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Introduction



M any millennia ago, an early human had a brainwave. A few feathers were whipped on to a sharp thorn, or whatever was used as a hook. It was attached to a fishing line to imitate an insect that fish could be seen feeding upon. Fly fishing had been invented. Since then, the art of fly fishing has embraced many technical and cultural changes, but, essentially, it is still about skilfully presenting an artificial fly – that is, a hook dressed in feathers and tinsel – to a vulnerable fish.


Before the nineteenth century, fly fishing was just another fishing technique. When the Industrial Revolution polluted many rivers in Britain, a division grew between privileged game fishers who fished for trout and salmon in the clean streams that remained and working-class anglers who were relegated to catch ‘coarse’ fish. A new fly fishing culture accelerated the evolution of the kit, techniques and watercraft involved.


Today, fly fishing is for Everyman (and an increasing army of women!). You can fly fish for trout and grayling in the now-clean River Don as it passes through Sheffield, or in the River Wandle in south London. Public water-supply reservoirs in the English Midlands provide ‘loch-style’ trout fishing of a quality that surpasses that available on the lochs of the Scottish Highlands and Irish lakes where the technique was first developed 200 years ago.


Across the British Isles, fly fishers now pursue pike and other coarse fish. They fish in the sea for bass, mullet and other marine species, which, just a generation ago, were only caught on heavy tackle. UK and Irish salmon and sea-trout runs have declined in the last 50 years, but that has opened access and reduced prices. Many salmon beats are now ‘fly only’, with ‘catch and release’ to preserve numbers.


Fly fishers have always sought new horizons. Today’s explorers have created upmarket salmon fisheries in Iceland and Alaska. World-famous tropical, marine fly fishing operations are a big part of the tourist economy in Florida, the Caribbean and the Island states of the Indian Ocean.


The purpose of this book is to help all fly fishers, whether beginner, expert, or those who prefer ‘doing’ to spectating, who are ready to try something or somewhere new. It is not a ‘do that/don’t do this’ list of instant answers. The aim is to explain how technical faults arise, to analyse some ‘tricks of the trade’ and to encourage new skills. It is a book for those obsessed by the challenges of fly fishing who are determined to improve their ability, widen their knowledge and try something new.


Fly fishing is an exciting, eternal journey; there is no destination in sight.




Chapter 1


THE FLY FISHER’S PERSPECTIVE


I f you catch a fish, a fellow fly fisher will always ask ‘What fly were you using?’ But it is probably the wrong question. They are forgetting the fly fisher’s perspective and the importance of presentation.




Presentation


If there are no fish in front of you, it matters not which fly you use. Fish are never evenly distributed. Often, they congregate. In rivers, they compete to live where the stream offers food and protection. In lakes, features such as headlands or shallows are attractive, or fish gather where wind and wave action concentrate their prey. In coastal seas, fish behaviour is driven by the daily ebb and flow of the tide.
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A fine pair of winter rainbow trout caught at Grafham Water, Cambridgeshire.










Location


No matter where fish live, weather and seasonal changes also drive their location. Rivers flood after rain; storms create feeding opportunities, but end others. Fish migrate to breed, or find food. A summer ‘hot spot’ may be useless by autumn.


So, whether it is finding the most productive few metres in a stretch of river, or the fish-rich corner of a reservoir or estuary, location is paramount.


Trout


Every trout fly fisher experiences the frustration of failing to catch visible, feeding fish. The fish may be focusing on prey struggling to penetrate the surface film and will ignore any artificial fly that is not suspended there. Presenting almost any artificial fly, at the right depth, or one which moves or behaves in the right way, may be the key to success.


Over 50 years ago, Frank Sawyer, a river keeper on the Wiltshire Avon, was revered as the inventor of the famous Pheasant Tail Nymph. Much more important was his skill at presenting the fly to a feeding trout and lifting it at the critical moment for the reward of an ‘induced’ take.


For many, the most exciting branch of fly fishing is ‘loch-style’, that is, casting in front of a free-drifting boat, whether pushed along by a near gale, or by a gentle evening breeze.


