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Author Ben Duchesney scans the waters surrounding a sandbar in the middle of the flats of Cape Cod, looking for striped bass on the fly. This is the exact sandbar where he fell in love with kayak fly fishing.






Introduction


One time in a tackle shop, a friend mentioned out loud that I fly fish from a kayak. Behind the counter, the tackle shop worker’s eyes widened and he asked, “Do you do it upside down, too? That might be easier.”


It may look like some sort of voodoo black magic to some, standing in a kayak and fly casting, but with modern kayak designs, fast rods, and a halfway decent sense of balance, it’s an easily attainable goal. I tell people all the time that they should at least give fly fishing from a kayak a chance. Once you tailor your techniques of casting and paddling a certain way, to better suit your fishing platform, you can easily take advantage of this super-stealthy form of fishing. I spend most of my time, besides behind a desk, out on the saltwater flats of Cape Cod, Massachusetts, standing in my kayak as the 12-foot tides race by, looking for signs of striped bass. Sure, I occasionally fish from a big center console, or even wade, but given the choice, I’ll always choose the kayak.


I didn’t always fish this way. In fact, I only started fly fishing in college after borrowing a fly rod from my little brother and half-sliding, half-falling down the side of a mountain to reach a trout steam behind the school. Spending every minute before, after, and between class (and sometimes instead of), I fell in love with the simplicity of the cast, the poetry in the motions, and, of course, the beautiful fish.


Shortly before I picked up a fly rod, I picked up a paddle. Spending plenty of time in different boats as a kid growing up in a coastal town, having my own craft was always a dream. I thought it was a very distant dream until I graduated high school and was gifted my first kayak. The first generation of fishing kayaks were just hitting the stores, and I was blessed with a kayak that wasn’t a dog to paddle, allowed me to stand in it all day long without falling into the drink, and had enough storage space to fit my tackle gear.


I spent the following winter and many of the following seasons rigging and re-rigging and perfecting the layout of my first kayak until it was an absolute fishing machine. Constantly tweaking and improving your boat’s performance is another major joy of kayak fly fishing. Not only can you keep improving your boat and your gear, but more importantly, you will forever be learning. Never again can you call yourself an expert on fishing or paddling because once you do, you’ve closed yourself off to learning another great new paddle stroke or cast that will surely help you.


When I first started kayak fishing, I never considered it paddling, or myself a paddler. It wasn’t until I started spending time on the water with real paddlers did I see the magic that lies within the proper technique and a high level of skill. Instead of muscling my way through a wave or fighting the current of a river or the tide, I quickly learned to harness that energy. Instead of wearing myself out, getting frustrated while paddling, I was putting more time and effort into fishing and enjoying paddling the whole time. The further along you get with your paddling skills, the more your fishing will benefit. To the same effect, the better your skill becomes at fly casting, especially with the subtle nuances of casting from a kayak, the more you’ll enjoy paddling and kayaking.


There are many microskiffs and other lightweight boats that are designed to get into the skinniest water and be almost imperceptible to the fish. Sure, these boats come close to what I can do in a kayak, but I’m able to go places that even they can only dream of. I’ve been deeper and farther into the backwaters of a fishery in a kayak than I’d ever be able to with any other vessel and cast to fish that think they’re safe.


Fly fishing adds to that stealth factor by allowing me to present flies in super-skinny water, or throw patterns and flies that are so subtle in their presentation that the fish can’t help but bite. Whether it’s in fast-moving rivers or big expansive flats, in a backwoods wilderness lake or your local bass pond, a fly rod and a kayak can be two of the deadliest tools that will get you on more fish.


When I was the web editor of Kayak Angler magazine, I got to travel all over the country, even up into Canada, to go fishing. No matter where I go, whether I get to bring my own gear or not, I always try to throw a fly if I get the chance. Doesn’t matter the species. I’ve begged fishing guides to bring along an extra fly rod, strapped a travel rod onto the back of a motorcycle, and even decided to leave the conventional or spinning gear at home if it means I can throw a fly. If I’m sitting or standing comfortably on a kayak, my fly is the one that hooks into a fish, even when no one else can connect.


[image: Ben Duchesney sifts through his fly box for a bushy, hairy streamer that will fool a big smallmouth bass on Cape Cod. Once you start fly fishing from a kayak, your life is going to be changed forever.]


