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  Dedication




  It is said that there are three stages in the life of a fisherman. The first, to find satisfaction in catching as many fish as he can. The second, to find pleasure in catching only the biggest fish. The third stage, to seek the challenge of only the most difficult fish. To these three I like to add still another, a fourth stage. This stage is reserved for those who find their satisfaction in sharing their knowledge for the benefit of those new to the sport. I dedicate this book to all who teach.
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  FOREWORD




  JOAN SALVATO WULFF




  This is a unique book in that the majority of angling literature focuses only on techniques for getting the quarry to take the fly. While most anglers agree that the strike is the ultimate high—the moment of truth—there is the further goal of today’s anglers to land the fish as quickly as possible in order to return it to the water unharmed. This book will help you to do just that by expanding your horizons far beyond the long-standing, perfunctory rules: “rod tip up,” “keep pressure on,” and “don’t give ’em slack!” Rules by rote are limiting—a real handicap to the thinking angler who delights in the challenges a hooked game fish can provide.




  Floyd Franke gained his first understanding of how and when to break these rules as an instructor at the Wulff School of Fly Fishing, under the guidance of Lee. Lee, a fisherman and outdoor filmmaker, had developed his skills to the point of making hooked fish “act” for the camera.




  Once Floyd had experienced success in giving rainbow, brown, and brook trout slack line on purpose, he was hooked too, and playing large fish became a mission. His skills expanded as he experienced catching wild steelhead, salmon, and the myriad saltwater species, noting how their very different environments and personalities could affect playing strategies.




  Today’s angler is mobile, with fishing opportunities of greater variety than ever before: you may be trout fishing this week, perhaps hunting tarpon next week. Knowing the fighting characteristics and escape strategies of the various species and how to counteract them will add to your success ratio.




  A gifted teacher, Floyd also shares with the reader the importance of decisions made long before the fishing trip begins, such as choosing tackle components that will facilitate both the presentation and the playing challenges. He explains the dual role of rod actions; reel design, capacity and braking systems; and choices of knots for the various connections—ones that won’t come undone under pressure.




  For inexperienced anglers, landing a big fish is usually pure luck. Controlling a hooked fish is a learned skill. These pages are packed with strategies and techniques for use in this regard: the relative position of the angler and hooked fish for applying pressure (on foot or in a boat), how to keep the fish from running out of the pool or into trouble, walking a fish upstream, knowing the true strength of your leader tippet and when and how to use it, and something previously unexplored: the psychology of breaking a fish’s will!




  It’s all here. Outstanding coverage of a complex and challenging subject!




  Playing fish skillfully is an extension of the catch and release ethic. With the intention of returning the fish to the water unharmed, an angler’s landing and releasing techniques are yet another important element. And, when things go awry and there is no fish to release, Floyd gives you the tools to analyze why!




  The standards by which to judge yourself in this exciting endeavor are in your hands. Practice these techniques and take extra pride in landing the biggest fish of your life, knowing it wasn’t just a matter of luck!
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  INTRODUCTION




  Why is it that as fishermen we spend hundreds of dollars on equipment and invest hours of our time working to improve our fish-catching skills and yet spend so little time working to improve our fish-playing skills? As I reflect on my own fishing experiences, I can see the same casual inattention to playing fish as I often see in others. Even the sportswriters have given it little attention. Certainly it is possible to find an occasional article that offers a tip or two about playing fish under special circumstances, but never a comprehensive work designed to acquaint the reader with the underlying theory and practice of playing fish. Why is it that this aspect of our sport has been given such low priority, when reason would seem to dictate otherwise?




