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FOREWORD

 

I’ve been friends with Ed Engle for something like thirty years now, during which we’ve done very little together besides fish and talk, not necessarily in that order. I know we met in some kind of writers’ workshop in Boulder, Colorado, in the early 1970s, but my earliest clear mental picture of us together is of the Cheesman Canyon stretch of the South Platte River back in its golden age when large, cagey, wild trout were stacked in the pools like brood fish at a hatchery.

These were trout that could sometimes be enticed to eat a tiny little fly tied to a 6X or 7X tippet, but they were smart. The Canyon had been a popular fly-fishing spot for the better part of a hundred years, and it had a reputation for being tough even before it became Colorado’s first ever catch-and-release area in the mid-1970s.

Ed got into small flies back then not because they were the coming fashion, but because most days they were the only way we could catch those fish. The South Platte had always been known as a small-fly river. (It’s been a classic tailwater, complete with huge populations of very small bugs, since the construction of Cheesman Dam in 1905.) The old-timers used to say you could fish a whole season there and never use anything larger than a size 16. Later that was revised to size 18, then 20.

Then as now, talented fishermen and tiers were refining their small-fly skills on the Platte and passing their knowledge along to the trout through endless hours of fishing. It was what they’d now call a simultaneous learning curve, and somehow the fish always seemed to stay a step ahead of most of the guys with fly rods, including me. Ed will admit to his own slow days on the South Platte and other small-fly rivers—both back then and now—but he was always one of those rare few who did better than most. That’s because he was, and is, a thoughtful tier and a keen observer. He also spent a lot of time on the water, and he just had the touch.

Ed has been into small flies in a big way for at least three decades now, pretty much since hooks smaller than size 20 became standard items in the fly shops. He’s tied them himself by the thousands, fished them, guided other people fishing them, watched the development of hooks, materials, and techniques, and soaked up ideas like a sponge. As a journalist he has chronicled the work of dozens of other tiers and fishermen. By now, he knows more about small flies than anyone else I can think of.

When the fishing is difficult, there’s the temptation to get complicated with fly patterns, but Ed’s tastes run to the practical side—simple patterns tied simply and sparsely. As he puts it, “Tying small flies is fly tying stripped to its most basic elements.” That comes from being a working guide who needs flies he can manufacture quickly and easily and lose without regret. Guide patterns are notoriously pared down to the basic triggers that make fish bite—size, flash, color, shape, whatever—without the added frills designed to catch fishermen or show off your skill with a bobbin and scissors.

Ed has learned through years of experience that you’re much better off with flies that suggest the bugs in the subtlest, simplest way than with highly detailed copies on size 26 hooks: those things that make even the best tiers break out in a cold sweat at the vise. The patterns in this book are all flies that are known to work, and they’re presented as is. Nothing has been fancied up for publication.

I’ve always liked the way Ed thinks about fishing and fly tying. He naturally wants to catch fish, but beyond that he’s just curious. He has the ability to see things that are right there to see, but that most of us nonetheless manage to miss, and when his curiosity is piqued—which seems to happen almost daily—he’s likely to “go to the books,” as he says, to learn more.

A science background and his life as a writer have taught him which books to go to and where they’re likely to be found. A lot of them are in his own library, including some dusty old fishing volumes that contain many of the observations and ideas we wrongly think of as “new.”

Ed likes solutions and he’ll go to great lengths to find them, but he also has a finely honed sense of humor, so he can still enjoy those mysteries that stubbornly remain mysterious. All that gives his writing the kind of depth and perspective you seldom see in fishing books.

You can use this book as a straightforward pattern bible—and you’ll probably want to—but before you start flipping around to specific fly recipes, I suggest that you sit down and read it cover to cover first. What you’ll find is an incredibly detailed, meticulously researched essay on all aspects of small-fly tying and fishing that, if you’re like me, will light up the subject in ways you hadn’t thought of before.

I especially like the way the flies are placed in context. How and why a fly was developed, by whom, on what river, and in response to what situation tell you much more about flies than just the recipes for tying them. Enough of that kind of detail strung together can begin to give you an overall rationale for which flies to tie, when they might be useful, and ultimately how to design your own patterns or intelligently fiddle with existing ones.

There’s a lot here, all of it useful, and I know for a fact that the research took years, both on and off the water.

