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Introduction


Fly fishing was not an institution in my family. In fact, as hard as I try to imagine it, I can’t see my mother, father, and sister joining me on a fly-fishing trip. It’s too bizarre an image to even speculate on the results. No, when the family went on vacation to Nova Scotia or Maine or the Adirondacks, I’d be the geeky teenager with the fly rod chasing brook trout with wet flies and gawking at the salmon the adult anglers caught, while the rest of my family waited not-so-patiently on the bank.


I did see my father fish with a fly rod twice. The first time, he took me to a spring creek that he read about in the paper that was supposedly teeming with trout. It was a crowded public stretch with no wading allowed, and my father dug up a steel fly rod and automatic reel from the depths of the garage and let me go along to watch. I stood on the bank in awe while he yelled “Stand back!” to anyone within earshot and flailed the line around in the air. He gave up after a half hour, and it was many years until I saw him with a fly rod again.


My father was not a patient man. He did not have the time I did as an eleven-year-old to practice on the lawn for hours on end and explore local sunfish ponds, preparing for the trout streams in my future. My one driving lesson with him lasted exactly three minutes, after he yelled that I was at the controls of a two-ton machine and was about to kill both of us. And even later in life, when I suggested he attend a fly-fishing school so that we could fish together, he was too proud to take lessons. Children of the Depression were not as open to learning adult skills by paying someone to teach them.


The last time I saw my father with a fly rod in his hands was in exactly the same place I saw him the first time—on the banks of that spring creek. He was progressing rapidly beyond the middle stages of Alzheimer’s and I wanted to do a father-and-son thing with him before it was too late. So I took him fishing, and by this time, thirty years later, I had become intimately familiar with that spring creek.


I set him up on a lower stretch, tying on a nymph and a strike indicator, figuring that he could manage that all right and wouldn’t get into any trouble. I started upstream, saw a few rises around the bend, and attempted to crack the code of several trout rising to very tiny insects. I got lost in my fishing, something I frequently do, and when I glanced at my watch, thirty minutes had gone by and I had not seen my father because I had slipped around the bend. Some son I was, leaving a father with dementia all alone on the banks of a trout stream. When I got to him, he was in exactly the same place, watching his strike indicator dangling in the current, perfectly content, with an uncharacteristically serene composure. It’s a bittersweet memory I treasure. We finally got to fly fish together, and it made him happy.


I’m now teaching my wife, Robin, and seven-year-old son, Brett, fly fishing (actually I followed my own advice and sent Robin off to school to learn how to cast). Robin seems to enjoy it; I’m uncertain about Brett. He loves bugs and reptiles and creatures of all sorts, but he doesn’t exactly bug me to go fishing, and I don’t want to force him, so the jury is still out on whether he will be a future fly-fishing buddy.


That’s always the risk of sharing your passion with the rest of the family. It seldom turns out the way you daydream about it. But hopefully with the advice in this book, you and your family will at least be able to enjoy some aspects of this fascinating pastime together. Whether you’re an experienced fly fisher looking for tips on intriguing and teaching your family, or a novice yourself hoping to learn along with them, I think you’ll pick up some valuable tips here. Many talented and experienced people helped me gather information for these chapters, so you’re benefitting from a large pool of empirical results.


I wish you the best of luck, and always remember that it’s just fishing, and that fly fishing is supposed to refresh rather than frustrate.





Chapter 1 What’s So Great about Fly Fishing?



In 1973 I was taking an undergraduate ornithology class at the New York State College of Environmental Science and Forestry, and the study skin on the table in front of the class had me drooling with desire. We were examining the skin of a drake wood duck. The feathers from the flank of a male wood duck are highly prized by fly tiers, and in the 1970s wood duck populations were at a low level and the feathers were thus expensive and hard to find. As one of the other students picked up the skin to examine it, a perfect flank feather separated from the skin and drifted to the floor. My hand snapped out to catch it, but before I could bend over to actually grab it, another hand, quicker than mine and closer to the feather’s wobbling descent, snatched it from the air. Half bent over in my attempt to grab the feather, I looked up into the triumphant eyes of our teaching assistant, a graduate student in fisheries biology named Terry Finger.