Another thing about kayak fly fishing is that it’s just damn fun. Whether or not I’m the only one catching fish, which more often than not isn’t the case, I know that I’m having more fun throwing a fly in a kayak than I would be fishing from a different boat or with different gear. The soft pull of water on my paddle drifting into a quiet freshwater cove, the zing of line through my guides when I shoot it towards a tailing fish, surfing waves on the paddle home—it all adds up to a richer experience.


Another big difference that really separates this form of fishing from any other kind is that this is real work and real exercise. Instead of sitting in a swiveling chair at the front of a boat, powered by big twin motors that require you to only push a button or two, you’re your own motor. Every ounce of sweat and effort that you put into kayak fly fishing is returned twofold. Any time I feel I’m slacking off on the water is a day where I haven’t seen many fish and likely haven’t paddled very far from shore. The anglers who are emboldened by determination when they try this artful pursuit are the anglers who will reap the rewards of a lifetime of passion and adventure.


Instead of smelling gas or wondering if my motor’s batteries are running low, or being nervous about my big boat or engines scaring off the fish and every other creature for miles, I can paddle silently along and listen. Instead of blasting my eardrums with wind-noise, the wind rustles through the leaves overhead or rolls across the flats into a warm blanket of salty air.


Even if everyone else is catching fish while I’m getting skunked, I’m still having more fun because I get to enjoy casting, rather than wearing my arms out by throwing some heavy lure, cast after cast after cast. Which is another joy of fly fishing from a kayak. If you can’t catch fish, which happens to the best of us, you still get to enjoy a nice paddle, rather than think about the money you just burned in your gas tank.


Whether you’re fishing pressured bass ponds, eddy-hopping on backwater creeks or rivers for trout, looking for a wall hanger of a musky, or stalking the saltwater flats for a giant in skinny water, fly fishing from a kayak gives you the best odds. Use a fly rod and kayak together and switch to stealth mode the next time you go out fishing.


Once you have combined these two art forms, these great passions, you’ll have a life full of learning and progressing, constantly getting better at one or the other, which then helps both. Instead of fighting the forces seemingly against you, you’ll be able to harness that energy and drive it into the proper paddle stroke or know the necessary cast to make it work for you.


Just be careful—once you start fly fishing from a kayak and take this path, there’s really no turning back.
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PART 1





Getting Started
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Fly fishing from a kayak means you can fish any water you find, from small kettle ponds like this for smallmouth bass to the open ocean. There’s a kayak for you out there, it just depends on how you want to fish.






CHAPTER 1


Choosing the Right Boat


I have an addiction to boats. I’ll admit it. It’s probably so far along, so deeply rooted in my psyche, that not admitting it would be useless. So much so that admitting it is almost a part of the addiction. Like I’m proud of the obsession. Maybe I am.


I currently have so many boats in my possession that I could run a paddling school with every kind of craft imaginable. Of course, I have multiple fishing kayaks. Some are perfect for cruising the saltwater flats, while others I save for freshwater excursions. Some I use any time I’m in moving water, and some I use just when I don’t feel like carrying or dragging anything heavy. Some I don’t even use—I just let others borrow them so I can fish with more friends. See, there’s nothing wrong with too many fishing kayaks.


I also have a canoe, a whitewater creek boat, and the ability to use a friend’s center console whenever I want, so therefore it’s mine. I have an inflatable drift boat that’s perfect for those long days on the water with a buddy. I even have a few recreational sit-inside kayaks for general horseplay and kayaking when I don’t plan on wetting a line—though I usually still bring along a rod because, well, why wouldn’t I bring one?


The point is, once you pick the right boat for your needs, something that will grow with you as you learn and progress in your skills, you’ll fall in love with paddling even more. When I first started paddling, my kayak didn’t paddle like a barge, but it certainly wasn’t sleek and speedy. Once I started experimenting and cheating on that boat with others, I was hooked and started to paddle with any boat I could get my greedy hands on.


[image: Putting in at low tide to fish for skinny-water striped bass on the flats of Cape Cod means a long drag through the mud. Use Google Maps to find the closest access point to reach the fishery without hiking or dragging your boat too far.]