I’ve tied and fished with small flies for about as long as Ed has—although not with his intensity or, I’m sorry to say, his success rate—and before I read this book I’d have told you I understood them. But apparently not. There was a lot I didn’t know and a lot more I hadn’t thought of in quite that way before. This book did for me what the very best tying books can do: It made me want to run to the vise to tie, and then run to the river to fish.

John Gierach


INTRODUCTION

 

Several years ago a small-fly tying enthusiast came up to me at a fly-fishing show and asked when I was going to compile the “Small Flies” columns that I’d written for Fly Tyer magazine into a book.

“I’m tired of always having to go through all those old issues to find a pattern that you talked about,” he said. I’d never really thought much about gathering the columns into a book, but when I looked back through them as a whole I realized that they formed a fairly comprehensive small-fly tying primer.

The first “Small Flies” column appeared in Fly Tyer in the Summer 1996 issue, and one has appeared quarterly in most issues since then. The inclusion of a “Small Flies” column at all was a leap of faith for Art Scheck, who was Fly Tyer’s editor at the time. Although some fly fishers and fly tiers were aware of the potential of small flies through the writings of Vince Marinaro, Ed Koch, Arnold Gingrich, and Darrel Martin, it was clear in 1996 by just looking at the way that fly hook sales dropped off under size 16 that fly fishermen as a whole had not yet embraced the idea that a tiny fly could land a sizable trout.

I don’t know what possessed Art to run the column, but I was happy he did. I’d cut my fly-fishing eye teeth on Colorado’s premier small-fly river, the South Platte, and I had a head full of ideas about how small flies should be designed, dressed, and fished. And where I didn’t have ideas or knowledge, I knew other small-fly aficionados who did. Over time the columns grew into laid-back little “talks” predominantly about the theory and practice of tying small flies, with occasional asides on how to fish them. I had a lot of fun writing the stories because they always made me feel like I was up on the river talking to my buddies about what was working, what wasn’t, and why.

That’s how the book Tying Small Flies came about. I struggled with the title at first because I didn’t really think the chapters in the book covered the gamut of small-fly tying from A to Z. As I mentioned earlier, I’d always seen it more as a compilation of little talks about various aspects of tying small flies, but the more I looked at the chapters and their contents the more I realized that they really did cover a lot of ground. I’ve organized the chapters roughly into small-fly history, tying tools, and certain important small-fly tying materials at the beginning of the book. The middle and bulk of the book addresses specific patterns and tying techniques for various aquatic insect groups and other tiny trout foods. Toward the end of the book you’ll find chapters on general-purpose small-fly patterns, and finally a little ditty on tying size 32 flies. I think the book lends itself to skipping around from chapter to chapter and tying whatever catches your eye, but it also works if you start at page 1 and work your way to the end. Better yet, use the flies presented here as models of various small-fly styles and modify them for your own regional small-fly fishing needs.

If you read the original “Small Flies” columns in Fly Tyer magazine, you’ll notice that I’ve edited, revised, and merged many of them here. In a lot of ways the original columns were an inventory of the state of small-fly tying as I knew it at the time. I’ve deleted inaccurate or grossly out-of-date information. I’ve retained anything that I think is historically interesting. You’ll find the story of origin of the South Platte Brassie (now known generically as the Brassie) as told by a descendant of one of the inventors. Rim Chung tells you how he came up with the famous RS-2 and his unique way of attaching the tails to the fly and dubbing it.

Another thing you’ll notice if you read the original columns is that I’ve retaken many of the original photographs and in a number of instances I’ve revised the step-by-step tying photographs. When I was retying some of the flies for the book, I was surprised to notice that I was tying them differently than I did when I wrote the columns. Like all fly tiers, I think my technique has improved a bit with the passing years and the new photos show the results of those improvements. In addition, new materials and better fly-tying threads have allowed me to do some things I couldn’t do when some of the columns first appeared.

It’s the year 2003 now and a lot has changed since I wrote my first “Small Flies” column in 1996. The definition of “small fly” has continued its march toward smaller and smaller hook sizes. New, less bulky materials seemingly become available every week. And most significantly, many more fly tiers are interested in tying and fishing small flies. There has literally been an explosion of interest in small flies over the past few years.