[image: No matter how different their backgrounds, fly fishers usually become instant friends because of their shared passion.]


“Fly tier?” he asked.


“Yup. You?”


“Born and raised near the Esopus, trained by Ray Smith.”


The Esopus is a famous Catskill trout stream, and Ray Smith was a cantankerous old local known throughout the world of fly fishing as one of the finest fly tiers in the region. Terry and I became fast friends simply based on that single fleeting moment, and we became fishing buddies, exploring trout streams like the Beaverkill in the Catskills, the Battenkill in Vermont, and a number of secret meadow streams in upstate New York. We stayed in touch during his PhD studies in Oregon and later when he moved to Missouri to work in fisheries management. He died tragically of a heart attack while hiking in his beloved Catskills while home for a visit, and I still miss his soft laugh over longdistance phone lines.


Fly fishers, in chance meetings at social functions like school conferences or weddings or soccer games, invariably gravitate to each other, get locked in conversation, and often tune out the rest of the world until they are yanked apart by long-suffering spouses or the sounds of the “Wedding March.” It can become more than a sport, more than a hobby, and at best the obsession brings individuals from all walks of life together in a strong bond. Approached and taught properly, imagine what a passion that turns strangers into instant friends can do for a family.


Fly Fishing Is Satisfying on Many Levels


Although fly fishing is just another form of fishing, its approach to catching fish gives it some features that distinguish it from bait or spin fishing. With bait fishing, on the end of your line is something alive (or recently alive) that is attractive to fish by virtue of its movement, appearance, and smell. Fish will find your bait—you can sit back, enjoy the weather, daydream, and even listen to music, read, or eat lunch while you wait for the fish to bite. Spin or bait casting with an artificial lure is more active in that you can and often have to cover a large expanse of water by casting and retrieving your lure over as wide an area as possible to find willing fish.


With a fly rod you have neither the smell nor movement of live bait, nor the ability to cover as wide an area as you can with an artificial lure. Fly fishing therefore requires more hunting, more stalking, because the fly must be placed near a hungry fish and then manipulated by the angler to make it look realistic. Sometimes the current does the work for you, but even if you are using the current to make your offering look like a real insect or baitfish, you have to constantly manipulate the fly line to make sure the current moves the fly in a lifelike manner.


So when actively fly fishing, you have little downtime. No reading books. No listening to music (you might miss the sound of a fish feeding). No daydreaming. Your mind is constantly focused on the task at hand, which is what makes fly fishing appealing to many people. You can’t worry about the mortgage payment or the result of that memo you wrote yesterday. You get totally immersed in the task at hand: mentally, physically, and emotionally.


Fly fishers often get so immersed in the quest that they develop tunnel vision. I was once steelhead fishing in British Columbia, filming an episode of a TV show, and even though the camera was on me and I was surrounded by spectacular scenery, I got into my own little world, trying to will a steelhead to swim through the pool and take my fly. Although I had no idea if there were any steelhead within a mile of me, I kept thinking that maybe if I changed the swing of my fly just a bit, I could enchant a lone steelhead into smacking the fly aside with its jaws. When I got back to shore, the cameraman said, “Did you see the bear?”


[image: These guys are so intent on getting to a fishing spot that they may not notice the natural beauty around them.]


“What bear?” I asked


“The bear about 30 feet from you on the far bank.”


Apparently a black bear had wandered down the bank, poked around in some bushes, looked at me with curiosity, and ambled off when it realized I was not very interesting. I had been so engrossed in the fishing, I was totally oblivious.


