fly fishing for trout takes the angler to the most beautiful places these islands have to offer, from the wild, rushing rivers of the north and west to the pellucid streams of the chalk country, lakes, both natural and man-made, and the little tarns and lochs of the hill country. Yet however delightful the scenery and fascinating the wildlife, the urge to outwit a fish or two and have something to show for your trip is not to be denied. In this book the authors, both highly-experienced trout anglers who have fished across the length and breadth of Great Britain, set out the basics for the novice trout angler, providing an introduction to the trout’s environment, the food it hunts for, the artificial flies which may be expected to deceive it and the tackle and techniques you will need to present them successfully.
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The Fish


The trout is a fascinating fish – in fact, several fascinating fish. In the UK we have the native brown trout (Salmo trutta), which has been swimming the lakes and rivers of Europe on and off since before man began to walk upright, and the rainbow trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss), a much more recent American import. We also have the sea trout, a brown trout which has developed the habit of going to sea to feed. All three have their own distinctive characteristics, and present their own attractions and challenges from the angler’s point of view.
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Brown Trout


The Brown Trout


The brown trout is thought to have evolved as a species around four million years ago, its closest relative being the Atlantic salmon. It has been swimming the rivers and lakes of Europe and some parts of Asia and North Africa ever since, colonising every suitable body of water from tiny streams to estuaries and deep mountain lakes. Fluctuations in the global climate over this time have led to repeated changes in its habitat, which has helped to make it an exceptionally variable and adaptable fish.


The trout has been confusing naturalists for centuries. It comes in so many colour forms and shapes that it seems to be several hundred species rolled into one. For decades these forms were all shoehorned into one species, but the zoologists have recently reclassified it as 28 species. There are some places, such as Lough Melvin in Ireland and Lake Ohrid in Albania, where three or four species of brown trout have evolved in the same lake, each pursuing different food and spawning in different places at different times.


The brown trout is an exceptionally adaptable creature which grows according to the food available to it. In poorly-fed acidic upland lochs and streams, the fish may mature when they are not much more than six inches long and weigh no more than a few ounces, whereas in rich lowland waters they can reach 10lb (4.5kg) or more. In lakes where they have adopted a fish diet, they may grow to twenty or thirty pounds.


The brown trout feeds mainly on a range of small aquatic invertebrates, notably the larvae of various flies, beetles and bugs, often adding small fish to this diet. It is highly opportunistic and will quickly learn to find and catch whatever small creatures are available. It tends to live longer and grow more slowly than the rainbow trout, and is better adapted to low-light conditions – two possible reasons why it has acquired the reputation of being harder to catch than the rainbow.
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Sea trout


The Sea Trout


The brown trout has evolved an extraordinary ability – it can switch to a sea-going life, like the Atlantic salmon, in order to take advantage of the richer food supply available in salt water. For many years anglers laboured under the impression that the sea trout was a separate species – it certainly looks different, its bright silver scales making it appear more like a salmon than a trout. In fact we now know that the brown trout and sea trout in a river may actually be each others’ parents and children, or brothers and sisters.


In acidic, poorly-fed rivers like many of those of northern and western Britain, the best option for the trout when they are not occupied with spawning is to go to sea to feed, if they can. A seafood diet transforms a trout’s prospects, enabling it to grow into a silver torpedo which may reach 10lb, even 20lb in weight.


The few small resident trout that stay in the river may all be males. The male fish do not have the same incentive to go to sea as the females - being big is a great advantage to a female fish, because it enables it to lay more and bigger eggs.


Trout that go to sea will spend most of the winter and spring months roaming the coastal waters near the river of their birth, feeding on sandeels, brit and other small fish, before returning in the spring or summer in preparation for breeding in the late autumn, like the salmon. But unlike salmon, which usually breed only once or twice in their lives, sea trout will return to the spawning redds year after year; one Scottish fish weighing 12½ lb was 19 years old and had spawned 11 times.


