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To Dad: Thanks for teaching me how to fly fish.

I am forever grateful that you gave me the gift of the outdoors and taught me so many valuable lessons in Trout Country.
Without your guidance, none of this would be possible.
Not a day goes by that I don’t think about you and the adventures we shared. I love you dad; rest in peace!
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INTRODUCTION

I tied my first fly with my uncle Jim Cantrall when I was 10 years old. Under his guidance, he taught me how to tie a Gray Hackle Yellow, which was a Dorsey family favorite back in the mid-1970s. After I got proficient at tying a Gray Hackle Yellow, we moved on to other patterns, including a Swayback Ant, Renegade, Orange Asher, and Brown Hackle Peacock. These were all proven favorites that my uncle, grandfather, and dad used on their excursions to the Eagle, Arkansas, South Platte, Roaring Fork, Blue, Gunnison, Taylor, and East Rivers. They were also effective on the Black Lakes, two stillwater impoundments on the top of Vail Pass, which my father, Jim Dorsey, and I frequented on a regular basis.


After several tying sessions in my uncle’s basement, my father helped me purchase a Thompson Model A Vise, scissors, whip finisher, thread, wire, hooks, and myriad materials so I could begin experimenting on my own. My neighbor Brian Phillips was kind enough to lend me his copy of Jack Dennis’s Western Fly Tying Manual (Volume 1), which helped me take my fly-tying abilities to the next level.


From the beginning I knew there was something special about the craft. Tying, designing, and collecting flies quickly became a passion that has lasted a lifetime. It didn’t take me long to figure out that fooling a trout on a fly that I tied or designed was one of the most rewarding parts of fly fishing. With that being said, many fly fishers never tie their own flies (and that’s okay), but they share a similar sense of accomplishment and satisfaction by choosing the appropriate fly during the height of a hatch or breaking the code when nothing else is working by thinking outside the box. All of these experiences are extremely rewarding—whether you tie your own or purchase your flies, you can never have too many! I’ve never met an auto mechanic with too many tools—and I have never come across an angler with too many flies. It’s simply impossible!


Growing up in Colorado gave me the opportunity to mix and mingle with some of the best fly tiers and anglers in the country. I routinely hung out at Anglers All Ltd. and learned so many tricks of the trade from Bill Shappel, Terry and Lori Nicholson, Bob Kanaar, Doug Eccher, Nick Arndt, and Dick Mill. They were always willing to help out and share their time-tested patterns, techniques, and advice to help me improve my game.


Many of the country’s top-producing fly patterns were designed by consummate anglers to fool selective trout on the state’s world-class tailwaters, especially the Frying Pan and South Platte Rivers. Patterns like the South Platte Brassie, RS 2, WD-40, Buckskin, Miracle Nymph, Poor Witch, Disco Midge, Muskrat Nymph, Black Beauty, and Biot Midge were designed to fool selective trout on Colorado’s renowned tailwaters. Their reputation and effectiveness for fooling finicky, hard-fished trout spread all over the country, where other tailwater junkies reaped the benefits of these patterns on their home waters.


It didn’t stop there, as a new wave of talented tiers surfaced in the 1980s when Umpqua Feather Merchants started their royalty tier program. Anglers throughout the country could be part of this legacy by purchasing flies that were designed by some of the top industry professionals, many from Colorado, like John Betts, A. K. Best, Shane Stalcup, and Roy Palm, to name only a few. Today a number of fly manufacturers (like Umpqua Feather Merchants, Solitude Fly Company, Montana Fly Company, Orvis, and Fulling Mill) have a strong representation from Colorado, where these companies re-create flies to the tiers’ exact specifications, distributing them nationwide. The book you are holding in your hands features many of these talented tiers, but due to space restraints, I could not feature all the gifted fly designers in Colorado.
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With all the modern-day advancements, designing flies is more than using natural furs and feathers—innovation is spurred by the use of a wide array of synthetic materials into a fly tier’s design. John Betts was on the leading edge of using synthetic materials that started in the early 1970s. He’ll always be remembered as “Mr. Synthetic,” as he was instrumental in using such products as Z-Lon, Zing Wing, Betts’s Tailing Fibers, sparkle organza, Tyvek, Furry Foam, and many more in the design of his flies.