The Clinical Value of Fly Fishing


There is a wealth of anecdotal and semiprofessional evidence connected with the use of fly fishing as therapy for chronic illness and injury. The immensely popular Casting for Recovery organization, where survivors of breast cancer get together on fly-fishing outings in a wellness rather than an illness setting, has been described by many of the participants as “life changing.” The motion of fly fishing provides valuable physical therapy; the ability to solve problems takes the women far away from their daily struggles; and the kinship shared by a group with a shared passion has proven to be a successful formula.


A more clinical result was related to me by counseling psychologist Greg Burchstead. In a study of Iraq War veterans with missing limbs who were also suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, conducted by researchers from the University of Southern Maine, the University of Utah, and the Salt Lake City Veterans Administration, levels of cortisol, formed by the degradation of epinephrine and associated with high levels of stress without a consequent reduction of the stress, were measured two weeks before a weekend of fly fishing and immediately after the weekend event, followed by an evaluation six weeks later. Cortisol levels were significantly reduced immediately after the fishing trip and were still at a lower level than the initial measurement six weeks later.


Just as noteworthy were statistically valid improvements in sleep patterns, lower levels of depression and anxiety, significant and sustained reductions in somatic stress (faintness, chest pains, nausea), and significant and sustained reductions in guilt, hostility, fear, and sadness. And finally the most positive result of the study was that three months later, 50 percent of the participants were still fly fishing, continuing to reap its benefits.


For years I’ve looked for a landmark psychological study that proved beyond a shadow of a doubt the value of fly fishing to individuals and families. Ultimately I realized I was looking for clinical, peer-reviewed proof of something that is so patently obvious, such proof probably does not exist. Imagine going to a psychologist and asking, “Do you think an outdoor activity that I can do with my whole family, which incorporates some elements of problem solving, an appreciation of nature, and moderate physical activity, would be beneficial?” And the psychologist’s professional answer, “D’ya think? Any more questions?” Followed by a bill for several hundred dollars.


Fly Fishing Is Great for What Ails You


Fly fishing is healthy for your brain, but it is also not bad for your body. The image most people have of fishing is sitting in a boat or on a dock waiting for a fish to swim by and take your bait. However, in fly fishing you are almost always moving, particularly if you are wading. You’re hunting and stalking fish because a fly doesn’t cover much territory—you must find the fish and only then do you begin fishing. So whether you are wading a small mountain stream for trout, walking along saltwater grass beds for redfish, or chasing schools of striped bass down a long sandy beach, you can get your heart pumping.


When I hit my mid-fifties, both my lifestyle and my metabolism slowed down with the inevitable thickening of my middle region. My wife, who is much more disciplined about fitness than I am, was using a heart monitor to measure how many calories she burned, and when I got serious about losing fifteen pounds, I figured I would try one. I dutifully wore the monitor through the winter, pounding away on an elliptical machine every day, watching the pounds ebb. Never a fan of gyms or indoor exercise of any kind, I decided to begin measuring the calories I burned while I was fishing.


I have a little mountain brook trout stream that I often fish on my lunch hour, so one day before I began fishing I strapped on the heart monitor. To my surprise and delight, I found that while wading this little stream, climbing over rocks and fighting the current, I could burn as many calories in the same amount of time as I could on the elliptical. Using the heart monitor on a bonefish trip to Belize later that year, I found that a few hours kayaking and wading the bonefish flats during the day allowed me to eat like a pig that night just to get enough calories into my body to prevent it from going into starvation mode.


So the next time you and your family head out for the local gym to breathe the stale air and watch your neighbors sweat and grunt, think instead about spending a few hours walking a local lakeshore, wading a stream, or taking a canoe or kayak onto a nearby pond. Your body and your mind will be renewed.