With each progression in skill, your love for boats will get deeper and deeper. Your first smooth eddy turn, with the canoe’s gunwales almost kissing the water’s surface; your first successful surf launch, with your bow crashing through incoming wave after wave, heading out for a long day of kayak fishing; or your first time still standing after a water-skier’s wake makes the boat rock like a buoy—each milestone is something that you’ll remember, and each boat will leave its mark.


My first boat has come and gone, but I still remember it and all of the fun that we had. As I say hello to new boats and good-bye to old ones, my needs are constantly changing with each new skill I’ve gained. When I can balance in a super-skinny boat with ease and don’t need a craft that is as stable as the ground, I can trade that boat in for a faster one. When I start bringing more or less gear with me on each trip, I can get a boat with the capacity that better suits my needs.


Because kayaks are so much cheaper than bass boats or big motorboats, it’s easy to buy, sell, or swap with your buddies and get a boat that exactly matches your needs one day and another boat to exactly match your needs the next.


Am I saying that you need a different boat for every fishery, for every type of fish you’re after, or for every emotion you may possibly have during the day? No, that’s ridiculous. One day you may find yourself in exactly that position, with so many boats that you don’t know how they all found themselves in your shed, but it’s not necessary in order to love kayak fly fishing.


Instead of focusing on what boat you want, first start by figuring out exactly what you need. Once you’ve realized the types of fish you want to catch, the fishery or handful of fisheries that you want to fish, and your fishing style and skill level, you can start to address which boat is exactly right for you.


Often I see a group of friends with the same brand of boat, or even the exact same model. That’s fine if you’re all fishing the same kinds of environments, for the same fish, and you all have the same skill level and style and feel comfortable paddling the same boat as everyone else in your group (just get a different color). But, if your needs aren’t exactly the same as your buddies’, don’t get the same boat.


[image: A layer of sand on the roof of a car reflects the rising sun at the start of a successful morning fishing for striped bass on Cape Cod. The saltwater flats are where the author feels most at home.]


Start broad and work your way down to the finer points. Start by figuring out where you want to fish and what fish you’ll be targeting, then determine your fishing style and skill level. Once you know these things, you can decide which boat fits your needs. Then you can worry about color and other fun things like rigging options, different paddles and gear, and more. Oh, the possibilities!


Sit-Insides vs. Sit-on-Tops





By far the biggest debate in kayak fishing is the battle between sit-inside kayaks and sit-on-tops. A quick glance at any kayak fishing blog or website, especially on social media, would lead the casual observer to believe that the sit-on-top (SOT) is creaming the sit-inside kayak (SINK) in popularity. Don’t let this facade fool you. The number of sit-insides that are being used in fishing is likely equal to the number of SOTs. As a general rule, sit-on-tops are used more often by kayak fishing pros, the ones on the factory teams that are all over the pages of magazines and social media. Sit-inside anglers, however, are usually either beginners, as most sit-insides are less expensive, or are highly specialized anglers, like those in very cold climates or fast-moving rivers. These anglers are less likely to be in the spotlight, and therefore many believe sit-on-tops are the only way to fish. But they’d be wrong.


Which boat is right for you depends on your personal needs, where you fish, how you fish, and, of course, your personal preference. While sit-on-tops are great boats for some applications and sit-insides are perfectly suited for others, either boat can excel where you like to fish.


More often than not, the right boat for the right situation depends on hull design and the proper balance of primary and secondary stability. Primary stability is the amount you can lean the boat from one side or the other without going on edge. Secondary stability is the amount of effort it takes for the boat to completely flip over once it has come up on edge. The easiest way to think about primary and secondary stability is to envision a jon boat. A jon boat has very strong primary stability, as in it’s difficult for you to tip the boat over because it is so stable. When it comes to secondary stability, though, a jon boat is seriously lacking, which means that if you do manage to tip the boat to one side and push it past its primary stability, you’re going over.


On the other hand, a sea kayak—long, skinny, and fast—has a mixture of primary and secondary stability, depending on hull design. A sea kayak usually has a strong enough stability for you to paddle straight all day without falling over, but it can be easily pushed past its primary stability with a slight tilt of your hips, therefore putting it on edge. Usually the secondary stability of a sea kayak is stronger than its primary, meaning you can easily put the boat on edge for easier turning, but it takes a further tilt in order for the boat to fully flip, causing you to then complete a roll in order to right yourself. For kayak fly fishing, however, we usually aren’t rolling our kayaks, so a primary stability that is strong enough to instill confidence paired with a strong secondary stability so you won’t flip while casting and fishing is the best balance of the two, creating the perfect stability for a fishing kayak.