What hasn’t changed over the last seven years are the reasons I tie and fish small flies. I started fishing small flies on the South Platte River thirty years ago because I had to. The trout required it. I dutifully responded. But a transformation took place over the ensuing years. I found myself fishing small flies not only because they caught trout, but because of their elemental simplicity. If you tie small flies you know that once you get used to the tying proportions and just being able to see the tiny small hooks, actually tying the fly is not difficult. You just can’t tie that much stuff to a small hook. Techniques for tying the few materials that you can attach to the hook tend to be pretty basic. At first I tried to complicate my small-fly designs because they just seemed too simple, but I ultimately came to appreciate that very simplicity. It means that there is that much less between me and the trout. Tying small flies and fishing them is fly fishing stripped to its bare essentials. There’s no room for fluff, no way to fake it, and there is nothing added. It’s the trout and me with as little in between as possible. That’s the way I like it.

A book like this doesn’t just come out of a single fly fisherman’s head. A lot of people have helped me along the way. Nothing would have been possible if Art Scheck and the past and current publishers of Fly Tyer magazine hadn’t taken a chance on a small-flies column. Joe Healy and Dave Klausmeyer, also editors at Fly Tyer, helped edit and publish some of the original columns, too.

An exchange of ideas, techniques, and tying “tricks” is essential for any fly tier. This book’s very foundation rests on what I’ve learned from A. K. Best, John Gierach, Stan Benton, Jim Auman, Jim Cannon, Matthew Grobert, Kent Brekke, Neil Luehring, Randall Smith, Dick Talleur, Brooks Handly, Dusty Sprague, John Betts, Bob Miller, Lynn Allison, Rick Murphy, Rim Chung, John Barr, Scott Fraser, Gary Willmart, Pat Dorsey, Roger Hill, Dale Darling, Shane Stalcup, Roy Palm, Al Beatty, John Flick, and Peter Kummerfeldt.

The most difficult task I had when editing this book was to put the word “late” in front of Gary LaFontaine’s name—so I didn’t do it. Those of you who knew him will understand why.

Bill Merg and Chris Helm made important contributions to the information presented here on tying threads. Bill Chandler supplied historical background on the development of the South Platte Brassie. Rick Hafele helped out on small mayfly entomology.

Bill Chase, Bruce Olson, Jeff Pierce, Scott Sanchez, and Brent Bauer provided important information about small hooks.

Dave Wolverton and Mark Lewis freely provided technical support that made the photographs in this book possible. Master carpenter Doug White crafted an ingenious platform for my cameras that greatly improved the quality of the close-up photography.

I’m sure I’ve inadvertently left some names out of these acknowledgments. If yours is one of them, please accept my thanks for your contributions.

Finally, nothing ever gets done without support on the home front. My sweetheart Jana Rush’s good-natured response to the inherent crankiness that comes when someone (me) decides to try to take 450 photographs of size 20 and smaller flies was angelic. My mother, Bernice Engle, and my sister, Carolyn Reyes, also lent their wholehearted support to the project.

My thanks to all of you.


CHAPTER ONE

Small Flies History

“Small fly” is a relative term. In 1900 a fly tied on a size 16 or even a size 14 hook was considered small. As the technical ability to manufacture small hooks has improved with each succeeding generation of fly tiers, it seems as though small flies have gotten “smaller.” And that’s true, at least in terms of the availability of high-quality commercially produced small hooks.

I might note, however, that the smallest hooks manufactured a century ago were indeed small. Hooks we would describe today as size 18 were available in 1900. It’s hard to make comparisons, though, because the scales used by turn-of-the-century hook makers differ from those used today. I have an illustrated 1902 Hardy Brothers Catalogue that advertises Hardy’s “Midgets” dressed on special hooks in sizes 000, 00, and 0. The smallest “midget” (000) is the equivalent of a modern size 20 hook with a rather short shank. It would pass for a small fly even by today’s standards.

It’s interesting to note that fly fishers and tiers well before the twentieth century were quite aware that trout ate very small naturals and that they needed imitations that matched those tiny insects. Thoughtful anglers did not cast size 14 flies at trout rising to size 24 midges.

Several years ago my friend Paul Schullery, the fly-fishing historian, told me that I should be very careful about saying “tiny flies weren’t possible or practical until recent times.” Schullery mentioned British fly-fishing historian Jack Heddon’s research on the early flies of England, which indicated that by 1800 anglers were using flies as small as modern 16s. In addition, Heddon said that the generally accepted notion that early nineteenth century flies were larger and dressed on heavier hooks than modern flies is a misconception. Actually, the hooks were made of finer wire and it was possible to make them quite small. Schullery comments that a single horsehair leader could have handled hooks down to size 20 or smaller.