Fly Fishing Can Be Enjoyed by Anyone


The moderate but sustained physical activity associated with fly fishing makes it ideal for people of all ages. Although it requires moderate hand-eye coordination, most fly fishing does not call for the strength that other activities such as running, tennis, or contact sports require. Children can cast adult-size fly rods with ease, and unless elderly fly fishers develop arthritic conditions in their shoulders or arms, they can participate well into their later years. I know of many active fly fishers who are well into their eighties. A few years ago I spent a week with author/novelist/naturalist Peter Matthiessen, traveling by helicopter into Patagonia along coastal Chile for a week, and at eighty-three he was in and out of helicopters and fishing alongside much younger people for eight hours a day. My old boss, Leigh Perkins, retired CEO of the Orvis Company, still fly fishes (and hunts upland birds) over 300 days per year at age eighty-four. Don Puterbaugh, a guide on the Arkansas River in Colorado, at age eighty-two is still guiding fly fishers seventy-five to a hundred days a year.


[image: Well into his eighties, writer and naturalist Peter Matthiessen still enjoys fly fishing, even when wading powerful rivers.]


Some fly fishing is not for the very young or elderly. It can get as physically demanding as the participant wishes. Fly fishing for 100- pound bluefin tuna, playing 180-pound tarpon, or wading a raging steelhead river requires an angler in top physical shape. But that is what makes fly fishing so appealing, as it can deliver an adrenaline rush to the young hotshots, but they can still enjoy it in their later years by scaling down their trips to fly fishing on more gentle waters, where the mental stimulation is still challenging but the physical requirements are modest.


Fly Fishing Provides a Strong Connection to the Natural World


Our lives are increasingly distanced not only from the source of our food, but from the natural world in general. For many of us a connection with the natural world for any reason has become a distant memory overshadowed by work, school and community functions, and supposed “outdoor” activities like running or bicycling that get us outdoors but whiz us past the wonders of nature that delighted us when we were younger.


Even children are not immune, and most kids today suffer from what author Richard Louv, in his book Last Child in the Woods, calls nature-deficit disorder. His premise is that today’s children have less access to the free play in the outdoors than children of past generations enjoyed. It’s easy to blame the siren song of mentally stimulating computer games, but even our children’s time outdoors is restricted to organized sports where virtually every move they make is directed by an adult. The result, according to Louv, is an increase in childhood ADHD, obesity, diabetes, and depression—all of which can be ameliorated by more free play in the outdoors.


Fly fishing provides a perfect foil to nature-deficit disorder in both children and adults. There is nothing less predictable than fishing. Every day is different. Changes in fish migration, food supply, weather conditions, and even the phase of the moon affect where fish will be and when they will feed. It’s this very unpredictability that makes fishing so appealing: We are forced to think and improvise constantly, but always with the knowledge that it is nature that makes the rules, and the rules change hourly.


[image: Flies, and the critters they imitate, are fascinating to people of all ages.]


Fishing with flies adds another level of natural interaction because, in much of fly fishing, we strive to imitate exactly what fish feed upon, which calls for yet another level of understanding and study. Not only do we need to connect with our quarry the fish, and understand their natural history and behavior, we also should understand the life cycle and behavior of their prey. This does not mean that a fly fisher needs a degree in ichthyology or entomology. In much of fly fishing, the need to study a fish’s prey is overemphasized, and many effective flies are just fanciful creations that imitate nothing in nature. But the door to learn more is always open.


Fly Fishing Myths and Misconceptions


Although fly fishing is simply another way to impale a hook into a fish’s mouth, there are many popular notions about it that should be dispelled.


It’s Too Expensive.


Because spinning and bait-casting rods can be bought in a big-box store for under $30, and because a middle-of-the-road fly rod costs around $250 and the cheapest you can go is about $50, it seems like fly fishing is much more expensive than spin fishing or bait casting. But we ask a lot more of a fly rod. We use it to cast the line over and over, sometimes needing to keep the line in the air, under control, for multiple casts. We use a fly rod to reposition line on the water, and finally to play a fish. And if you look at the offerings in any of the big general tackle catalogs, you’ll see as many spin rods offered at $250 and up as you do models for less than $30. Do you really think the guy with the $50,000 bass boat is using a $30 rod?