Creativity is now unleashed through experimentation and watching the way synthetic materials behave in the water, designing flies that breathe life, sink faster, float better, remain durable, and, most of all, consistently fool selective fish under a wide range of conditions. Charlie Craven’s innovation is a great example. “While I have always loved natural materials, I find myself using more and more synthetics these days. Their consistency, availability, and durability make them an easy choice when you are trying to produce several of the same pattern. It surprises me how often I develop a new pattern then realize upon its completion that it is entirely synthetic except for a hackle feather or some deer hair.”


While I personally tie the bulk of my own flies, I purchase a few from time to time, and have collected plenty of flies over the years from well-known fly tiers. I have two dozen RS 2s tied by Rim Chung and a couple dozen Breadcrust tied by Ed Rolka that I’ll treasure for a lifetime. I also have several dozen of my uncle Jim’s flies stashed away that have a tremendous amount of sentimental value. I continue to collect flies from influential fly designers that I’ve had the opportunity to work with over the years.


From a fly tier’s perspective, it’s fun to reminisce and look at some of my uncle’s or grandfather’s flies and look at the advancements that have been made in hooks, thread, wire, and so many other materials, especially the quality of hackle. The progression of the hackle industry in the past 30 years has simply been mind-boggling. One of the biggest eye-opening experiences for me as a professional tier was taking a tour through Whiting Farms in Delta, Colorado. Dr. Tom Whiting personally took a group of select industry professionals on a private tour of his hackle operation. It was one of the most amazing experiences of my life. We got to watch chicks hatch, then we went through his facility and looked at thousands of birds. We had the opportunity to take a sneak peek at the drying room and how hackle is graded, packaged, and distributed worldwide. Dr. Whiting touches every bird personally from start to finish, which is pretty amazing to me.


Dr. Whiting was kind enough to share this historical information. “Modern dry-fly hackle occupies a unique position in the pantheon of tying materials—for it is both man-made and natural at the same time. Roosters grow the feathers, naturally, but only because man selectively bred them to do so, provided them the necessary environment, and then devised ways to process these natural feathers. These creations of man—the hackle rooster and the dry fly—allow the connection of many elements: man, bird, fish, and water. This is what fly fishing is fundamentally about—being in intimate connection with our natural world. The breeding and production of these very specialized lines of roosters has been an endeavor over the last 100 years by a host of individuals. The early pioneers are, most notably, Harry Darbee and his successor, Andy Miner Jr. Then the next generation of individuals who materially expanded and improved the lines in the 1960s, ’70s, and ’80s—to name only a few: Hoffman, Metz, and Hebert, who brought ‘genetic hackle’ to new levels of quality and availability. When I stumbled onto and into the ‘hackle endeavor,’ I discovered a truly interesting challenge that suited my nature and search for a long-term breeding project. My principle goals are to continuously improve the lines and be a responsible steward of them so they may continue in their noble partnership with fishing and be passed on for further development for generations to come.”
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Favorite Flies for Colorado: 50 Essential Patterns from Local Experts is a nice assortment of “oldies but goodies,” historical patterns, proven favorites, and new cutting-edge, trending flies driven by modern innovation. Several old standbys, like the Woolly Bugger, Hare’s Ear, Pheasant Tail, Royal Wulff, Humpy, Elk Hair Caddis, Irresistible, Comparadun (Sparkle Dun), Royal Coachman, Adams, Rio Grande King, Coachman Trude, Renegade, Gray Hackle Yellow, Brown Hackle Peacock, Orange Asher, Griffith’s Gnat, San Juan Worm, Glo-Bug, Prince Nymph, Halfback Nymph, Twenty Incher, Miracle Nymph, Disco Midge, Muskrat Nymph, Biot Midge, and so on, are not included in these pages, but that doesn’t mean they are not among the greatest trout flies of all time. Nothing could be further from the truth—in fact, all of the previously mentioned flies should be carried in everyone’s fly box, as they play a vital role in fooling selective trout and matching the hatch throughout the state of Colorado.


