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A half-century has passed since I began fly fishing, so you might imagine how many fly fishers have influenced me. Unfortunately, many names are forgotten. However, one of my contemporaries, James Krul, and I go back forty years and we still fish together. Jim is one of those “been there, done that” of the fly fishing world. He owned a fly tying materials catalog company and served, for ten years, as the director of the Catskill Fly Fishing Center & Museum. Of late, he authored his own book on collecting antique fly fishing equipment. I learned a lot from Jim as we shared adult beverages and cheap cigars in numerous fly fishing camps in northern New England over the years. I suspect he’s withholding more information until our next outing.


—TONY LOLLI
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To Lorraine Gilligan, President Jimmy Carter, Sue Anne King, Michael Coe, and to all my other good friends who helped me with this project.


—BRUCE CURTIS
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President Jimmy Carter trout fishing on Turniptown Creek near Ellijay, Georgia, May 1988.












FOREWORD
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ROSALYNN AND I SHARE MANY MEMORIES OF FLY FISHING. We are fortunate to have fished across the United States and in many foreign countries. Regardless of the venue, we enjoy the camaraderie shared among fly fishers.


Although it’s all fly fishing, brook trout in northern Georgia’s Chattahoochee River require different enticements than do the huge rainbow trout of western Alaska’s Copper River. The same flies used for taimen in Mongolia’s Eg River won’t fool the wild brown trout of Pennsylvania’s Spruce Creek. Sea-run brown trout in Argentina prefer flies not appreciated by rainbow trout on Russia’s Kamchatka Peninsula.


The comparisons could go on with differences noted for every type of fish. However, one commonality links these experiences: the fly. The device that defines fly fishing is also the common denominator. The blending of bits of feather, fur, or hair is a craft thousands of years old. Regardless of the materials used, or the fish species desired, it is the fly that engenders success.


I know, firsthand, what it takes to tie an effective fly, having tied my share. Rosalynn and I have also benefited from the generosity of well-known fly tyers around the world. Through my own fly tying, I’ve come to appreciate the skill demonstrated by fly tyers such as those featured in this book, The Art of the Fishing Fly. Theirs is a devotion to an ancient craft—a craft that will be passed from one generation to the next for as long as there will be fly fishers.


—JIMMY CARTER


2017




















PREFACE



IMAGINE YOU ARE AT YOUR FAVORITE RESTAURANT. The server comes to your table and proceeds to tell you about the daily specials. You set aside the menu and listen intently, hoping that your favorite seasonal offering is on the list. Now imagine that you are a game fish, becoming hungrier by the moment as you swim in your favorite pool. You, too, are tired of the same old menu and want today’s special. Suddenly insects from a hatch begin to rise and you strike at the fly of the day.


This is the way we sometimes introduce fly fishing to individuals who know nothing about the sport—a group that includes most people who live in the United States.


Once you understand why fly tyers are creating artificial replicas of natural insects, then the door opens and it is possible to understand some of the fascination and complexity of this remarkable craft.


This amazing book is exactly the right introduction for those new to fly fishing and fly tying, and the perfect tome for those who already love and partake of the sport. Many visitors to the Catskill Fly Fishing Center & Museum (CFFCM) know a thing or two about fly fishing—or they soon learn.


The sport originated in the Catskills because of the abundance of water running through the numerous mountain streams. The weather and geology of these mountains combine in a unique way to provide a wealth of water unlike any other place on earth. New York City draws off 800 million gallons every day through vast tunnels over 100 miles long. At the same time, Philadelphia relies on the heavy flow of freshwater streaming down the Delaware River to hold back the ocean salt pushing up Delaware Bay.


For the past thirty-six years, the museum has been telling this story of earth and water and insect and fish, and their intersection with humanity. Folks who are fly fishers know all about “matching the hatch” and finding just the right dry fly to catch a trout. And they are fascinated by the items to be seen in the museum. CFFCM is the recipient of the largest private and commercial collections—of rods, reels, tackle, clothing, flies, line, and other fishing materials—in the world. These artifacts are archived in a permanent collection and displayed in changing museum exhibits.
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Sign welcoming visitors to the Catskill Fly Fishing Center & Museum in Livingston Manor, New York.











Exhibits feature names like Elsie and Harry Darbee, Winnie and Walt Dette, Poul Jorgensen, Lee Wulff, and Art Flick—as well as a Hall of Fame recognizing over one hundred individuals who have made significant contributions to the world of fly fishing. Exhibits include historic monuments to fly fishing, the development of rods and reels, and numerous examples of fishing flies. At any given moment there are also new exhibitions of fishers, artists, writers, fly tyers, rodmakers, and environmentalists.