When I take my son to the lake to fish for sunfish with worms, I can buy everything I need for twenty bucks at the general store down the street. Because spin rods and push-button spin-casting rods are more mainstream, though, many more inexpensive options are available because the cost of producing kids’ outfits in huge quantities brings the price way down. The cost of entry is higher for fly fishing. If I wanted to take my son fly fishing for those same sunfish, I’d have to spend around $50 for a rod, $30 for a reel, $30 for a line, plus a few bucks for a leader and a few flies. So the basic price is higher, but it’s about the same as an iPod or a portable game player—and it won’t be obsolete next year.


It is also true that you can spend a few thousand dollars on a highend fly rod, reel, and line, plus premium waders, a bunch of gadgets, and a good selection of flies. But you can also spend the same amount for a spin-fishing outfit, and some spinning lures cost more than $25 each!


[image: Fly fishing is not prohibitively expensive. This is a high-quality rod, reel, and line outfit, and it sells for under $200.]


It’s Just for Old Guys.


Twenty years ago this was a pretty safe statement. For some strange reason, I decided I wanted to try fly fishing when I was about eleven years old, and I taught myself as much as I could throughout my teenage years. I attended the local Trout Unlimited meetings regularly, where I was by far the youngest member, almost like a mascot, and all my fishing buddies except one were at least twenty years older than me. When I went to college I was the only fly fisherman in my fraternity house; in fact, the guys I lived with had not a clue about fly fishing, except that the fly-tying materials on my desk were something to play with when they were stoned.


Then in 1992 a movie was released called A River Runs Through It, based on the novel by Norman Maclean and lovingly produced by Robert Redford. The grumpy old guys who had practiced their dark art in relative obscurity were suddenly joined by brash, enthusiastic youngsters who, admittedly, did not always appreciate the history, traditions, and streamside ethics of the old guard. Trout streams got crowded. Grumbling about yuppies was rampant. Range Rovers were parked alongside old Jeeps at popular fishing access sites. It was a zoo at first, but those who really didn’t have the patience for the finer points of fly fishing soon moved on to the next big thing, and the fly-fishing world, swelled slightly but still a tiny niche, settled down.


The one permanent effect of “The Movie” was the entrance of more young people into this tiny world. Suddenly college kids were getting interested in fly fishing in a way I had never seen before in my forty years observing this business. They learned casting from YouTube, traded stories on blogs, and studied podcasts and Internet radio shows. They made movies in the tradition of the Warren Miller ski movies and later snowboard films. Fly-fishing photography morphed from mostly quiet studies of lone anglers smoking pipes and gazing longingly at distant mountains to edgy angle-cropped shots, extreme wide angles from low perspectives, and artsy sepia-toned photos with intentional grain or noise.


Few young people will admit to being inspired by A River Runs Through It because it would be embarrassing for most to confess to being lured into anything by Hollywood. However, I have a number of fishing buddies under thirty who, when pressed, will disclose that it was an inspiration to them, and that it was their first exposure to fly fishing and made a lasting impression.


[image: Dusty Revel is a very serious fly Asher from northern California, and one look at his vehicle proves it. He is proof that the old pipe-smoking flyfishing guy is a worn-out cliché.]


With a few notable exceptions, fly fishing was historically a maledominated sport. As late as the 1970s, Louise Miller, wife of the famous fly-fishing writer Alfred Miller (better known by his pen name Sparse Grey Hackle) and a fine angler herself, had to sit on the steps of the prestigious DeBruce Club on the upper Willowemoc in the Catskills while her husband and his cronies held court, smoked cigars, and drank scotch. Although you still see more men than women fly fishing today, you can hardly say it is an exclusive male domain anymore, and it is not just women accompanying their husbands or boyfriends. There are many highly qualified female guides in fly fishing today, and they row drift boats and run flats skiffs as hard as their male counterparts. In general, women do have different goals and expectations when fly fishing than men, which we’ll explore in more detail in chapter 6.