Fishing with a sinking line gets the flies below the surface; a floater keeps them among the waves. Retrieving line at the same speed as the moving boat means that the flies are static. ‘Twiddling’ them back a little faster gives them life. Ripping them back as fast as you are able will make them race through the wave tops. They can be ‘hung’ in the water close to the boat by stopping the retrieve before re-casting. A well-hackled ‘bob’ fly on the top dropper on a cast of three or four flies can be carefully teased through the surface film at the end of the retrieve. There is no other form of fly fishing where so many presentations are possible.


Loch-style experts have ‘good’ hands. They instinctively know whether or how to move their flies and how to convert interest from a trout into a firm take. Everyone has failed miserably when loch fishing, despite using the same flies kindly offered, when sharing a boat with an expert who is catching trout after trout.


It puts ‘presentation’ into perspective.


Bonefish


Only the most privileged fly fishers get the chance to cast to bonefish, ‘the ghost of the flats’, in ankle deep water over tropical coral sands in the world’s most desired destinations.


The perfect presentation demands anticipating the direction of travel of the bonefish and casting 2–3m in front. You let the fly, usually weighted with bead-chain eyes, sit in the sand until the bonefish is almost upon it. Moving the fly pushes up a spurt of sand. A hungry bonefish will react instantly.


Nothing is more exciting!




Fly pattern


Selective trout


Sometimes the pattern of fly you choose is critical. Trout often zone in on a particular prey species and become very selective. For example, Chironomus sp. (or non-biting midges), which British fly fishers call ‘buzzers’, are the commonest freshwater insects, especially in still water, across the world. There are many different species, sizes and colours. Trout and other fish mostly eat their pupae, which emerge from muddy lake and stream beds. They are easy pickings as they float slowly up to the surface, where they emerge rapidly as flying adults. Like many insects, they emerge together, often in immense numbers, so that individuals have the best chance of avoiding predation by fish and birds.
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The life-cycle of buzzers (Chironomus sp.).








Perhaps it is not surprising that trout feeding on buzzers during a mass emergence can sometimes only be caught on artificials that match the size and colour of the natural pupae. They are in a feeding frenzy, but very focused. However, this does not always happen – trout feeding hard on buzzer pupae may be happy to take almost any nymph pattern.


Presentation is more important. Buzzer pupae float upwards slowly and trout usually cruise and feed at a particular depth, perhaps following the bulk of the emerging pupae to the surface. Artificial flies may be ignored unless they are at the right depth and moving, if at all, vertically like the real thing.




Bonefish and the Gotcha


The world’s favourite bonefish fly for fishing over white coral sand is the Gotcha. The fly has silver bead eyes, a blonde wing and a pinkish body. It works everywhere that bonefish swim, including Christmas Island in the Pacific republic of Kiribati. However, if you tie on a Gotcha to fish over the sand in the giant Christmas Island lagoon, the guides there will tell you that the fish prefer locally tied flies. These have gold bead eyes and are tied using hot-orange thread. No one knows why this pattern works so well there. It also fools trigger fish, which are even harder to catch than bonefish.


No matter where you fish, it is worth experimenting with fly patterns and listening to local advice.
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A Christmas Island bonefish fly (left) and a Gotcha (right).













To be a better fly fisher …


Sometimes the choice of fly pattern is vital. It may just give you an edge. But, before you ask a successful companion, ‘What fly?’, ask ‘Where?’ and ‘How?’.





Traditional and loch-style flies


Often, the ghillies and boatmen who guide loch-style fishers in Scotland and Ireland are obsessive about the wet-fly patterns their clients use. They wax lyrically about carefully (sometimes secretly!) dyed feathers and colour combinations.


Good luck to them, and to you, if you think that fly pattern is the key. Confidence is vital. If you believe a particular pattern will deliver, it probably will. You’ll maintain your concentration during fishless spells. But remember, if you are sharing the boat with an expert, they will be experimenting with presentation too.




Chapter 2


GEOLOGY, PRODUCTIVITY AND STOCKING


N othing makes you a better fly fisher than wetting a line more often, in new places and for different fish. Every outing is a lesson. But time is always limited and deciding where to go, and to get value for money, is daunting. Many beginners get started on small, commercial rainbow-trout fisheries. Usually scenic and friendly, they are often stocked with highly visible fish that, sometimes, can be frustratingly difficult to catch!