Walk into the museum with someone who is a fly fisher, and he or she is in heaven.


But those who don’t know the sport are often mystified by this culture of fly fishing, where so much time and effort is spent to catch a fish that is then released into the water. For these newcomers, the museum is like an antique store with nothing for sale. Most of the names are unfamiliar, many of the fishing rods are made from bamboo, and then there are those little fishing flies.


What are those bug-like “things” with hooks on them? Who has made these beautiful, colorful miniature insects? Why are there so many different kinds of flies?


Welcome to The Art of the Fishing Fly, which tells this story through essays, descriptions, and enlarged photographs of the four major divisions of fly patterns. Like needlepoint, scrimshaw, quilt-making, and other traditional American crafts, the art of tying flies has a unique integrity and beauty found nowhere else. While it is easy to learn the basics, mastering this art requires a skill and perseverance found only by the truly dedicated.
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A Poul Jorgensen exhibit at the Catskill Fly Fishing Center & Museum.











The museum has known a lot about fishing flies since its inception in 1981, after Elsie Darbee brought up the idea of preserving and sharing the trout fishing tradition and spirit of the fly fishing community. The Darbee kitchen in Roscoe, New York, was the place where many fly fishers gathered to exchange stories and advice about their chosen sport while they tied a few of their favorite flies.


Recently the CFFCM became the recipient of the Masters Fly Collection, tied by the world’s preeminent fly tyers, past and present. This major new collection of flies is a three-decade-plus project curated by Tom Zacoi of Venetia, Pennsylvania. It includes over two thousand flies in nine museum-quality fly cases. Three hold 48 vials of preserved entomological specimens (representing the major hatches throughout North America) with flies tied for each life cycle stage of the insect’s development. Three more boxes house realistic salmon flies, saltwater and bass bugs, and caddisflies.


The collection was tied by 575 people, including many in this book. They represent thirty-two countries, including: Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Canada, Chile, Denmark, Fiji, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Holland, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Lithuania, New Zealand, Norway, Pakistan, Poland, Scotland, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Ukraine, the United Kingdom, the United States, and Wales. The collection is housed in the museum’s archive, with major exhibits scheduled in 2018 and 2020.
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Fly and leader boxes on display at the Museum.











The mission of the Catskill Fly Fishing Center & Museum is to preserve the past, protect the present, and promote the future of fly fishing. This interaction of history and the future is played out every day on its grounds.


This is the place where people come to share the collective story of fly fishing after they have been hooked on a sport that places artistry and nature and healing at the forefront of its values. There is a therapeutic value to standing in a clean mountain stream, casting one’s line with a hand-tied fly on the end, wrestling with a beautiful game fish . . . and then releasing it unharmed back to nature.


The culture of fly fishing lives here in this museum. An appreciation of the lore and art that is the fishing fly can be found in this book.


—GLENN PONTIER


2017
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A view of flags, flies, and other memorabilia from around the world at the Museum.
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Fly fishing on the Battenkill in Arlington, Vermont.











INTRODUCTION


[image: ]




“If fishing is a religion, fly fishing is high church.”


—TOM BROKAW, 1991





Some fly fishers dance with rivers. They belong to a clan that is generations old. Some say it began with the ancient Greeks; others say it was the Babylonians. Regardless, the fishing fly is their amulet—a touchstone to the ancient ones. Throughout history, the fishing fly has connected each member to its traditions, allowing them to become a contributor in spirit. Although the rod and reel remain constant, the fly has a multitude of variations, each with singular intent: to provide the passageway to active participation.


The fly fisher’s dance may take place on diminutive, misty rills inhabited by brightly colored brook trout—the jeweled, lightweight trout. It might take place on larger streams where cagey, rapacious brown and rainbow trout challenge the tribe’s skills. Or the dance might be held on big-shouldered rivers that dare them to risk safety for the prize of hidden Atlantic salmon. Whatever the venue, the fly is the key and the path.


The fly takes many forms. Some retain ancient elements, while others have evolved into modern versions. Regardless, the intended function is pure: to enable fly fishers to become active participants in the ancient dance.


This book provides insight into, and appreciation of, the lore and art that is the fishing fly.



OVERVIEW



The allure of fly fishing has evolved over thousands of years, from the necessity to feed one’s family to the desire to feed one’s soul. At the center of this succession is the fishing fly. It is an icon, and it represents more than membership in the fly fishing tribe; it symbolizes active participation in this segment of outdoor lifestyle.


