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“Many men go fishing all of their lives without knowing that it is not fish they are after.”

– Henry David Thoreau
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Preface

This book began as a personal collection of stories, lessons, and journal entries. Over time, I realized that my experiences on the Little Juniata River and beyond could serve as a roadmap for others just beginning their fly fishing journey. What started with clumsy casts in flip-flops slowly evolved into decades of refining techniques, experimenting with patterns, and understanding the delicate rhythms of rivers. This book is my way of giving back—to pass down the knowledge, mistakes, and small victories so that your journey can start stronger than mine did.
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Chapter 1: Why Fly Fishing is Different
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I was only eight years old the first time I found myself standing in the ice-cold waters of the Little Juniata River. Known to locals as the “Little J,” this Class A trout stream winds its way through the rolling hills of south-central Pennsylvania, where the ridges are thick with oak and maple and the valleys cradle some of the most productive trout water in the East.

It was mid-April, that magical time of year when spring finally wrestles winter into submission, but the river still ran cold — water temperatures in the low 50s, crisp enough to numb your toes within minutes. I wasn’t dressed like an angler from the glossy pages of a magazine. Far from it. Instead of waders and boots, I wore nothing more than a pair of yellow Nike mesh shorts and a flimsy pair of flip-flops, the kind that slapped against my heels as I stumbled along the riverbank. Standing waist-deep in the swift current, every step was a battle to keep my footing. My legs burned from the cold, but I hardly noticed. I was too mesmerized by the river itself — the way the water curled around rocks, the foam lines drifting downstream, and most of all, the trout that were feeding aggressively just beyond my reach.

Across the river was a deep, slow-moving channel — the first real pool after several hundred yards of tumbling riffles. I knew that spot instinctively, even as a kid. It was the kind of place that held fish year after year, a permanent feature etched into the river’s memory. That evening, the trout were in a frenzy, leaping clear out of the water in pursuit of Grannom caddisflies, their wings flickering in the fading light as they laid eggs across the current. I didn’t know much about entomology back then. To me, they were just “bugs.” But the sight of those trout exploding through the surface left a permanent mark on me. I wanted to understand it. I wanted to be part of it.

My uncle had lent me his fly rod for the evening — a nine-foot Shakespeare, probably an eight-weight. It was far too big and clumsy for the Little J, but at that time, I didn’t know the difference. The mismatched fly line sagged awkwardly with each cast, and the tapered leader was anything but balanced. To any seasoned angler, my setup would have looked laughable, a Frankenstein collection of gear thrown together without thought. But to me, it was magic.

Tied to the end of my line was a tan caddis pattern with a dark green spot, designed to imitate the egg-laying Grannoms that dotted the surface. The fly hadn’t come from a fly shop. It was a gift from my neighbor, Bing Dick, a man whose tackle boxes overflowed with hand-tied creations and whose heart overflowed with generosity. Bing was a true fly fisherman — the kind of guy who could talk about bugs, tippets, and water levels for hours. He loved sharing that passion with me. Every so often, he’d slip me a handful of flies tied at his bench, each one wrapped with the precision of an artist. Looking back, those flies were priceless to me. They were my ticket into a world I barely understood but desperately wanted to join.

That night, I managed to hook a few trout. I can still remember the electric jolt traveling up the rod when a fish took, the sudden tension of life on the other end of the line. My casting was awkward, my drifts were short, and my technique was more luck than skill — but none of that mattered. My dad stood on the Barree Bridge, watching over me like a sentinel, calling out where he saw trout rising. “There! Just upstream! Drop your fly in that seam!” he’d shout, pointing with one hand as I fumbled to place the cast. Sometimes I got it right, and the line would tighten as a trout rose and inhaled the fly. Other times, I missed entirely, the fly slapping uselessly against the current.

As the daylight faded and the shadows deepened, I’d inevitably break off my last fly. With no flashlight and no skill in tying knots in the dark, my evening would end the same way every time. Rod in hand, heart racing from the thrill of the catch, I’d run back up to the bridge where my dad was waiting. We’d walk home together, me chattering endlessly about every splash, every strike, every fish that got away. Back at the house, I’d thaw out with a warm dinner, my mind still replaying the evening’s moments as if I were watching a film.

That spot on the Little Juniata was more than just a fishing hole. It was my backyard classroom, less than a hundred yards from the house where I grew up in Barree. Over the years, I would spend thousands of hours wading those waters, casting into pools, and turning over rocks to see what bugs lived beneath. The Little J wasn’t just a river; it was my teacher, my playground, and my refuge.

My family didn’t have much money growing up. My dad was a hard-working construction worker, my mom a store clerk. They stretched every dollar to keep food on the table and a roof over our heads, but luxuries like high-end fly rods or brand-new waders were out of the question. I had three siblings — an older brother and a younger brother who shared my obsession with fishing, and an older sister who had little interest in anything outdoors. We made do with what we had. Hand-me-down gear, borrowed rods, and whatever flies we could tie or scrounge together. I didn’t own a pair of waders or boots for years, but it never stopped me. I was grateful for what I had, and I had something more valuable than any piece of gear: a world-class trout river running practically through my backyard.