All That Gear Makes It Too Complicated.


The vision of a fly fisher as seen in outdoor (and sometimes fashion) magazines is a person dressed in bulky waders, wearing a vest with about twenty pockets and all of them filled with mysterious items that must be acquired for success. The vest is adorned with multiple tiny retractors from which hang gadgets that look like they were filched from a dentist’s office. When my wife, Robin, took her first fly-fishing class, her initial impression was, “I love the casting and trying to master that, but I was really intimidated by all the equipment you need to learn about. Just give me a few flies that will work and let me go off and fish.”


There’s no doubt that fly fishers can and do accumulate a lot of gear, but the complexity of the gear is part of the appeal to some. When you can catch anything from a small trout in a mountain stream to a sailfish in the Gulf Stream, it’s natural that different gear will be required, and in the typical well-stocked fly shop, the owner never knows what the next person in the door will need. It’s hard to make a living in a specialty fly shop, so the owner hedges his or her bets to make sure a sale is not lost.


Fly fishing can be really simple. For instance, for fishing a small pond for bass or sunfish, or a small meadow trout stream, this is all you really need:




	A rod, reel, line, and leader (what is commonly called a “fly-fishing outfit”)


	Something to cut the leader after tying on a fly. It can be a special pair of fly fisherman’s snips or the sharp scissors on your Swiss army knife, or even a pair of nail clippers.


	A spool or two of extra leader material, called “tippet” in fly fishing


	A box of flies. You can put a few in an old pill container or the free little plastic container they gave you when you bought the flies.


	A hat and sunglasses for sun and eye protection. You would need these no matter what you were doing outdoors anyway.





[image: Fly fishing, and the gear you use, does not have to be very complicated to have a great day fishing.]


You can wade in the water with a pair of sandals and shorts. If the water is cold, you may need a pair of waders, and if the bottom is slippery, you might need special wading shoes to keep your footing. But all the other gear can come later, if you wish. Keep it simple if, like Robin, you’re intimidated by all that stuff.


It’s Really Hard to Learn.


If you have sufficient coordination to drive a car, you can learn fly fishing. It requires minimal hand-eye coordination and almost no strength. A four-year-old can be taught to cast a fly rod in about ten minutes. Adults take a little longer because they have habits from other sports and activities that need to be unlearned. It’s slightly harder to learn fly casting than spin fishing, as the cast is more dynamic and needs to stay under control to avoid getting the fly caught in trees or in the ground behind you. And manipulation of the fly requires more input from the angler—it’s less mechanical than fishing with a conventional rod and reel, where you cast a lure or bait out and then reel it back with a mechanical device. In fly fishing the lure is retrieved by pulling line through your fingers, so although additional control is required, it’s that sense of being in more control that adds to its satisfaction.


People who have grown up fly fishing find spin fishing difficult too. I was making a video about fly fishing one summer and was using nine-year-old Patrick Timmins as a model. Patrick grew up fly fishing in Colorado with his dad, and in one scene, where we wanted to compare fly fishing to spin fishing, we needed young Patrick to first cast a fly into a riffle and then cast a worm and bobber into the same piece of water. Patrick nailed the fly-casting part of it on the first take. He had never used a spinning rod, though, and after about a dozen casts where he either forgot to open the bail or didn’t take his finger off the line, we had to fake the scene: I ran in and cast the spin outfit into the riffle, then quickly ducked out of the scene after handing the rod to Patrick. Most kids begin on a spin rod or push-button rod and then learn fly fishing later. Patrick just started the other way around, but had no less difficulty adjusting.


[image: Patrick Timmins Jr., here with his dad, Patrick Timmins Sr., is a rare kid—he never fished with a spinning rod before learning to use a fly rod.]


You Have to Learn Entomology to Get Good at It.


