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            This book is dedicated to my mother

Molly Symonds 1926–2013
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            Passing it on

         

         When I first took up flyfishing I had no previous experience to draw from, but I read books and magazines avidly in an attempt to gain the knowledge that I so desperately needed. It became immediately apparent that flyfishing was a multi-faceted discipline with many challenges requiring various skills.

         My early days on the rivers and reservoirs were on the whole fruitless but this didn’t deter me and because there was that suicidal fish that would, just once in a while, impale itself on my hook. This was enough to keep me going. There was always this overwhelming urge to crack the magic code that would make me a great flyfisher, like the well-known anglers who wrote the articles for the flyfishing magazines. However, the more I read, the more I became confused.

         On the whole, fishermen are very generous in sharing their knowledge and killer fly patterns, even though this is often misguided and embroidered – no-one likes to admit that they cannot catch fish. However, very occasionally, they do offer a nugget of information, which can be helpful in the quest for continual improvement.

         I believe that many game anglers, like me, live an unfulfilled dream, even though they have invested in the best tackle that money can buy, carry thousands of flies around with them and have read all the books.

         Gradually, I am getting closer to fulfilling my own dream but often it seems that when I am just about to close in, and become accomplished, the fish are playing to a new set of rules. We flyfishers console ourselves by learning to cast, visiting far-flung fishing destinations, buying a few days on prime beats or watching DVDs of experts landing large fish. This keeps the dream alive.

         Fortunately, as I widened my horizons, I came across flyfishermen who were able to impart basic skills and tips on watercraft to me. Suddenly, I made a mega leap and I started catching fish, including salmon, with increasing regularity. Had I arrived? No, a few lean spells to brought me back to reality, and left me with a need to try and make some sense of my plight. This is how it is with flyfishing and, in my opinion, the reason the sport is so compelling.

         Eventually, I considered that I had enough flyfishing knowledge to become a guide and instructor, and so this is what I do nowadays. I am surprised how difficult it is for beginners to find information on the basic skills, even in these days of mass communication, and how I have to start from scratch with many of my clients. I also have to attend to the needs of my good fishing friend, Michael, and point him in the right direction so that he has a greater chance of catching fish. Consequently, I have become aware of recurring themes and the essential skills that flyfishers need but may not be aware of. This book is a record of the demonstrations and explanations that I have used countless times as a professional guide. I think this approach is unique because I haven’t come across anything quite like it myself.

         Also, the book has been compiled as a series of projects, which I hope flyfishers will enjoy doing and find rewarding. Many parents who have enjoyed flyfishing will want their children to have the same magical experiences and I hope that this book will provide a pathway for them too.

         We are all seeking contentment in life and flyfishing is one of the ways of achieving this goal. It can be practised in solitude or as a group, it is a great leveller and a source of continuous enjoyment. I hope you get as much fun from reading this book as I have had in writing it.
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John Symonds, June 2014
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         The tackle you will need for most methods of Western flyfishing include the following items:

         
            [image: alt] A fly-reel which is used to store backing and the fly-line. The fly-reel usually has an adjustable drag system. A drag system provides controlled resistance whilst playing the fish, without applying too much pressure which could result in the leader breaking and loss of the fish.

The fly-line is wound onto a spool, which can be removed and replaced with a spare, carrying a different type of fly-line. On the base of the reel housing there is a foot which fits into the reel seat, located in the butt of the fly-rod.

            [image: ] A fly-rod, which is made from carbon fibre for lightness, strength and flexing ability. It is normally assembled by inserting the tip of one section inside the next smallest and firmly pushing them together. The rod has a number of rings that allow the fly-line to run smoothly from the reel to the rod-tip. 

            [image: alt] A fly-line with a weight that matches the fly-rod, made from a braided core that is coated with PVC or polymer. The front end of the fly-line is tapered to provide a good turnover and delicate presentation of the fly.

            [image: alt] A tapered leader is usually at the end of the fly-line and this is made from either monofilament, copolymer or fluorocarbon to provide strength combined with a very fine diameter that is less likely to spook fish.

            [image: alt] A tippet (a length of straight nylon) is connected to the leader to provide a gentle presentation of the fly. This can be replaced when it becomes worn or too short.

            [image: alt] Flies are imitations of the natural insect, made from fur, feather and other synthetic materials, or they simply give a general impression of a food item that is attractive to fish. 