More than 3.8 million American fly fishers carry the torch for the millions who came, and went, before them. Each era had its own fly patterns. Some are long forgotten, while others continue to prove their effectiveness. Even today, some look upon fly tyers as alchemists, conjuring up lifelike organisms from steel, feathers, and fur. Those fishers willing to take up the fly tying craft discover that there is more art than science involved. Materials and techniques continue to evolve, and this keeps the interest of fly tyers old and new.


More has likely been written about fly fishing than any other sport. No title, however, has taken a closer look at the emblem of this activity than this book. It is, then, the intent of this book to present the fishing fly for the art form it is. The delicate manipulations of materials result in objects of art designed not only to fool fish but also to please the eye of those who fish. Those who do not fish have even come to appreciate this art, and so some patterns have found their ways into shadowboxes, never to float upon water.
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Some of the tools and materials needed for creating flies.











The Art of the Fishing Fly will give pleasure to tyers and non-tyers alike by presenting enlarged views of fly patterns. Every turn of fur, every proportion of construction, every color of feather will be clearly in focus. The presentation will amaze even those who have never felt the pulse-quickening electricity that comes with a fish’s strike.


The four major divisions of fly patterns will be presented in this book. Atlantic salmon flies, the most colorful of all, have a 250-year history. They first appeared in the United Kingdom when the British Empire stretched around the world and made materials available to tyers from every corner of the globe.


Trout flies are the most commonly tied patterns because the majority of fly tyers fish for trout. Some patterns are so impressive that one waits for them to fly away. As imitations of natural insects they are unimaginably delicate, as demonstrated by the enlarged images herein; one marvels at the skill required to create such ephemeral art.
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Trout flies in a fly box.











Saltwater flies are the workhorses of fly fishing patterns, designed to capture fish in the hundreds, if not thousands, of pounds. Tuna, tarpon, sailfish, and even giant marlin are taken on flies of incredible colors. Modern synthetic materials, in colors not found in the rainbow, are breathtaking when viewed in all their glorious hues.


Warm-water patterns are the newest to evolve, having originated only about fifty years ago. Bass, pike, and muskellunge take these patterns designed to represent baitfish, frogs, mice, and leeches among others. Unusual color combinations and natural materials such as deer hair are commonly used but seldom seen up close. The ingenuity of these patterns is astounding.


The presentation of all four divisions of this intricate art form will delight the reader, whether or not they are entranced by the seductive voices of wild places.


THE ZEN OF FLY FISHING


As noted earlier, more has been written about fly fishing than probably any other sport. What accounts for this abundance? Perhaps it is because fly fishing has been described as the contemplative sport. Perhaps this meditative effect goes deeper than our consciousness and influences us even when we are not engaged in the act of fly fishing.


Zen is characterized as a complete state of focus that incorporates a total togetherness of body and mind. Those who are lifelong fly fishers will tell you fly fishing is not a sport—it is a way of life. This is not hyperbole. It is always in the back of our minds, if not at the forefront. Even in winter months that do not lend themselves to the activity itself, fly fishers spend their time acquiring equipment and tying flies.


Flies have a special significance because they are touchstones that connect us to the fly fishing life, past, present, and future.


Were it not for fly fishing, there would be no need for fishing flies. They exist in a partnership nearly as old as civilization. Like many other ancient inventions, such as the bow and arrow or spear, fly fishing appears to have been discovered independently in several places and in different epochs.


The earliest written description of fly fishing is attributed to the Roman author Claudius Aelianus (c. 175–c. 235 CE). In c. 200 CE, Aelianus described the Macedonian way of fly fishing in his work Varia Historia (Various History):




I have heard of a Macedonian way of catching fish, and it is this: between Berœa and Thessalonica runs a river called the Astræus, and in it there are fish with speckled skins; what the natives of the country call them you had better ask the Macedonians. These fish feed on a fly peculiar to the country, which hovers on the river. . . .


They fasten red (crimson red) wool round a hook, and fix on to the wool two feathers which grow under a cock’s wattles, and which in color are like wax. Their rod is six feet long, and their line is the same length. Then they throw their snare, and the fish, attracted and maddened by the color, comes straight at it, thinking from the pretty sight to get a dainty mouthful; when, however, it opens its jaws, it is caught by the hook and enjoys a bitter repast, a captive.





What astonishes are the similarities between Aelian’s account and today’s practice of tying flies of particular colors in order to imitate the appearance of an aquatic insect. The fly fisher, thus, becomes a participant in the natural order—a reflection of the Zen of fly fishing.