[image: Professional fly tier and Jackson Kayak pro staffer Pat Cohen loads some pre-rigged fly rods into his Kilroy, a sit-inside kayak hybrid that allows him to store gear and shelter himself from harsh conditions at the same time.]


Should you flip, it is much harder to get back into a sit-inside kayak than it is to get back on top of your sit-on-top. If you flip in your sit-inside, you’ll need to perform a self-rescue, or hope that your fishing buddies know how to perform an assisted rescue. It is much easier to assist or be assisted in the event of a capsize, so always try to fish with a buddy. Once you get back into your kayak, you’ll likely require a bilge pump to remove any water that has found its way inside your boat. These are inexpensive to buy and don’t take up much room inside your kayak, and they can be found at most marine stores or paddling shops.


If you happen to flip your sit-on-top kayak, it is much easier to right your boat and then climb back aboard. Wearing a PFD, or personal flotation device, will help you get back into your boat and keep you much safer on the water. Because sit-on-top kayaks are self-draining, meaning there are holes, called scupper holes, along the entire hull that allow water to pass through and drain the boat, there won’t be any water to remove. Make sure to keep all of your hatches closed while fishing and all of your gear tied down—that way water won’t get inside your kayak’s hull and you won’t lose any gear in the drink.


Ponds and Lakes





Deciding which style of boat you need depends on where you like to fish, how you like to fish, how far you need to walk to get to the water, if there is current to think about, and so many other variables that you could sit and argue with yourself at the paddle shop for days. The easiest place to start is to identify what kind of fishery you’ll be spending most of your time in. Although there’s a good chance you’ll be spending time in a variety of situations, since kayak fly fishing can adapt itself so well to many different fisheries, decide where you’re most likely to spend the most amount of time.


For anglers that spend a lot of time on small backwoods ponds, I always suggest a simple, lightweight sit-inside kayak. Although a sit-on-top may work just as well if you have a way to get your boat to the water, these anglers most likely will have to hike in on a tight trail, or no trail at all, and a lighter boat will save time, effort, and an endless amount of frustration.


When deciding on the right sit-inside for a small pond in the woods, think about the trail first. A boat that has a wide cockpit will allow you to place the gunwale, or side of the boat, on your shoulder. Many sit-inside kayaks now have padding along the gunwale for exactly this purpose, but you can also add more padding later if you decide you need a little more cushion.


Once you get to the water, you’re going to want a boat that is stable enough for your ability. Although it’s great to research a boat online, there’s nothing like getting your hands on one in a store and really giving it a proper look, flipping the boat over and looking at the hull’s design. You’ll want to notice a keel line running down the center of the boat, nothing overly pronounced or sharp, but enough to be apparent. That way, when you’re paddling straight, you’ll have a boat that tracks well, or continues to go straight ahead, without the bow constantly turning from side to side.


  [image: Harry Duchesney throws out a long roll cast in the fading light in hopes of fooling a big rainbow trout with an olive Woolly Bugger. Sit-on-top kayaks allow you to stand up for hours on end and cast flies at the same time, with ease.]


  [image: A kayak cart makes getting your kayak to the water much easier on your boat and your body. Avoid dragging your kayak through gravel or over concrete to prevent damaging it.]


The next feature to look for is a hull shape that will aid in stability. The most stable hull design you’ll see is a catamaran-style hull, with the keel almost recessed in the hull so there is space in the center and two round halves of the hull creating two pontoon-like supports. A boat that allows the water to support the boat in multiple places is best, with a hull design that is staged—that way the primary stability and secondary stability will be comfortable for all-day fishing and you won’t be paranoid about tipping.


When it comes to a lightweight boat that you can throw over your shoulder, stay away from rotomolded hulls, unless you’ve been working out. A rotomolded boat is manufactured by pouring plastic inside a mold and then spinning, shaking, and heating the form so that all of the plastic is shaped into a hull. These boats are heavy, as they use more plastic. Thermoforming, on the other hand, creates a lighter boat that you can throw over your shoulder for a long hike to the water. Thermoformed boats are manufactured by placing a sheet of plastic over a heated mold, thus creating a thinner hull that uses less plastic, which results in a lighter boat.