         

         Connecting backing to the reel

         Before the fly-line is attached to the reel it is advisable to wind on a fairly long length of backing braid, so that the fly-line is not coiled too tightly onto the spool and winds onto the reel quicker. More importantly it allows the fly-line to run off the spool when playing a particularly strong, fighting fish such as a salmon. The breaking strength of the backing must be suitable for the size of fish that will be caught but 20lb is normally the minimum rating.

         
            TIP

            The amount of backing can be estimated by temporarily attaching the fly-line to the spool with masking tape and winding it on. The space remaining between the fly-line and the outer peripheral cage of the reel can be measured and this can be used to determine the depth of backing that is required on the reel.

         

         
            [image: alt] The diagram on the opposite page shows how the backing can be connected to the fly-reel by using a grinner knot.

            [image: alt] Start by threading the braid between the spool and the reel cage. Wrap the braid twice around the spool and bring it out on the opposite side to where it enters. The free end is known as the ‘tag end’.

            [image: alt] Make a loop in the tag end and offer this up against the main length of braid which is still on the bobbin. The latter is referred to as the ‘standing end’.

            [image: alt] Make four loops of the tag end over both the loop and the standing end.

            [image: alt] Pull the loops tightly, by using the tag end, so that they form a slip knot. Check that they sit down cleanly, butting up against each other, without any overlap.

            [image: alt] Pull the standing end of the backing to partially close the loop down onto the spool.

            [image: alt] Before closing the loop down completely onto the arbor of the spool, cut off the tag end with a pair of sharp scissors.

            [image: alt] Finally push the knot down onto the arbor, whilst pulling the standing end, to tighten it up.

         

         The backing is now connected and is ready for winding onto the fly-reel. It is important at this stage to decide whether a right- or left-hand wind is preferred. This will determine the direction in which drag is applied (to resist the pull of the fish when it is running). In the opposite direction of rotation there is no drag because it is not required when the fly-line is retrieved by winding it back onto the reel.

         As the backing is wound on it should be guided onto the spool to ensure a uniform distribution and a flat surface to wind the fly-line onto.

         The knot that is used in this method for connecting the backing to the reel is known as the grinner, which makes a very useful loop with a slip-knot and it has a number of other fishing applications. For instance it can also be used for attaching a fly to a leader. If the knot is not tightened down, the small loop that passes through the eye of the hook will allow the fly to move freely and hence it will be more attractive to fish.

         Another knot in this family, the double grinner, provides a neat way of joining two lengths of monofilament, with different diameters, for making a tapered leader.

         A rotating connection for a dropper can be constructed from a loop made with a grinner, which can be located between two joints in a leader, and tightened down to provide a rotating, tangle-free, connection.
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               The grinner knot 

            

         

         The Grinner Knot (connects backing to reel)
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         Connecting the fly-line to backing

         A new fly-line from the factory is normally wound onto a spool and has a free end that is tagged with a label saying ‘reel this end’. The backing that has already been put onto the spool has to be attached to this end and an effective way of doing this is to use a nail knot.

         The diagram on the facing page shows how the backing is joined to the fly-line by using a nail knot that is tied with the help of a darning needle.

         
            [image: alt] Firstly, grasp the very end of the fly-line, with the needle lying alongside it and the eye of the needle protruding out from the front end of the fly-line. Then grasp the tag end of the backing and hold it in the position where the nail knot is to be started. This should be slightly back off the end of the fly-line to allow for four turns of backing and some clearance at the end so that the finished knot is not accidently pulled off the fly-line when it is tightened down.

            [image: alt] Next pull the tag end of the backing under the needle and fly-line and over the top.

            [image: alt] By pinching the windings as they are formed, this frees up the other hand to continue pulling the backing round and under for the next turn. This sequence is repeated until four turns have been applied.

            [image: alt] The tag end can now be threaded through the eye of the needle, whilst the windings are held in place with the other hand.

            [image: alt] Whilst continuing to hold the windings firmly in place, the needle is withdrawn though the loops, pulling the tag end with it. Continue to pull the needle until the tag end drops free.

            [image: alt] For the next step, make sure that the fly-line is supported, to prevent it sliding out of the loosely-wound turns, and then seize both sides of the backing and tighten down the nail knot. Make sure that the knot pulls down neatly, with touching but not overlapping turns.