The Little Juniata River itself is something special. A 32-mile-long tributary of the Juniata River, it begins near Altoona, meanders past Tipton, and flows through Tyrone before merging with Spruce Creek. From there, it runs past my hometown of Barree before finally joining the Frankstown Branch and forming the upper Juniata. Some anglers argue about what qualifies as the “upper,” “middle,” or “lower” sections of the Little J, but to me, the lower stretch — from Spruce Creek down to River Road — has always been the heart of the river. That’s where I cut my teeth, where I learned to read water, and where I first began to understand the rhythms of fish and insect life.

The Little J is not an easy river. Even the most experienced fly fishermen are humbled here. The trout are wild, wary, and unforgiving of sloppy casts or poor drifts. The hatches are prolific but unpredictable, demanding close observation and quick adaptation. To a beginner, it can feel overwhelming. To a veteran, it’s a lifelong puzzle. And for me, it was home — the place that shaped not just my skills as an angler, but my outlook on patience, persistence, and respect for the natural world.

A Question I’ve Always Asked Myself “Why People Fall in Love with Fly Fishing”.

Of all the passions a person can fall into—dirt bike riding, reading, farming, running, even music—I found myself drawn, almost pulled, toward fly fishing. I often wonder why fly fishing? Why not something else? The truth is, fly fishing offers something few hobbies can: a lifetime of endless learning, exploration, and connection.

Every time you step into the water, you’re not just casting a fly. You’re stepping into an ever-evolving classroom. You learn the language of rivers, the habits of trout, the delicate timing of hatches, the subtle shifts of weather, and the nuances of your gear. Each one of those topics could be a book of its own—and that’s exactly why the sport never gets old. It grows with you. It challenges you. And most of all, it connects you.

A Brotherhood of Anglers

As my life in fly fishing unfolded, I began crossing paths with people who shared the same love. What surprised me most was the diversity of those who carried a fly rod. Rich and poor, athletes and academics, young dreamers and old storytellers—we all waded into the same rivers, bound by one common thread.

Take my brothers, for example. They were my earliest companions on the water, and the bond we built with rod in hand will last forever. But beyond family, fly fishing introduced me to a cast of characters who shaped my journey and showed me just how wide and welcoming this community can be.

Nate Paterson: The Ranger with a Fly Rod

In my early years, I often fished with Nate Paterson. Today he’s a decorated Army Ranger and a father of three, but back then he was just a friend with a passion for the water. His attic was like a museum of fly fishing history—boxes of gear, weathered rods, and, most importantly, a fly-tying kit that sparked my first fascination with tying my own flies.

I can still remember the feeling of clamping that first hook into the vise, wrapping thread clumsily around it, and imagining the trout that might one day take it. It was the beginning of a lifelong love for fly tying, and it came from those afternoons with Nate and the legacy his grandfather left behind.

Garret Scott: Wrestling and Wading Deep

Then there was Garret Scott, a three-time Pennsylvania state wrestling champion. You wouldn’t think someone with that kind of competitive drive would find peace in fly fishing—but he did. And when he was on the water, it was like he became a different person.

Garret didn’t fish often, but when he did, I swear it was the happiest I ever saw him. He learned quickly, always willing to push himself—sometimes literally—wading out to the far side of the river to reach a trout others would have left untouched. For him, fly fishing wasn’t just a pastime. It was release. It was joy.

Ashly Bright and the Spruce Creek Connection

In high school, I dated a girl named Ashly Bright, whose father owned Spruce Creek Outfitters. If you know anything about fly fishing, you know Spruce Creek. It’s one of those legendary streams—world-famous, mostly private, and fished by presidents and celebrities alike. Jimmy Carter. Troy Polamalu. The list goes on.

Her father, Alan, was the kind of man you could sit and listen to for hours. He was a walking encyclopedia of fly fishing knowledge. I spent countless afternoons in that shop, picking his brain, stocking up on flies for the evening hatch, and—of course—finding excuses to see Ashly. Looking back, I realize those afternoons shaped more than my fishing. They deepened my appreciation for the culture, the tradition, and the reverence that surrounds fly fishing.
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The Little Juniata and Lunchtime Escapes

After college, life took me to New Pig Corporation in Tipton, Pennsylvania. By pure luck—or maybe fate—the office was just steps away from the “upper” section of the Little Juniata River, a stream I had already grown to love.

It became my sanctuary. On lunch breaks, while others grabbed sandwiches, I grabbed my fly rod. I’d sneak down to the water, chasing mid-afternoon hatches in the spring or drifting nymphs through icy winter currents. Those stolen hours reminded me that fly fishing doesn’t have to be a weekend escape—it can be a rhythm woven into your daily life.
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