Wild brown trout, sea trout and salmon


For many, the next step in their fly fishing journey is wild trout. The UK and Ireland have thousands of lakes and rivers where wild brown trout, as well as migratory game fish, are thriving. The challenge is to find what excites you, which may not be easy. Angling magazines tend to paint rosy pictures, often containing articles that dwell on past glories. The Internet is a minefield of misinformation, while tourist literature tends to be over-optimistic. You need to focus on what’s worthwhile today. Understanding water chemistry and its impact on fish really helps.


All watery environments are unique. Some waters are stable, constant habitats, but most are not. The impact of human activity on lakes and rivers across the UK and Ireland has been immense. Change continues because of the way we manage them.
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An upland lake, usually low productivity.










Rock and rain


Rain is slightly acidic. If it falls on hard, granite hills and passes through poor soil, bogs or coniferous woodland, it becomes more acidic before filling upland streams and lakes. Rarely, this water becomes too acidic (low pH) to support life, but most mountain lakes are populated by acid-tolerant plants and animals. Because the water lacks essential minerals, the biomass, or total weight of plant and animal life, is low. Biologists classify such habitats as oligotrophic, or of low productivity. They are often crystal-clear, because they cannot support the populations of microscopic plants and algae that cloud more productive lakes.


If rain falls on limestone or chalk, the water is filtered through the permeable rock. Acid is neutralised; chemicals are absorbed. Mineral-rich alkaline groundwater (high pH) emerges from springs, providing animals and plants with all the elements and nutrients they need to thrive. The biomass of limestone lakes and chalk streams can be very high. Biologists classify them as eutrophic, or of high productivity.
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Freshwater shrimps, snails, bloodworms and useful imitative fly. Typical productive water trout prey.








Oligotrophic lakes and streams do not contain enough calcium for molluscs (such as water snails and mussels) or crustaceans (such as shrimps and water fleas) to form shells and exoskeletons, so they are absent. In contrast, molluscs and crustaceans are often present in such vast numbers in eutrophic habitats that they impact water chemistry.


Anglers can identify the water quality by turning over a few stones in a lake or stream. If there are no snails or shrimps, it is of low productivity.
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Rutland Water – a famous, highly productive lowland trout lake.











Low-productivity habitats


Wild trout


Only a few species of fish, including the ubiquitous wild brown trout, can survive in oligotrophic lakes and streams. Life in upland lakes and fast-flowing mountain streams is not easy. Food is in short supply and trout grow slowly, especially in winter, so a fish that is only a few inches long may be a decade old.


In Scotland, Wales and parts of Ireland, upland lochs and lakes are often regarded as ‘good for beginners’. They have big populations of hungry 11–13cm (4–5in) trout. In summer, much of their food comes from terrestrial insects (mostly black) that fall on to the water. The fish are always looking upwards and are quick to devour any dark-coloured fly.


Where breeding conditions are poor, trout may get bigger, for example 18–20cm (7–8in), but may not be numerous. The population will get even smaller if the water is regularly fished and all the trout caught are killed. This is one reason why hill-loch fly fishing in Scotland and elsewhere in oligotrophic waters, both big and small, is often disappointing. As a rule of thumb, the higher, rockier and more peat-stained an upland loch or stream, the less likely is it to be worthwhile. There are exceptions, such as occasional ‘green corries’ with limestone bedrock. Do some research in advance and choose carefully.





Productive habitats


Wild trout


Eutrophic rivers and lakes are a different kettle of fish! The fast-flowing chalk streams of southern England are world-famous trout fisheries. They can support large populations of fast-growing wild fish, but most are heavily stocked too.




[image: image]




A lush chalk stream – River Test, Timsbury, Hampshire.








The huge wild lakes of western Ireland that lie over limestone bedrock, such as Loughs Corrib and Mask, are deservedly famous. In Scotland, smaller but equally productive wild brown trout lochs are found on the Western Isles, at Durness in Sutherland and close to the east coast in fertile areas. In northern England, there are some productive rain-fed wild trout rivers, such as the Cumberland Eden, and a few eutrophic trout lakes such as Malham Tarn in north Yorkshire, which have healthy wild brown trout populations.
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Lovely wild brown trout from Loch Watten, Caithness.