When inspecting the deck, or top, of your pond-hopping sit-inside, look for flat areas that will allow you to install mounts later on for rod holders or other accessories like electronics. Many companies now offer angler versions of their boats that already come with mounting options or rod holders. At the very least, bungees stretched across the deck of the kayak will allow you to quickly stash gear beneath them.


Because these backwater ponds are smaller and you don’t need to worry about paddling long distances, a shorter, wider boat will give you the best balance of stability and speed. As a general rule, the longer and skinnier a boat is, the faster it will be, and the wider a boat is, the more stability it will have. Test out different boats before you buy; many paddling shops have demo days on a regular basis that allow you to test as many boats as you like on a local lake. A good pond-hopping boat could be 10 feet long and as wide as 36 inches. A wide, short kayak such as this will give you the strongest stability at a length that will still allow you to put some speed behind your paddle strokes, should you need to make a crossing in the wind or just get back to the trailhead before dark.


For bigger lakes and ponds, where you don’t need to worry about hiking in or carrying your boat a long distance, a rotomolded sit-on-top can give you the best options for carrying gear and rigging rod holders or electronics. The latest fishing kayaks have so many rigging options for the kayak fly fisher that some boats look as fancy and rigged up as professional bass boats. For medium-size water, a lake that would take a full day or more to fish, a 12-foot boat would be long enough to get you around fast enough. For bigger lakes, fisheries that would take weeks to completely cover, a boat the size of a sea kayak, around 16 feet long, provides the perfect speed to get you to the fish.


Since you’ll be spending more time paddling and less time turning, you’ll want a stronger keel—a boat that will track straight even in heavy winds. The stronger the keel line, the harder it is for a boat to turn, which is why river boats are generally round-bottomed, with no keel at all. On a big lake where distance is a factor, however, you’ll spend more time paddling straight than you will turning.


[image: Joe Gugino winds up for a big roll cast in search of Atlantic salmon on the North Shore of Massachusetts. Being able to cast while sitting down is an essential first step to learning how to fly fish from a kayak.]


Look for a boat that is as wide as you can stand, but will still allow you to pick up paddling speed for the longer crossings. A sit-on-top that is around 32 to 34 inches wide should have enough stability for you to stand up and cast all day, but still be slicey in the water when you need to put the spurs to your boat and cover some distance. Again, a hull that stages out or that features a catamaran-style design will give you the most stability for standup fishing. When the wind kicks up or you need to cut through chop on long paddle runs, a boat that has enough bow flare, with the sides of the hull flaring out at the front, will deflect oncoming waves away from the boat instead of allowing them to crash over the bow and onto you or your gear.


The top deck of your lake fishing boat should be open enough that you can stand comfortably, without hatches or rigging getting in the way of your feet or line, but have enough flat, empty surfaces to give you versatile mounting platforms. Often a bigger lake will require electronics in order to fully research it and optimize your fishing time. A rear tankwell, the big space behind the seat, allows you to store things like a tackle bag or crate with all of your gear and is also a perfect spot to put a cooler or dry bag.


Many sit-on-tops also feature hatches that allow you to store gear—or fish, should you choose to keep your catch, though I always urge catch-and-release—directly inside the hull itself. This is a perfect spot to store an extra paddle, should you break your primary one, or extra rods, or other nonessential gear that you don’t plan on accessing throughout the day, as it can be harder to access these hatches. Day hatches, usually smaller and much closer to the seat, allow you to keep smaller essentials like water, keys, or your wallet handy but out of the way while you’re fishing.


Although many new fishing kayaks have very cool camo color schemes or a lot of dark patterns available, for bigger lakes with more boat traffic it’s smart to buy a boat that will be highly visible, even at dawn or dusk when you’re likely to be on the water but less likely to be noticed. Many manufacturers also offer color schemes, like a bright yellow, that will allow you to be seen by the many pleasure boaters or jet skiers that you’re sure to run into on larger, more popular lakes. High-vis clothing or reflective tape is another smart idea. The tape is inexpensive and readily available at most hardware stores, takes seconds to install on your kayak, and will keep you much safer. As always, no matter what body of water you’re fishing in, but even more important when fishing in a high-traffic area, wear your PFD so that if you do get flipped by a boat wake or flip in heavy winds, you’ll be able to quickly get back onto your kayak and make it to shore.