Schullery says that before the industrial revolution a lot of people “made their own stuff,” including hooks. If you wanted to buy a hook, you could obtain it from local craftsmen who produced “commercial” hooks. If a fly tier had wanted a hook smaller than those commonly available, he could probably have made it himself or had it made; the materials and technology were there. It’s also possible that something really different like a size 20 or 24 hook might never have been noticed outside the local area where it was crafted, especially if it didn’t make a hit on the commercial market. The point here is that fly tiers are a pretty innovative bunch. In Paul Schullery’s words, “In the 700 or so years since fly fishing emerged as an identifiable kind of sport in Europe, think how many people must have seen fish rising to tiny flies and tried to figure out how to get in on that.”

I’m just glad that small-fly crazies have been around for a while. I like the idea that back in 1890 some oddball small-fly nut like me may have shown his fly box to a fellow angler and heard him mutter the same words that I still hear today: “You’re not serious, are you?” Let’s face it—until very recently those of us who tie and fish small flies have been considered the eccentrics, crackpots, and weirdos of the sport.

In the early 1970s, when I first started fishing tiny flies on Colorado’s South Platte River, it was still difficult to find high-quality hooks in sizes smaller than 22. We used 7X Maxima tippet material then that rated a hefty half-pound test. As late as 1980, British anglers were still unconvinced about the merits of the Americans’ “fine art of midge fishing.” Brian Clarke and John Goddard, in their classic The Trout and the Fly, admonish readers that in their view “the persistent use of tiny rods and gossamer leaders to large fish regardless of circumstances, is not simply an affectation, but an unsporting affectation. No fish should be cast to with tackle clearly unlikely to land it, in the circumstances in which the fish is found.”

The popularization of small flies in the United States is most commonly credited to Vincent Marinaro, who included a chapter titled “Minutiae” in his classic 1950 work, A Modern Dry Fly Code. Marinaro was a devotee of southeast Pennsylvania’s challenging limestone creeks, whose brown trout happened to be small-fly gourmets. Along with other Pennsylvania anglers such as Ed Koch, Charlie Fox, and Ed Shenk, Marinaro laid the groundwork for American small-fly tying and fishing. Ed Koch’s book, Fishing the Midge, published in 1972, was the first to deal exclusively with fishing small flies.

The first small-fly patterns to come out of Pennsylvania were often scaled down, modified versions of larger flies. Ed Shenk’s well-known and still productive No-Name Midge isn’t much more than a stripped down Adams—grizzly hackle fibers for the tail, muskrat body, and grizzly hackle. Ant patterns that had previously been tied in size 16 were scaled down to size 22 to imitate smaller ants. The practice of reducing successful larger patterns to small-fly scale is still an important part of small-fly imitation today.

Arnold Gingrich further piqued angler interest in small flies when he described the 20/20 club in his 1965 collection of essays, The Well Tempered Angler. Membership in the 20/20 club required that an angler catch a 20-inch trout on a size 20 fly.

Although the word was out, widespread interest in small flies didn’t really occur until the 1980s. The increasing popularity of fly fishing had led more and more anglers to America’s famous spring creeks and tailwaters, where small flies are crucial to success. Fly fishing’s increased popularity was also coupled with a revolution in synthetic fly-tying materials.

Up until the 1980s, most fly patterns were tied primarily with natural materials. Small-fly patterns by their nature tended to be simple; you just couldn’t tie that much “stuff” to a size 20 or smaller hook. This was particularly true when tiers tried to use bulky natural materials. The commonly available 6/0 threads seemed to fill the tiny hooks by themselves. Small-fly tying theory had to deviate from the increasingly popular attempts to tie visually exact imitations of the aquatic foods that trout eat. There just wasn’t enough room on the hook for all the materials necessary to create exact imitations.

Small-fly tiers began to closely study the tiny naturals and how trout took them. They tried to determine what it was about a particular midge, small mayfly, microcaddis, or tiny terrestrial that triggered the trout to take. They stripped their patterns down to the basics and concentrated on impressionist patterns that emphasized the triggers. Synthetic materials turned out to be perfect. Synthetics were considerably less bulky than natural materials, which meant that small-fly patterns could be tied with slimmer, more natural silhouettes. Bright new synthetics such as Krystal Flash were just what tiers needed to reproduce the bright gas bubbles that many aquatic insects, especially the tiny midges of the order Diptera, use to inflate their pupal shucks to carry them to the water’s surface for emergence. Nowadays, most of us can’t imagine tying without items such as Z-Lon, Zing, Microfibetts, microchenilles, Antron, polypropylene, and ultra-fine synthetic dubbings. Couple these materials with threads available as small as 14/0, remarkable natural materials like genetic hackle and cul-de-canard, and high-quality small hooks in a variety of styles, and the possibilities are endless.