Trout in productive waters grow quickly because they can find plenty of food throughout the year. In many productive lakes and lochs juvenile brown trout live in nursery streams for a couple of years before migrating downstream when they are 23–25cm (9–10in). Within a year they will be sexually mature, 30–40cm (12–14in), and the perfect fly fishing quarry.


Unfortunately, they are not always ‘available’ to fly fishers, or easy to catch. Some shallow, productive lochs in the Hebrides and Orkney Islands become so weedy by midsummer that fly fishing is impossible. Trout in productive waters are much less dependent on insects for food and rising fish can be rare. Further south, the water temperature of some rivers and lakes in summer becomes so high that trout become distressed, feed less, if at all, and retreat to the deepest, cooler water.


Downstream


Some tumbling, upland streams plunge directly into the sea, but the chemistry of most changes as they leave the ‘trout zone’ and flow more sedately through wide river valleys. They join more productive tributaries and the ditches and streams that drain agricultural land. These add pesticides and the run-off from fields enriched by artificial fertilisers. Rivers that pass through towns and villages receive the outflows from sewage works too. Coarse fish often become dominant, although surprising numbers of trout may also live there.





How it was


Industrial pollution and hydroelectric power


Only 70 years ago, every lowland river in northern England was grossly polluted by industrial effluent. Many stretches were biologically dead. Trout and other fish only survived in the upper reaches above the offending factories.


However, in Scotland, upland Wales and parts of Ireland, game fish populations were doing well. Salmon and sea trout enjoyed a peak in their cyclical abundance in the 1960s and 1970s. Brown trout, too, had adapted to the huge changes caused by the building of dams required for hydroelectric power. Very few Scottish river systems escaped being damned or diverted in the 1920s and 1930s. One hundred years ago, no one had heard of, nor cared about, an environmental impact assessment!


The impact of agriculture


After both world wars, the UK needed to become more self-sufficient in food and timber. Ireland had peat in abundance. Heavy machinery helped an agricultural revolution to get under way. Farming, forestry and the peat extraction industry destroyed, by straightening and dredging, many hundreds of miles of burns and feeder streams, where salmon and trout bred, and which provided a productive habitat for juveniles. Today, even if surviving fish still dig redds and lay eggs in canalised burns, most of the resulting young are simply swept away and lost when the first big flood occurs.


In Ireland, industrial-scale pig rearing close to some famous trout waters, such as Lough Sheelin in Co. Cavan, resulted in annual, summer-long, blue-green algae blooms because of serious phosphate pollution from agricultural run-off. Untold damage was done to many loughs’ nursery streams and fly fishing became impossible.


Unsustainable pressure


In Scotland, before 1975, brown trout were afforded no statutory protection. Rivers and lochs far from centres of population were protected from overfishing by their isolation, but increasing car ownership and disposable income meant an increase in angling pressure by fair means and foul. Fifty years ago, no matter from river or lake, no one ever returned a sizeable trout and almost every fish caught was killed and usually eaten. Some fragile populations of wild fish were hit hard. Club waters and popular venues had to be restocked regularly.


Even in waters where trout populations were healthy, such as the lochs of the Orkney Islands or the limestone loughs in the west of Ireland, the killing of small fish had an impact. In these productive waters, fast-growing, 23–25cm (9–10in) maiden fish, which had never laid eggs nor bred, were killed by anglers. The numbers caught each year may have felt like a sustainable harvest, but it reduced the average size and the numbers of specimen fish.


Salmon farming


Worst of all, the development, in the 1980s, of open-net salmon farming in sheltered sea lochs and bays in western Scotland and Ireland caused a catastrophic collapse in sea trout and salmon populations, especially in nearby rivers. The cause was a biological pollution by parasitic sea lice, which attach themselves to, and feed upon, the skin and flesh of salmonid fish. Lice numbers exploded because millions of farmed fish in open-water cages were available as hosts. Juvenile wild fish setting out on their marine migrations were overwhelmed by the parasitic infestation they attracted.


Like all biological causes and effects, the impact of this pollution is complex, but even the most industry-friendly scientific research has found that open-net salmon farming reduces wild fish populations by 30 per cent or more. Parallel evidence from long-standing, historical catch returns suggests that the impact is much greater. Overall, the quality of fishing for salmon, sea trout and brown trout across the UK and Ireland was hard hit throughout the post-war decades. Recovery is patchy!