  Looking back into my fishing past for an answer to this riddle, I see that when I was just beginning to fish in the early 1950s, my first concern focused on being able to get my bait out far enough to where the fish were feeding. Lobbing and later true casting techniques were developed to accommodate the changes in equipment, which began with a twelve-foot cane pole, followed by a bait casting rod and reel, and reached its zenith with a super effective, high-tech spinning outfit purchased in 1961. As I became more competent in my ability to place my bait where I wanted it, my attention began to shift more and more toward being able to catch fish under all conditions. I fished every chance I got, read magazine articles and books on the subject, and listened to and watched those whose skills exceeded my own. And so I learned how to catch fish in the spring when the water was high and later in the heat of the summer when the water levels dropped and temperatures rose. Still, there were times when the fish would pay little attention to my offering of live bait and so I undertook the challenge and learned to fly fish. Nowhere in the recollections of my first thirty years of fishing can I recall having given serious attention to learning to play fish. I fought and successfully landed many fish, hundreds I am sure, and lost many others. Sometimes the hook would pull free, but most often the line or leader would break. But somehow, in spite of all the losses, I never felt compelled to improve my skills. How strange.




  So, probing still deeper into my past experiences, I can now see that I was under the general impression that there was little more to playing fish than keeping the rod tip up, keeping the pressure on, and never allowing slack in the line. For me these three simple rules learned over a span of several years summarized all that I needed to know about playing fish. I was convinced that if I did all these things I would land the fish. That is, of course, providing that the fish was not too big for the line or leader I was using, in which case there was little if anything that could be done about it anyway. The often-heard lament that “The fish was so big he broke me off” gives expression to this common belief, which even today acts as a governor to keep our imagination in check. Those of us who were fishing in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s chose tackle that would be considered too heavy by today’s standards. We were, in addition, careful to keep our rod tip up, the pressure on, and never to allow any slack in our lines. We landed enough fish to keep us satisfied and were delighted when Lady Luck smiled and a bigger than average fish was brought to the net. We were doing the best that could be expected and felt little need to change the way we were playing fish. However, things were beginning to change.




  The earliest change began to take place in the late 1960s with the development of Michigan’s steelhead program. These mighty anadromous rainbows caught the eye of thousands of fishermen who soon learned that hooking these leader-shy fish was difficult, especially when the sun was on the water. Anglers using lighter than usual lines, four- rather than eight-pound test line, scored well above the average on the number of hookups, but also led the field in the number of fish lost. Four or five fish were broken off for every one landed.




  It was about this time that Dick Swan, from Clare, Michigan, and Ellis McColly from Midland, began experimenting with rods made from solid fiberglass “bike” sticks that children used on their bikes to make them easier to see in traffic. Selected because of their extreme suppleness, these bike sticks were transformed into long, limber rods designed to act as a super efficient shock absorber capable of protecting the finest lines from the stress of battle, which under normal conditions, using the stiffer rods of the day, would not have survived the first violent run of a hooked fish. And so the “noodle” rod and shortly thereafter a method of fishing called “light lining” or “ultralight fishing” was created.




  The noodle rod attracted a great deal of attention because it allowed the use of extremely fine two-pound test line to land fish weighing four, five, even six times that much. Its appeal, however, was limited since the required suppleness of the rod renders it unsuitable in fly rod design and for powerful rods built for heavy use where stealth was of little concern. But, when all was said and done, we realize that the notion about big fish always getting away was not written in stone and with ingenuity they too could be landed. The psychological barrier that kept us from challenging how and why we played fish the way we did had finally been broken. Nevertheless, there was little change in fishing practices. Change it seems had to wait until the demands for greater stealth, expanded fishing opportunities, and increased interest in the practice of catch and release were obtained. The process took almost twenty years.