Although fly fishing is a wonderful way to catch trout and seems to be tailor-made for catching fish that feed on small insects, it is so much more. Today’s flies imitate baitfish, leeches, crabs, shrimp, squids, frogs, and mice as well as insects. And while it’s true that a little education on the different kinds of bugs that inhabit a trout stream can make trout fishing with a fly rod more productive, you need no entomology to happily catch trout for the rest of your life. Many fly fishers delve into the depths of entomology because they find it fascinating. They love and embrace the complexity of the relationship between aquatic insects and trout. But you don’t need it to have fun, any more than you need to study advanced geometry to play billiards.


Fly Fishers Are Snobs.


You’ll get no argument from me that some fly fishers are snobs and seem to think that fly fishing is somehow more pure or more “sporting” than other kinds of fishing. True, you don’t have to get your hands dirty putting a worm or live minnow on a hook, but hands also stay clean when fishing spinner baits for bass or plugs for tarpon.


More sporting? Maybe. At times we do artificially tie one hand behind our backs when fly fishing, when a piece of live bait or even a spin lure would be a quicker way to catch fish. Then you hear the cliché about “getting a more sporting fight with that skinny little rod.” But a fly rod, with its ability to protect a leader with its shock-absorbing qualities, can be a deadly efficient, fight-beating tool. Experienced fly-rod tarpon anglers regularly get 150-pound tarpon to the boat in half the time it would take on a spinning rod by using a 60-pound-test leader and utilizing the shock-absorbing qualities of a heavy fly rod to put constant pressure on a fish right from the start of the battle and never letting up.


The other argument from fly fishers who claim to be more pure is that fly fishing is mostly catch-and-release and that fish caught with a fly survive better than fish caught with conventional tackle. Time and time again scientific studies have shown that the difference in mortality rates between fish caught with flies and fish caught with spinning lures is negligible. Even fish caught with live bait and released survive far more often than is commonly thought.


Since the 1990s fly fishing has become much more of a populist sport enjoyed by people of all ages, from all walks of life. You’ll run into the snobs here and there but they’re easy to ignore, because for every snob you meet, there are a half-dozen other fly fishers who delight in sharing their knowledge with you.





Chapter 2 Introducing the Novice to Fly Fishing



Fly fishing is just another way of sticking a hook in a fish’s mouth, and although there remains the perception that it is a kind of cultish art, it’s just fishing. In order to learn and understand fly fishing, I believe it’s necessary to have a background in some other kind of fishing, what is often called “conventional” fishing. By that I mean fishing for sunfish with a worm and bobber on a push-button rod, or fishing for striped bass with a spinning rod and a plastic plug.


If you have not fished with conventional tackle, I urge you to go out and fish with bait before you try fly fishing. And if you plan on teaching a family member, I think a better foundation is developed by first taking him or her fishing with a worm and bobber. This is especially important for kids, but almost as important for adults. They have to get excited about their prey, feel the electric thrill when a fish is on the end of the line, and practice landing and releasing (or cleaning and eating) fish without other distractions. And although the concept of fly fishing is simple, there are a few more complexities involved, and they are easier to understand with a background in another kind of fishing.


A Proven Method


What follows is an almost fail-safe way of helping a novice fly fisher understand the principles of fly fishing in a real-world manner, without resorting to discussions of casting loops and leader-tippet relationships. If you have never fished with a fly rod, you can follow this plan of action for yourself, but it works best when introducing a newcomer to fly fishing. You’ll need, of course, a fly rod. Any old fly rod with a fly line that matches the rod will do. A reel should be attached to the rod, but for this exercise, and really for most of the fly fishing you and your family will do, the reel is just a line storage device.
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to his eighties, writer and naturalst Peter Matthiessen stil enjoys fly
fishing, even when wading powerful rivers.
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Fly fishing is not prohibitively expensive. This is a high-quality rod, reel, and
line outfit, and it sells for under $200.
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Fly fishing, and the gear you use, does not have to be very complicated to
have a great day fishing.
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