Rivers





River anglers all have different styles depending on the exact river that they fish, as every river has its unique personality and features, so therefore choosing the right boat for your local river is like choosing a soul mate. You’ll never really know which boat is best until you’ve tried out a few and broken a few hearts, but then the right one will come along and you’ll be as smitten as a schoolboy.


The style of boat will usually depend on the river’s flow. The faster the current, the more nimble and specialized a boat must be in order to compensate. A slower river can be more like a moving pond and doesn’t command a particular style of boat. The right boat style also depends on how you choose to fish a river. Some anglers like to do all of their fishing from their kayak, letting their drift dictate the time spent on every spot, while other anglers prefer to get out and wade where they can, trailering their kayak behind them on a leash or tether.


[image: Professional fly tier and Jackson Kayak pro staffer Pat Cohen searches for a cruising Vermont musky with a fly of his own creation, the ManBearPig. The slow river current allows Cohen to work the big, bushy fly more thoroughly, covering more water.]


Think about how you want to fish the rivers where you’ll be spending most of your time. It’s harder to get out of a sit-inside kayak than it is to slide off a sit-on-top, so if you’re constantly getting out of your boat, you may want to look for a sit-on-top. That being said, there are many new fishing kayaks on the market that are sit-inside hybrids, with features like a wide cockpit and high seating positions to make getting in and out of your boat as easy as a sit-on-top. As always, testing the boat you’re interested in during a paddle shop’s demo day is a smart way to learn what you’re comfortable doing in your boat and what is going to be a pain.


For slower rivers, usually wide and with a current that is almost imperceptible until you look up from changing flies and realize you’re 20 yards downstream, a wide stable boat, much like the boat that you’d use for medium-size ponds and lakes, is perfectly capable. Because a slower river is wider, you can have a longer boat that will still be able to turn and get you up and down the river faster. A boat that is 12 feet long and around 30 inches wide will give you a nice balance of speed and stability. Having a keel is still a good idea, as you’ll be able to track nicely when paddling up or down current and you won’t need to have the maneuverability of a round-bottom boat, like you would for faster currents.


There is also a good chance that a much wider boat, all the way up to 36 inches, would work just as fine on slow-enough rivers, as you’d be fishing much like you would on a pond. Being able to stand and cast will make your life easier on the water, and kayak fly fishing becomes much more enjoyable. If you’re going to be standing, a sit-on-top will give you the most stability for sight casting, seeing the fish before you make a cast, and will allow you to climb back into your boat should an object in the river like a rock or sneaky current seam sneak up on you.


No matter how slow a river is flowing, you should always keep your head on a swivel and pay close attention to your surroundings when paddling or fishing in moving water. Anglers tend to be the most at risk because they’re so focused on casting, changing lures, and catching fish that they sometimes do not see the little branch sticking up out of the water. A good friend of mine who’s a professional fly tier and a very experienced kayak fly fisherman, Pat Cohen, was fishing on a slow-moving creek in Vermont when he unknowingly got his boat stuck broadside, perpendicular to the current, and was flipped over before he knew what was going on. The current underwater was much stronger than it was at the surface and he was dragged straight down to the river bottom, even though he was wearing his PFD. Luckily he was able to quickly get back to the surface and into his boat before getting into more serious trouble. He still doesn’t trust that river, and he’s become a much more aware paddler and angler when fishing in moving water.
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Professional fly tier and Jackson Kayak pro staffer Pat Cohen searches for a cruising Vermont musky
with a fly of his own creation, the ManBearPig. The slow river current allows Cohen to work the big,
bushy fly more thoroughly, covering more water.
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Putting in at low tide to fish for skinny-water striped bass on the flats of Cape Cod means a long drag
through the mud. Use Google Maps to find the closest access point to reach the fishery without hiking
or dragging your boat too far.
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Professional fly tier and Jackson Kayak pro staffer Pat Cohen loads some pre-rigged fly rods into his
Kilroy, a sit-inside kayak hybrid that allows him to store gear and shelter himself from harsh conditions
at the same time.
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A kayak cart makes getting your kayak to the
water much easier on your boat and your body.
Avoid dragging your kayak through gravel or
over concrete to prevent damaging it.
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