Information and guidance


The most comprehensive advice on Scottish and Irish game fishing was published over 30 years ago. Game Fishing in Scotland by Bruce Sandison describes over 1,000 brown trout lochs and rivers, while Trout and Salmon Loughs of Ireland by Peter O’Reilly lists over 600 salmon, sea trout and brown trout fisheries. Both books are not hard to find. They should be a starting point for any fly fisher seeking Celtic trout fishing. Of course, much of the guidance on clubs, contacts and access is out of date, but the chemistry of the water does not change. Limestone lakes are still productive and peaty; acid waters are still home to small, hungry trout.


The greatest change since the books were published is the catastrophic fall in the numbers of grilse (Atlantic salmon that spend only one winter at sea before returning to spawn) and sea trout running into Irish loughs and Scottish lochs such as Maree and Stack, which were then world-renowned destinations. Astutely, both authors were concerned by what they saw happening. Peter O’Reilly records his concern about the impact of intensive agriculture on waters such as Lough Sheelin, ‘always my favourite water’, and Bruce Sandison recorded his anguish about the damage being caused by Scottish forestry expansion. Later, Bruce became a forceful campaigner highlighting the devastation to migratory fish populations caused by salmon farming.


Not all has been lost. Over recent years some Irish fisheries, such as Delphi in Co. Galway, are holding their own, partly due to their own restocking efforts. Carrowmore Lake in Co. Mayo is still the only lake fishery in Britain and Ireland where you have a good chance of catching a spring salmon fishing loch-style from a drifting boat.


Bruce Sandison lived in a house that overlooked the highly productive Loch Watten in Caithness. He wrote, ‘The finest game fishing Caithness has to offer is for wild brown trout … the county has an amazing array of top-quality fishing.’


It still does!
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Loch-fishing ‘bibles’.
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Spring salmon from a drifting boat on Carrowmore Lake, Co. Mayo.














How it is today – some good news


Heavy industries underwent immense change in the last quarter of the twentieth century. Some disappeared, but all responded to pressure to protect the safety of employees and to end pollution. The environmental change has been remarkable. Today, the rivers that run through northern industrial cities, such as Sheffield, and the South Wales valleys, which were biologically dead 50 years ago, are now home to healthy populations of trout and grayling. Even the Wandle, a small chalk stream and Thames tributary, which flows through the bustle of south London contains trout. Urban fly fishing is available and very fashionable!
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Fishing the shallows on Grafham Water, Cambridgeshire.








Ireland


The Irish Republic has acted to stop industrial peat extraction and the eutrophication of lakes caused by pig farming. Most have recovered. Quagga mussels, invasive molluscs that have colonised many Irish lakes, have helped. They are filter-feeders and remove nutrients from the millions of litres of water passing through them every day.


Land-management changes


Although farmers and foresters still love straight and narrow drainage ditches, a recent more enlightened approach has seen real change. Land managers and authorities are converting some ditches into fish-friendly burns, restoring them to their original state. In part, this is to prevent downstream flooding, but it is also more cost-effective than annual trout and salmon restocking programmes. Foresters are planting mixed woodlands, coupled with eco-friendly drainage. In large areas of Scotland, an increasing population of beavers are doing everything they can to help by building lodges and dams.


Similar progress is being made on many English rivers such as the Nar, a Norfolk chalk stream, and parts of the Upper Test. Improved channel management is under way and stocking has ended, all supported by the Wild Trout Trust (www.wildtrout.org).


This is not just enthusiasm for wild fish. It is the evidence-based belief that if in-river spawning sites exist, that juvenile and adult trout habitat is created and pollution ended, then wild brown trout will look after themselves.


Protection for wild trout


For over 20 years, brown trout in the most productive Scottish river systems have enjoyed statutory protection. Fishery owners and local clubs now control access and work hard to protect and improve trout stocks. Getting access to river trout fishing may demand a bit of effort. It is not well publicised, but you will be rewarded. Scottish river trout fishing, even on the edges of Glasgow and other cities, has never been better!


Catch and release


Another welcome development has been the adoption of ‘catch and release’. Returning most fish caught is a particular boon to productive fisheries, where trout grow quickly. Today, most local clubs fishing the Irish limestone lakes have imposed a minimum takeable trout limit of 14in (35cm) (traditional fly fishers prefer inches!). This has been copied in the Orkneys, on the productive lochs of the Outer Hebrides and the Caithness lochs. Catches of juvenile trout, which are all returned, and sizeable trout, which are often returned too, have all improved.