Some believe the centuries-old Japanese method of tenkara fly fishing was used as a means of “enlightening” samurai warriors when they were not engaged in warfare. Apparently, this was an important consideration in the twelfth century if the nobleperson was to maintain control of the warrior class during times of peace. This Japanese fishing technique blends the traditions of contemplation and personal challenge and is, perhaps, the earliest notion of the Zen of fly fishing: a connection between angler and nature. Support for the assertion that fly fishing developed independently in different times and places comes from widespread twelfth-century Asian woodcarvings illustrating a man with rod and line arguably identical to what Claudius Aelianus wrote about.
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Two people fish at a weir near Mount Fuji in this nineteenth-century print by acclaimed Japanese printmaker Hokusai.











Even older evidence can be seen in depictions found in Egyptian tombs at the Beni Hasan burial site, from around the twentieth century BCE. Once again, a person is seen holding a rod with a line of equal length and a fish on the end. It’s interesting to note that some think fishing for recreation is a recent development; however, hunting and fishing were seen as both a sport and a source of food by the ancient Egyptians. Other, more efficient methods such as nets and traps existed at the same time as this ancient angling. Were food the only endgame of fishing, traps and nets would outproduce angling. Thus, angling was an activity practiced for recreation.
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Woodcut of a man angling with a simple rod from an 1880 edition of A Treatyse of Fysshynge wyth an Angle (1496).











The British tradition of fly fishing comes to mind when speaking of more recent forms. It is the image of a fisher gracefully casting a line that appears to hover of its own accord which provides the archetypical image of fly fishing. Even the British tradition is centuries old though, going back at least to A Treatyse of Fysshynge wyth an Angle (1496); an illustration from that book is shown here at left.


By the nineteenth century, dressings for flies were described and a standardization of sorts was established. The use of reels to hold fly lines also came about around this time. No longer would fishers be limited to a line tied to the tip of a rod. With the advent of reels came the ability to cast or throw a line. The fly went along for the ride and could reach distances not allowed by a line tethered to the rod tip.


With the spread of railroads, travel to far-off British and Scottish Atlantic salmon waters became possible, and the sport of salmon angling was available to anyone who could pay the freight. This time frame, the height of the British Empire, also resulted in the availability of colorful and unique fly tying materials from the colonies. “Full dressed” salmon flies, some of which can be viewed in this book, require tyers to faithfully adhere to established standards. Many Atlantic salmon flies incorporate as many as thirty different materials, tied on in a specific order using a predetermined technique. A small cadre of salmon tyers preserves these iconic patterns and passes their knowledge on to new tyers. In this way, they keep alive the tradition and their connections to an earlier time and place.


Contemporary fly fishers often speak of the sense of becoming part of the natural environment while fly fishing. For them, it is the total experience of participation that matters most. Many report that the process of discovering which insects are hatching, selecting an appropriate imitation, determining where and how the cast should be delivered, and sending the fly on a downstream drift that replicates the float of the natural insect all add to the moment. A couple of examples are in order.
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A color plate of salmon flies from Rod-Fishing in Clear Waters by Fly, Minnow, and Worm, by Henry Wade, 1860.











The organization Casting for Recovery® is on a mission to “enhance the quality of life of women with breast cancer through a unique retreat program that combines breast cancer education and peer support with the therapeutic sport of fly fishing. The program offers opportunities for women to find inspiration, discover renewed energy for life, and experience healing connections with other women and nature.” The repetitive motion of fly casting was identified as restorative for traumatized muscles, but participants quickly recognize a second benefit. They will tell you the act of being in a flowing river and focusing entirely on the tasks at hand create a healing experience. For a short time they are far from the worries and health threats they face in their everyday lives. They describe it as natural, healthy experience that is calming and makes them better prepared to deal with their cancer. This, then, is the Zen of their fly fishing experience, and it would not be possible but for the involvement of the fishing fly.


Project Healing Waters Fly Fishing, an international organization, is “dedicated to the physical and emotional rehabilitation of disabled active military service personnel and disabled veterans through fly fishing and associated activities including education and outings.” Activities for members occur on a monthly basis, and, as might be imagined, the range of disabilities, both physical and emotional, varies widely. In spite of this great variability, participants are unanimous: being actively involved in the environs and activities of fly fishing is therapeutic and healing. Camaraderie plays an important role, because participants share the stories of their disabling experiences and know that others have gone through similar trials. Although volunteers may not have those experiences in common with the participants, they can all share the Zen of fly fishing.


When all is said and done, perhaps a quotation by Henry David Thoreau might best explain the Zen of fly fishing: “Many men go fishing all of their lives without knowing that it is not fish they are after.”
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