My intent for Favorite Flies for Colorado: 50 Essential Patterns from Local Experts was to produce a compelling book that showcases the wealth of knowledge and talent in Colorado. In a few cases I’ve included patterns by anglers that reside in other locations, but they grew up in Colorado or visit the Centennial State on a regular basis. The project began by reaching out to several tiers in Colorado and asking them to submit one or two of their favorite flies, which creates a unique project with a flavor of its own.


The word “favorite” is subjective and can be interpreted in a number of ways, by both the tier and the reader. Some tiers imply their favorite pattern was the fly they caught their first fish on, while others say it was a fly that their father or grandfather used, or an artificial imposter they designed out of a necessity to fill a niche or match the hatch. One of my favorite flies is the Renegade, a dry fly that my father and I fished in the Gunnison Valley when I was growing up. Every time I see a Renegade or tie one, it reignites those childhood memories. The possibilities are endless—that’s what makes this book project different, fun, and a breath of fresh air.


What I am trying to avoid is rehashing old information and patterns that have been written about over and over again in other books and publications for decades. Once again, with limited space, I can only feature a certain number of patterns from any one individual. Master fly tiers like John Barr, Charlie Craven, Rick Takahashi, Greg Garcia, Landon Mayer, Juan Ramirez, Richard Pilatzke, and so many more could easily fill these pages with their time-tested patterns.


The good news is each one of the previously mentioned tiers is part of this project, along with so many other talented individuals, including Steve Henderson, Matt Miles, Forrest Dorsey, Jim Cannon, Rim Chung, A. K. Best, Shane Stalcup, Dick Shinton, Mike Kruise, Phil Iwane, Ben Furimsky, Greg Blessing, Son Tao, Joe Shafer, Ed Rolka, Don Puterbaugh, Jack Dennis, Matt Bennett, Chris Johnson, Herman deGala, Matt McCannel, Chris Krueger, Steve Maldonado, Eric Pettine, Tim Heng, Michael Gula, Al Ritt, Aaron Carithers, Mark Engler, Carl Pennington, John Betts, Jim Poor, Rick Yancik, Brian Kelso, Steve Thomas, Gene Lynch, Ken Chandler, Tug Davenport, and Ed Marsh.


Narrowing down the list to fifty flies was no easy task—in fact it was extremely diffi-cult! I feel it’s important to have a nice representation of midges, mayflies, caddisflies, and stoneflies, as well as other important food organisms, including forage items, terrestrials, scuds, and mysis shrimp. Favorite Flies for Colorado: 50 Essential Patterns from Local Experts caters to a wide audience, from stillwater enthusiasts to anglers that prefer to fish rivers and streams. Furthermore, I’ve included patterns that work well for a variety of gamefish including trout, bass, carp, muskie, bluegills, crappie, and pike. As an added bonus, many patterns have crossover applications. For instance, John Barr’s Meat Whistle consistently fools trout, bass, carp, and pike. Matt Bennett’s Lunch Money is also a versatile pattern with the same goals in mind that every angler should carry in a wide range of sizes and colors.


Each chapter includes a photograph of the featured fly, including the tying recipe and the history of each pattern. I feel it’s important to discuss pattern variations, which helps cross-pollinate so many wonderful patterns, and give credit where credit is due. For instance, the RS 2 and its numerous variations are all important. Rim Chung invented the pattern in the 1970s, but innovative tiers improved the original pattern in so many ways. Each variation has a time and place and should be part of everyone’s arsenal of flies. I’ve included a full chapter devoted to the RS 2 and its variations.