However, it is important to manage expectations when fishing for wild trout on these challenging waters. Local Irish and Orcadian experts fishing in club outings on premier wild trout waters like Lough Mask and Loch Harray have a ‘good’ day if they manage two takeable trout among a catch of smaller ones. You are unlikely to do better!


Reservoirs


There is good news from some man-made fisheries, too. Grafham Water in Cambridgeshire, a public water-supply reservoir, is an example. This pump-storage reservoir draws its water from the neighbouring Great Ouse, which rises as a productive chalk stream in the Chiltern Hills. The water to fill the reservoir is extracted downstream of the sewage works that serve the cities of Milton Keynes and Bedford. Since it was built, over 60 years ago, the excessive nitrates and phosphates from the treated sewage outfalls meant that the water pumped into the reservoir became ‘green’ each summer as algal blooms mopped up the nutrients.


Today, all has changed. Phosphate ‘scrubbing’ of the sewage outfall removes much of the nutrient load, so that algal blooms in the reservoir are now rare. ‘Purification’ has also been enhanced by invasive quagga mussels, which also coat the reservoir’s infrastructure and block up pipelines, much to the consternation of the water company,


The water in Grafham has always been eutrophic, but is now ‘gin-clear’, as befits its chalk-stream origin. This enhances its reputation as one of the finest ‘big water’ trout fisheries in Europe, but this has not made them easier to catch.





Problems remain


Agricultural and sewage pollution


Agricultural pollution has not ended. Today, run-off from fields, not factory effluent, is the great danger to the life cycles of fish and freshwater invertebrates in rivers. Sewage pollution in rivers, often associated with heavy rain, has existed for hundreds of years, but infrastructure improvements are not keeping pace with population changes.


The English River Wye is an example. Industrial chicken farming and the disposal of tons of manure by spreading it on river valley fields means that excessive amounts of nitrates and phosphates cause huge river algal blooms and have resulted in fundamental changes to the river’s chemistry and its native animals and plants. Elsewhere across the UK, even where agriculture is less intensive, significant falls in aquatic and terrestrial insect populations are being recorded in national parks and chalk-stream valleys. Sadly, it is suspected that this is a long-term impact of pesticides and modern farming. More research is essential.


Salmon farming


Open-net salmon farming is booming. Farmed salmon are now Scotland’s biggest export earner, so perhaps it is not surprising that the Scottish government’s record in preventing the pollution, captive fish mistreatment and wild fish mortality that the industry causes has been dire. Norway has similar problems and, in 2024, ended recreational fishing for salmon in many famous rivers because stocks were too low. Ireland has a smaller salmon farming industry, but its impact is equally concerning.


In the West Highlands of Scotland, which were once the home of some of the world’s most beautiful, and iconic, salmon and sea trout fisheries, recreational fishing for migratory fish has almost ended. Some visiting fly fishers still fish for the remnants of once-abundant stocks on the Outer Hebrides, but, realistically, those fishing anywhere between the Firth of Clyde and north-west Sutherland must now be satisfied with catching non-migratory brown trout.




The future


Anglers are optimists.


Ireland


In Ireland, wild brown trout are recognised as a valuable natural resource and as much a driving force for local tourism as scenic golf courses and song-filled pubs. Around the big limestone loughs a fly fishing infrastructure (boats, guides, accommodation, festivals) is thriving. The quality of the trout fishing is as good as it has ever been, in part because of improvements in the environmental management of rivers, including those that provide the breeding gravels and juvenile habitat for the famous loughs.


All of Ireland’s fishing is heavily promoted by Tourism Ireland and Inland Fisheries Ireland (www.fisheriesireland.ie), who produce a valuable online weekly angling update. To their credit, they frankly admit that the runs of salmon and sea trout into most Irish river systems have declined.


Scotland


By contrast, in Scotland the promotion of angling tourism, and wild trout fishing in particular, has greatly reduced over recent years. This is a pity. There is less encouragement and help for visitors to Scotland just when the trout themselves are thriving. Plenty of money and hard work is being put into habitat regeneration.