  There is little doubt that fish respond to recurring threats in their environment by making changes in their daily habits. Their very survival is keyed to being able to fulfill their basic requirements for safety, food, comfort, and procreation. Increased fishing pressure alters how and when fish feed. They abandon their more casual feeding behaviors in favor of a more cautious approach. I have seen brown trout on the more heavily fished sections of the Beaverkill in upstate New York follow a fly for as long as twelve feet only to reject it, leaving the fly, but not the angler, undisturbed. Freshly stocked hatchery fish, on the other hand, make easy targets for fishermen. Raised in protected rearing pools, these fish judge all food as being safe. They grow gluttonous and eat without fear or the need for caution. Many of these fish will die; only the number of times that they will be caught before doing so is in question. If stocked in a controlled catch and release area and handled carefully when being released, a fish may be hooked a dozen or more times, sometimes several times in a single day. Only those fish that can adapt quickly to their new environment and learn from their mistakes have a chance at survival. They must learn caution and be quick to spot fraud. Any evidence of a dragging fly or glint of light off a heavy tippet must send them dashing for safety. As the fishing season progresses, only the most fit will survive to join the ranks of holdover fish from other stockings as well as wild stream bred counterparts. They now become difficult to catch and are thus worthy of our highest regard. They are a challenge to our skill and tackle.




  The difficult task of outwitting these paradigms of cunning has led most of us to use lighter and lighter tip-pets, following an earlier path, sans the noodle rod, blazed by Dick Swan and other Michigan steelheaders. However, the use of lighter lines increased the likelihood that a fish would break off. In an effort to improve their hook-up/break-off ratio, some fishermen, both old and new alike, have turned to technology hoping to gain some advantage by using the new fluorocarbon lines and leaders. Stealthy but overly stiff by comparison with monofilament materials, their use is of marginal benefit and, because they are nonbiodegradable, may also pose a threat to wildlife. Technology is a false prophet, for its advantages pale when compared with those offered through improvement of one’s fish-playing skills. Nevertheless, the growing use of fluorocarbon lines and leaders is a reliable indicator of the need for greater stealth as perceived by anglers today.




  As a guide on the Beaverkill I have watched fishing-related fads come and go over the past fifteen years. I can remember the year when just about everyone had a wading staff hung from their vest. Next was the red handkerchief tied around the neck. That fad was followed by the wearing of wide-brimmed hats; followed by the SUV invasion. It seems that every year or so a new fad is born. Most last a year or two then pass into oblivion. But one fad that emerged near the end of the millennium and seems to have real staying power is the desire to travel to far-off fishing destinations. Quite a contrast from times past when a “local expert” was just that, a person who fished local waters for years and never went much beyond the next county.




  Today’s traveling anglers seek out locations and target species that boggle the mind. Peacock bass in Venezuela and Nile perch in Egypt. It is not uncommon to have students in my beginning casting classes tell of their experiences fishing for brown trout in Chile or Atlantic salmon in Norway. Their rush to broaden their fishing experiences is often matched by the rush to learn as quickly as possible fishing skills comprehensive enough to cover the wide variety of species and fishing destinations available. Frontiers, a leader in international fly fishing travel, includes twenty countries in their list of travel destinations and targets every fish species from albacore to wahoo. Is it any wonder that fishing “how to” books have become so popular? So much to learn and so little time to learn it. High on the angler’s list of things to learn is an approach to fighting fish that is comprehensive enough to meet the challenge of such a wide variety of fish and fishing situations. However, as compelling as the need for this information may be, the need to play fish in a manner that does not kill them in the process is of special importance in our time.




  By far the greatest change affecting our present need to know more about playing and landing fish occurred with the adoption of the catch and release ethic fathered by Lee Wulff. Catch and release is built on the belief that a game fish is just too valuable to be caught only once. Each fish caught and released lives to fight again, and in this way it is one angler’s gift to another. However, to reach its full potential, each released fish must be returned in good condition. Played to exhaustion, most fish will die within twelve hours after their release. Although resuscitation before release can reduce mortality, fish-playing strategies designed to bring a fish quickly to net without undue physical harm should be a foremost consideration for today’s conservation-minded anglers, and this will be discussed at length in chapter 7. And so, while there is little doubt as to the growing need for a comprehensive investigation of how we play fish, some confusion will undoubtedly arise as to how one goes about defining what is a big fish.