[image: Jim Cannon’s contribution to the fly-fishing world for the past 35 years has been impressive to say the least. As a fly shop owner, guide, and instructor, he’s educated the masses on tying flies to fool selective trout. Cannon is known for his Snowshoe Dun series, which is all-inclusive of blue-winged olives, pale morning duns, and Tricos (pictured from left to right). This group of mayflies is referred to as the “Big Three” by spring creek and tailwater enthusiasts. BRENT TAYLOR]
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In most cases the pictured fly is tied by the original designer, which lends so much credibility to the project. Each tier unveils what spurred their innovation, what tying materials they use and why, tying tips, and, most of all, how they recommend fishing their patterns. Having the appropriate fly is only part of the equation for success—knowing how to fish it is equally important. Each tier has been willing to give back and share so much information that benefits us all. I’ve taken the liberty to tie some of the historical patterns and flies from those amazing anglers and fly tiers that have passed away or I have lost contact with over the years. In a few instances, I’ve relied on fly manufacturers to assist me in filling in a few of the holes so that every fly is represented correctly.


My goals and objectives for Favorite Flies for Colorado: 50 Patterns from Local Experts will have been met if you somehow benefit from the words, pictures, and tying recipes on these pages. I am hopeful that you will enjoy the delightful blend of history, tying tips, modern-day innovation, and some solid fishing advice from some of the best anglers in the state of Colorado. Hopefully many of these patterns end up in your fly boxes and prove to be some of your favorite flies for Colorado.








AC’s Ant

(Tied by Aaron Carithers)


[image: AC’s Ant is a versatile terrestrial pattern that works well for imitating small black-bodied ants as well as larger varieties like the carpenter ant. Aaron Carithers also likes to think outside the box from time to time and use his ant pattern to unmatch the hatch during the height of a midge emergence.]
AC’s Ant is a versatile terrestrial pattern that works well for imitating small black-bodied ants as well as larger varieties like the carpenter ant. Aaron Carithers also likes to think outside the box from time to time and use his ant pattern to unmatch the hatch during the height of a midge emergence.





	
Hook: #16–#20 Tiemco 100

	
Thread: Black 8/0

	
Body: Black 2 mm craft foam

	
Underbody: Peacock herl and grizzly hackle

	
Wing: Tan EP fibers

	
Legs: Black Hareline Midge Tubing, knotted to create joints





A aron Carithers is one of the fishiest guys I know. Born in Wheat Ridge, Colorado, and raised in the nearby community of Arvada, his family goes back five generations in the Front Range. Carithers’s grandfather introduced him to fly fishing when he was 7 years old, fishing the Little Michigan in North Park and moving on to the Big Thompson, Cache la Poudre, and St. Vrain as he got older. After he got his driver’s license, he began exploring Bear Creek and the South Platte River on his own. It wasn’t long after that he was driving across the western United States in search of places to fish.

“After graduating from Arvada West High School in 1987, I spent a brief time learning to row whitewater boats on the North Platte near the Colorado-Wyoming border and on to the Salmon River in Idaho, training with Jim Temple and the guides of Ways West Adventures. Unfortunately, the season was an extreme low-water year and nearly all of the trips were canceled, cutting my whitewater career short. I decided I had better go to college; my criteria included close year-round fly fishing and a rugby team. Fort Lewis College in Durango, Colorado, seemed to be the best fit.” After fishing several days a week on the Animas, San Juan, Dolores, and the numerous mountain creeks, Carithers decided to accept a guide position with Jerry Freeman, owner of Anasazi Angler Guide Service. “I worked for Jerry Freeman for five seasons, guiding mostly on the San Juan River. In need of a little variety, I went to work for Duranglers, guiding the San Juan as well as the Piedra, Animas, Rio Grande, Dolores, Lime, and Cascade creeks. After working six seasons for Duranglers, I wanted to expand my profession and control my own destiny. In 1998 I purchased Anasazi Angler and have owned it ever since.”


[image: Durango-based fishing guide Aaron Carithersis always looking for rising fish. Whether he is working on one of his local streams or fishing the nearby San Juan River in northern New Mexico, AC’s Ant is one of his go-to dry flies.]
Durango-based fishing guide Aaron Carithers is always looking for rising fish. Whether he is working on one of his local streams or fishing the nearby San Juan River in northern New Mexico, AC’s Ant is one of his go-to dry flies.