Though the sea trout belongs to the same species as the brown trout, its behaviour in the river is quite different. Most mature sea trout do not attempt to feed once they have entered the river; in fact they lose all appetite for food. Like the salmon, they concentrate on staying out of trouble and avoiding their many enemies – fish-eating birds, otters, and of course anglers. When they take a fly or lure, they do so out of aggression or curiosity, or possibly force of habit.


The Rainbow Trout


The rainbow trout is more closely related to the various Pacific salmon species than it is to the brown trout, its natural home being the western coastal states of the USA. But like the brown, the rainbow has been introduced in suitable areas around the world, both for its sporting merits and its value as a food fish.


The rainbow is readily distinguished from the brown by the pink band along the flank and the many small black spots, which cover the tail and other fins as well as the body; no brown trout ever has spots on its tail. In the water, the rainbow usually has a slightly greenish look when seen from above compared with the brown, which usually looks greyish or brownish. Anatomically however, the two species are very similar, reflecting their similar lifestyles and diet.
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Rainbow Trout


Brown trout and rainbows essentially live on the same food and occupy the same type of water, but there are some important differences. Rainbows are capable of faster growth than browns and are usually more voracious feeders and much more liberal takers of anglers’ flies and lures, all the more so when they are newly released after being reared in a hatchery. This means you don’t need as large a stock of rainbow trout to turn a lake into a productive fishery as you do browns, which endears the fish to fishery managers as well as to anglers. Without the obliging rainbow trout, anglers would have to endure many more fruitless days and blank catch returns.


Since the rainbow was first introduced from the United States in the early 20th century, it has become the no 1 commercial trout in the UK, as it has across much of Europe and in many other countries of the world. It helps that the rainbow has a better tolerance of high temperatures and impure water than the brown, and is less dependent on mountain-fed streams. There are many places around the world, such as much of South Africa, the Far East and the North Island of New Zealand, which have proved a shade too warm for brown trout but where the rainbow has thrived.
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A brown trout in a chalk-stream lie


The rainbow however has proved much less successful at establishing itself naturally in European waters than the brown. Rainbows are constantly escaping from managed fisheries, yet they almost invariably disappear. Only in a couple of rivers in the Peak District, the Derbyshire Wye and the Dove, have rainbows managed to naturalise themselves in Britain.


The Trout’s Environment


The trout is superbly well-tuned to its environment. No other fish, perhaps no other creature, has managed to adapt to and dominate so many different habitats, from peaty mountain streams to sluggish lowland rivers, vast lakes and reservoirs and estuaries. With the helping hand of man over the last century and a half, both brown and rainbow trout have been distributed far beyond their original homes and may now be fished for in most countries of the world, from China to the Falklands, from India to the USA and Canada, southern and eastern Africa, Iceland, the Far East and Australasia. In all these countries the trout has quickly learned to feed on the available invertebrate life and to avoid most natural predators, thanks to its speed and power, its capacity for rapid growth and its ability to become almost invisible when danger threatens.


Water - The Trout’s Element


The nature of water has a profound effect on the size and behaviour of all trout. The alkaline waters of chalk streams and limestone-fed rivers are rich in minerals, supporting an abundance of plant life, which in turn nourish the creatures on which the fish live, so trout that live here tend to be plump and muscular. Acid waters on the other hand are often barren and infertile. Few plants thrive in these conditions, and the fish there will be small and agile, like the wild brown trout found in the rushing, upland waters of the Scottish highlands.
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A typical trout stream


The quality of water can be measured on the pH (potential of hydrogen) scale,0 representing extreme acidity and 14 alkalinity – 7 is a neutral solution. Brown trout thrive in water somewhere between 5.5 and 8.5. Spring-fed chalk streams provide a near perfect balance, with conditions ideal for both trout and flyfishers. The water in them tends to be crystal clear, having been filtered through the chalk, and as rainwater readily drains away into the underlying rock, their water levels remain constant and they can be fished throughout the season. These mineral-rich waters encourage prolific plant growth, which supports the many insects living there, but in high summer excessive weed growth may block the free flow of water.