  Those who fish for a place in the record book are far more critical in their judgment than most fishermen who would be satisfied to call “big” any fish that is larger than the average fish being caught at any location on any given day. But from the perspective of playing fish, I consider as big any fish that is capable of easily breaking my line unless reasonable care is given to how it is played. Hence, it is the relationship between the size and fighting ability of the fish and the strength of the equipment being used that will determine for me what is a big fish. Any fisherman who, for example, can land a twenty-five-inch trout weighing five pounds on 7X tippet in fast water can be proud of his accomplishment and rightly claim to having caught a big fish. By the same reasoning, a hundred-pound sailfish landed on ten-pound test line would also be considered a big fish.




  While the need for increased understanding and skill in playing big fish arises from the changing nature of our sport, its true significance lies in the sense of accomplishment and awe that follows anytime an angler lands a big fish. These are feelings so powerful that at times they cause us to forget trouble, sickness, and hardship and to rejuvenate our souls. What benefits the soul is worthy of our special attention in both the preparation and in the doing. Now is the time for a comprehensive investigation of how to play big fish.




  In addition to the general rules and techniques for playing fish, this investigation will look at those variables, often overlooked, that have a direct impact on our ability to play fish. These variables include our choice of equipment, the conditions under which we fish, and the particular species of fish we hope to catch. This comprehensive view is unique to fishing literature and is my contribution to it. The information comes from a variety of sources—from books, lectures, stores, conversations, and my own personal experiences. Of particular importance to the writing of this book has been my affiliation with Joan and Lee Wulff.




  I joined the staff of the Joan and Lee Wulff School of Fly Fishing as an instructor in the spring of 1989. Time spent with Lee from then until his death in April 1991 provided a wealth of information. I have drawn heavily upon Lee’s knowledge in the writing of this book, especially with regard to chapters 1 and 2. For those who may not be familiar with Lee Wulff, let me say that he was one of a very few men of his time to devote his life to fishing. His early education as an artist and later his self-taught skills as photographer, filmmaker, and author, even his love for flying, in one way or another involved fishing. In addition to his many talents, Lee was a thinker. He had a curious nature and acute powers of observation. This combination gave us the fishing vest, salmon tailer, the unique Wulff fly patterns, and many theories of fishing that serve to make us all more successful as fishermen.




  After Lee’s death, I was assigned to teach his lesson on “How to Play Fish” to our students at the Wulff School. As I became more comfortable with this assignment and as my interest in playing fish grew, Joan Wulff encouraged me to develop the lesson into a program that I could take on the road. I did my first program at a fly fishing show in the winter of 1994. The audience’s response to this and the many programs since convinced me that within the world of fly fishing there was both an interest and a need for more information on the subject.




  Although this book is directed toward those who fish with a fly rod, spin fishermen and plug casters will find the same basic fish-playing principles apply. Any who are willing to make the substitutions to the text that are required to bridge the problems generated by the differences in equipment used will find the book equally informative. What might appear in this book as a bias in favor of the freshwater angling is a reflection of my own development. My interest in fighting big fish began with trout and salmon and then expanded to include most of our popular saltwater species. This is the same path traveled by many of today’s great saltwater anglers. There is a common core of knowledge that is shared by both groups. Where serious differences between freshwater and saltwater practice exists, I have noted them.




  To those who target really big, offshore species such as bluefin tuna and blue marlin, I apologize. You will find little of value on the subject. This book will find its audience among those who target freshwater and inshore game fish. It is for them that the book was written.
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  ONE




  THREE RULES FOR PLAYING BIG FISH




  Knowing the three basic rules of playing big fish is at the heart of playing fish in general. It is the simplest form possible and has served as the starting point for almost every fisherman, past, present, and, in all likelihood, will continue doing so far into the future as well. To keep the rod tip up, to keep the pressure on, and to not allow slack is about as uncomplicated as it gets. But the three rules are only a starting point. Learning the rules is followed by learning when to break them.
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