I’ve had the opportunity to fish with Carithers on numerous occasions. It didn’t take me long to figure out that he is a passionate dry-fly angler. “I moved from the Front Range to Durango, not only to attend Fort Lewis College but to dry-fly fish in the hundreds of miles of creek water flowing from the San Juan Mountains. AC’s Ant has been one of my go-to patterns for the area’s creeks, freestones, and tailwaters. It works well for imitating small black ants, but where it really shines is in unmatching the hatch.”

The San Juan River provides anglers with some of the best dry-fly fishing in the West. “Midges are the primary food source for the San Juan River’s rainbows and browns, but the dry-fly fishing with a single adult can be very frustrating. The midge feeders often eat a size 24 or 26 Parachute Adams, but it can be difficult to see, especially in harsh glare or foam lines. Over the years I have found that a small black-bodied dry fly such as the Peacock Caddis fools most selective adult midge eaters, but after one ‘eat’ the fly usually loses its buoyancy and sinks. This makes it hard to distinguish it from other debris in a foam line. That is the main reason I developed AC’s Ant, to solve this problem. My goals and objectives were simple: I wanted to create a pattern that would consistently fool midge feeders, be easy to see, and be extremely durable.”

AC’s Ant is also effective fished out of a drift boat on the upper Rio Grande. “As the float season progresses and the larger stone-flies become less frequent, the Rio Grande browns and rainbows key in on small black-bodied caddis. AC’s Ant fished alone is a great boat fly. It floats well and is also deadly for black caddis.”

Carithers has enjoyed a lot of success with AC’s Ant on the Dolores River as well. “During a PMD hatch, I like to use a stealthy approach and rig an AC’s Ant trailed by a size 18 Floating PMD Nymph because the small foam ant pattern makes a great indicator. Dry and dropper rigs are always a great alternative after the fish have been pounded all summer. I was really surprised to find out that the picky trout on the Dolores frequently prefer the small terrestrial pattern over the trailing floating nymph.”

AC’s Ant also works well for imitating carpenter ants. Carithers recommends tying AC’s Ant in a size 16 to imitate carpenter ants.








Amy’s Ant

(Tied by Jack Dennis)


[image: Jack Dennis’s Amy’s Ant imitates a variety of food organisms, but it works best as a golden stonefly adult during the summer months. Whether you’re trying to match the hatch or looking to fool an opportunistic feeder, Amy’s Ant does it all. Amy’s Ant is easy to see, floats high on riffled currents, and fools trout that are feeding both selectively and opportunistically.]
Jack Dennis’s Amy’s Ant imitates a variety of food organisms, but it works best as a golden stonefly adult during the summer months. Whether you’re trying to match the hatch or looking to fool an opportunistic feeder, Amy’s Ant does it all. Amy’s Ant is easy to see, floats high on riffled currents, and fools trout that are feeding both selectively and opportunistically.





	
Hook: #4–#8 Tiemco 5263

	
Thread: Brown 6/0 Uni-Thread

	
Abdomen: Olive Krystal Chenille

	
Hackle: Brown rooster

	
Underbody: Tan 2 mm craft foam

	
Overbody: Brown 2 mm craft foam

	
Legs: Brown rubber legs (medium)

	
Underwing: Rainbow Krystal Flash

	
Wing: Light elk hair

	
Thorax: Arizona Peacock Dubbing

	
Wing case: Overbody foam pulled back and tied down

	
Indicator: Orange 2 mm craft foam





Master angler and fly tier Jack Dennis developed Amy’s Ant in the mid-1990s. Although Dennis spent a large part of his professional career in Jackson, Wyoming, he is no stranger to Colorado. As a young man, he attended sixth grade through his junior year in high school in Colorado, where he frequented many of Colorado’s renowned fisheries. He spent his summers with his grandfather in Jackson, where he eventually opened his fly shop, Jack Dennis Outdoor Shop. Dennis cultivated strong relationships with outdoor legends like Hank Roberts, Jim Poor, and Chuck Fothergill because he spent a lot of his spare time fishing in Colorado.
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