Chalk streams require a degree of management to maintain open channels for feeding fish while still providing enough shelter to protect them from their predators. Trout in these waters grow strong and healthy, but with an abundance of food available to them, they can sometimes be difficult to catch.


Wild, rocky, rain-fed rivers offer a completely different environment, not just for trout, but for all the other creatures that live there. Their waters flow over impermeable, hard rocks which support little plant life. With fewer opportunities for food, the wily trout in these waters can be more ready takers, and the sport is all the more exciting for it.


Rain-fed rivers are subject to spates, rising and falling suddenly as the weather dictates, and they can be dangerous for the flyfisher. Fishing a spate river requires care and attention. You must always ensure that there is a safe way back to the bank in case the river rises suddenly.


So the size and the weight of brown trout depend mainly on the rivers in which they live and the food they produce. Those in bleak, upland rain-fed streams will be small and lean, whilst those which enjoy life in fertile chalk steams grow fast and can weigh several pounds. Sea trout feeding on the rich harvest of the ocean, as we shall see in later chapters, can reach enormous weights, 10-15 pounds or more being not uncommon.


The Fish’s Window


Before you try to present a dry fly effectively, it’s useful to understand the nature of the trout’s vision. A trout’s eyes are on the sides of its head, so its binocular vision is quite limited, but its field of monocular vision is relatively wide, enabling it to readily detect danger from predators. There is, however, a blind spot behind the fish, which can be used to great advantage by the dry flyfisher casting upstream. Here stealth and the lack of detection is vital.
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The fish’s window


When light rays enter water, which is a denser medium than air, they refract or bend upwards, presenting a displaced image to the eye. The extent of the displacement depends on the angle at which the rays meet the water. An object seen immediately above the fish is seen in its true location, while the further it moves to the edge of its circle of vision, the more displaced the object appears. Rays meeting the water at an angle of less than 10° cannot penetrate it at all, so the trout can see nothing below this angle. This is the main reason you should crouch low as you approach the river bank.


The area of water through which the fish can see clearly – the fish’s window –is circular, and will be larger or smaller depending on how deep the fish is lying. Around this circle the water surface appears to the fish like a mirror which reflects the river bed. Trout no doubt rely on indentations in this mirror to recognise potential food items as they float by on the current. The shape and size of this indentation will appear to change as it moves from the mirror towards the circular window above the fish, but by then, the instinct to feed has often driven the fish to rise to take it.


The window effect works in favour of the angler for trout lying in wide, shallow glides and flats, as their window is severely restricted and it’s often possible to watch the fish from the bank without detection. In deep, narrow stretches it’s a different matter – stick your head over the bank and every fish within range will know you are there. And because the water is deep, you may not even see them fleeing for cover.


Colonel E W Harding, in his book, The Flyfisher and the Trout’s Point Of View (1931), an important work on the subject, showed how:


“…the trout lying in wait with an upward gaze below a smooth surface is enabled to watch the reflection of the approaching nymph in the mirror made by the surface beyond the window through which he can see – and how, in order to keep the reflection in view of his upward gaze he has to come to the surface to meet the actual nymph as it and its reflection come together.”


Understanding the trout’s window is important to the dry fly angler, as there are several points to be learned from it. By crouching low on the bank, the angler can stay within the trout’s blind spot, so as not to alarm it. This underlines the importance of casting your line as delicately as possible so that it falls lightly on the water. If the line slaps onto the surface it will create a flash in the mirror and create vibrations audible to the fish, which will invariably frighten them and put them down.


You need to be very careful too when lifting the line in preparation for the next cast. It may look delicate to you above the surface, but to the trout, a fly line being dragged through the “mirror”creates a massive disturbance and will again alarm the fish.
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