England and Wales


Many English and Welsh wild trout rivers are also benefiting from habitat improvement schemes. Although access generally is more limited, there are several imaginative whole-river permit schemes that give visitors the opportunity to fish in a range of private beats and club waters.







To be a better fly fisher …


Generously supporting the work of the charity WildFish (www.wildfish.org) and the Atlantic Salmon Trust (www.atlanticsalmontrust.org) may not help you to catch more salmon and trout today, but you will be repairing the damage done to wild salmon and trout populations and helping to secure their future.


There is good news and optimism. Take up the increasing opportunities to fish for wild trout and salmon. Searching for it are satisfying steps in any fly fisher’s journey. You may learn something about yourself too.







Change is in the air


Many of us, not just fly fishers, feel the need to be part of a ‘wilder’ world. We want to explore wild places as players, not mere spectators, and to escape the urban embrace. For many trout fly fishers, this means a lung-stretching hike to a highland loch, or bouncing through wave tops in a sturdy boat to a favoured drift on a wind-swept Irish lake. With luck, you’ll get the chance to net and touch a pristine wild trout. It may be a fish whose ancestors have graced that lake or river for many thousands of years.




[image: image]




The beauty of the coral flats at Los Roques, Venezuela.








There is justifiable optimism over the future of wild trout fishing because ‘rewilding’ has become fashionable. Rewilding is a misleading label; it is, in fact, intensive and often costly land management to encourage selected species of animals and plants. Some of this benefits wild trout. Rewilding is likely to continue.


Chasing wild brown trout feels like a step into history. Dry fly fishing a pristine chalk stream or casting traditional wet flies on a Highland loch both have roots in the nineteenth century. Saltwater fly fishing is different. Increasingly, it’s the twenty-first century’s contribution to fly fishing’s global growth. Today, the lure of the coral flats of a tropical lagoon is on many fishers’ bucket list. Casting at bonefish, the silver ghost of the flats, is guaranteed to make you a better fly fisher.


Closer to home, fly fishing for bass, mullet and other species such as mackerel, pollock and coalfish, is rapidly growing in popularity. It is exciting, demands new skills and techniques and no permits or licences are required. Take up the challenge!




Marine productivity


The chemistry of freshwater lakes and rivers depends upon their underlying bedrock, the source of the water and the nutrients and chemicals added as they flow towards the sea. Many anglers think that the sea is different. After all, it is where migratory salmon and sea trout go to find plentiful food and to pack on the pounds. Anglers assume that the sea’s chemistry means it is always fertile and nutrient-rich. They are wrong.


Tropical seas


Tropical seas are alluring, but the warm water is crystal-clear because all of the available nutrients needed by plants and animals have been mopped up. However, there are exceptions. Huge amounts of nutrient-rich water reach tropical seas from equatorial rivers, undersea volcanos and from ocean currents from southern and northern waters. The Humboldt Current pushes up the west Pacific coast of South America as far as the Galapagos Islands. It creates an incredibly productive marine environment that supports healthy commercial fisheries. Every ten years or so, however, this current fails, an El Niño, and the whole food chain it supports collapses. The fish disappear and millions of their predators die.


Arctic whales travel to barren equatorial seas to give birth to vulnerable calves. Their mothers starve. It is a price worth paying, as there are no predators in the lifeless ocean to endanger the calf while it is suckling and growing.


Tropical coral atolls and oceanic islands are the peaks of undersea mountains. They cause the upwelling of mineral-rich water from the seabed. Their reefs and lagoons are some of the most diverse habitats on the planet. Each is a bountiful oasis in an unforgiving marine desert and most are a bonefishing paradise.


Temperate and Arctic seas


Northern (and southern) seas are subject to the seasonal cycles of light, darkness and temperature. Flooded rivers and storms continue to deliver mineral-rich silt and nutrients. Every autumn the oceans’ plankton, both plants and animals, dies out, but is reborn in vast numbers each spring. The migrations of millions of birds, fish and whales depend on this annual bounty.







Saltwater fly fishing – getting started in paradise


The ultimate fly fishing luxury is standing ankle-deep in a warm tropical sea casting into the path of a bonefish that darts forward as a little fly kicks up a spurt of white sand. The reel sings triumphantly. You know this is what you were born to do.
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