            [image: alt] Holding the backing and fly-line and pulling tightly will cause the nail knot to bed down into the coating of the fly-line and this will also allow the strength of the connection to be tested.

            [image: alt] Cut off the tag end with scissors.

         

         There are some alternative methods that can be used for tying this knot, such as using a short loop of monofilament instead of a needle. Alternatively, the windings can be made on a small diameter, rigid tube and the tag end threaded through this before it is withdrawn.

         The nail knot is also a useful method for joining a leader onto a fly-line because this gives a good transference of energy and helps with the turnover, and hence presentation of the fly.

         Once the fly-line has been connected to the backing it can be wound onto the reel. It is helpful if the fly-line spool can be allowed to rotate on a pencil, or something similar, which is held by an assistant.

         It should be possible to guide the fly-line onto the reel by manipulating it with the finger and thumb of the hand that supports the reel. This will ensure that the fly-line sits uniformly on the reel without any high spots that could possibly jam against the reel cage.
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         Usually the fly-line manufacturer provides a detachable, self-adhesive label with the line details on the spool, which can be stuck to the fly-reel as a reminder, for when the reel and line is stored with a number of others. 

         The Nail Knot
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         Assembling a fly-rod and line
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         Threading the fly-line

         When assembling a fly-rod it is easier to start from the tip section and to work down.

         Hold the tip section in one hand and present the next section up to the ferrule located at the bottom of the tip with the other hand. Check that the rod-rings are roughly in line.

         
            [image: alt] Push the lower section into the tip section, firmly but not forcefully, twisting the bottom section as it locates and lining the rings up at the same time. Often there are markers on each adjoining section of the rod to assist with alignment.

            [image: alt] Repeat the procedure and finally fit the butt section to the rest of the assembled fly-rod.

            [image: alt] Place the fly-reel in the reel seat and tighten up the threaded rings, which hold the reel foot in place. Check that the fly-line is coming off the bottom of the reel and facing towards the first stripper-ring on the fly-rod.

            [image: alt] To avoid the ingress of grit and dirt into the moving parts of the reel mechanism it is advisable to pull a few feet of fly-line off the reel and to leave it in coils on the ground, in a relatively clean area.

            [image: alt] Next take the tip of the fly-line, double it over and holding the loop that is formed, between the thumb and forefinger, feed this through the rings starting at the first stripper ring at the butt end of the rod and through each ring, in turn, to the rod-tip. This will ensure that if the line accidently slips through the fingers, it will not run back down the rings again, causing some annoyance and the need to thread the line again.

         

         Once there is a foot or so of fly-line outside the rod-tip it is quite a simple matter to swing the fly-rod from side to side and to feed out more of the fly-line between the thumb and forefinger of the non-casting hand, until sufficient fly-line is outside the rod-tip.
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         Whipped loop (links fly-line to leader)
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         One of the neatest ways of making a loop in the end of a fly-line, for a loop-to-loop connection to the leader, is to use a fly-tying vice and a whipping tool.

         
            [image: alt] First of all cut the very end of the fly-line, at an angle, to make a nice, long taper. This will be butted up against a parallel section of the line and will provide a smooth transition from the main line, without any unsightly lumps.

            [image: alt] Then fold the end over to make a compact loop and clamp the very end of the overlapping section in a vice.

            [image: alt] Next start winding on a few loose turns of thread, catching the tag end in so that it is locked.

            [image: alt] Now wind on a few more turns, using the free hand to support the loop, so that the turns can be made tighter by applying more pressure.

            [image: alt] Cut off the tag end with a pair of scissors.

            [image: alt] Reposition the loop in the vice so that the remainder of the loop is exposed and can be whipped.
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            [image: alt] Complete the whipping by lifting the thread up from the front and over the loop, letting it drop on the other side. Position each turn of the thread so that it touches against the previous one.

            [image: alt] When all of the loop joint has been neatly covered with thread, finish off by applying 5 turns with a whip-finishing tool. Alternatively, the final turns can be hand whipped.

            [image: alt] Cut the thread close to the last turn.

            [image: alt] Apply a coating of varnish, or UV-setting gel, to the whippings so that they are held permanently in position but still have a degree of flexibility.
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               The neatly finished whipped loop
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