Angling with small flies has come a long way, too. The strength of tippet material has increased dramatically—6X commonly tests at three pounds or more. Hooks are stronger. All of this means that larger trout can be quickly played to net and released unharmed back to the river or lake using the smallest hooks.

It’s even beginning to look like small flies may enter the mainstream of fly fishing. Hook manufacturers still say that their sales drop off significantly for sizes smaller than size 16, but the gap is narrowing. More fly tiers are exploring the part of the hook rack in their local fly shop that holds the 22s and 24s, and some are even seeking out the 30s and 32s. I’d venture to guess a few are even making small hooks in their basements. I sure hope so.

I welcome the company. I like eccentrics, crazies, crackpots, and weirdos—especially if they tie small flies.


CHAPTER TWO

Small-Fly Hooks and Tying Tools

There have been remarkable advances in the design and manufacture of small hooks over the past thirty years. Size 18 and smaller hooks are sharper, stronger, and more available than ever. Innovative small-hook design, coupled with the increased strength of 6X and 7X tippet material, is why tying and fishing small flies continue to gain in popularity.

This isn’t to say that there weren’t good small hooks thirty years ago. Mustad was making excellent dry-fly hooks down to size 28, and they were available anywhere there was any interest in small flies. Partridge of Redditch also made some high-quality small-fly hooks, though availability was limited. VMC hooks, manufactured in France, were also excellent, but even more difficult to find. Partridge and VMC products were so coveted by American small-fly enthusiasts that a kind of tiny-hook black market developed.

The big difference in small-fly hooks today is the availability of so many more design styles. In the 1970s you had to be content with standard-wire hooks down to a size 18 for nymphs or extra-fine-wire dry-fly hooks to size 28. There were few variations in shank lengths available. And that was it. Manufacturers are now offering straight-shank hooks in a variety of lengths and wire diameters, as well as curved-shank hooks.

I should say that while I have a healthy respect for the technical requirements necessary to design and manufacture high-quality hooks, I am not a techno-freak. I’m not one of those guys who perform bench tests to determine the strength, flexibility, or sharpness of a hook. I leave that to the trout. The truth is that I usually lose fish through the normal comedy of angling errors such as poor line management, badly timed strikes, or overexcitement, and not because small hooks bend or break. Most of these hooks become damaged when I snag something other than a fish and pull too hard in an attempt to free the fly.

This doesn’t mean that I haven’t been seduced into reading some of the literature of hooks. I know what round, Limerick, Sproat, and Sneck bends are and where most of those bends are likely to break. I’ve studied discourses on hooking leverage as regards angle of pull and effective shank length. I sometimes even find myself perusing hook-strength graphs. But literature and theory aside, the bottom line for me has always been what happens on the trout stream. Most of the ideas I have about small-hook use, strength, and design come from empirical experience on the water, rather than in the lab.
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Hook manufacturers now offer small hooks made from heavier wire. The Tiemco TMC 2488H (left) introduced in 2001 uses 2X heavy wire. The original Tiemco TMC 2488 (right) uses fine wire.

My main criterion for small hooks used to be finding wide enough gaps. Now, the greatly increased pound-test strengths of fine tippets has me looking for hooks with heavier wire, too. The very fine wires used for some small hooks may not be practical now. Thanks to today’s high-quality genetic hackle and super floatants, you can tie dry flies on stronger, heavier-wire hooks.

I talked with Bill Chase of Angler Sport Group, the importers of Daiichi hooks, about the use of stouter wire. He said that he’s noticed an increase in the number of small-fly tiers requesting small, stout-wire nymph hooks and that Daiichi is exploring the use of heavier wire for their smaller hooks.

“It’s getting to the point where the tippet is stronger than the hook wire,” Chase said. “We’ve been looking to beef up our wire in the smaller hooks. It appears as though the heavier wire doesn’t affect flotation much and it adds about a quarter more dead-weight strength to the hook.” Chase said it would be nice to remove the stigma of the hook being the “weak link” in fishing small flies.

Most of today’s small hooks have round bends (sometimes called a Perfect bend), but there are some that have sweet-looking Sproat and Limerick bends. The eyes on small hooks come turned-down, turned-up, and straight (sometimes called a ring eye). The differences in hooking ability and strength among hooks with different eye styles are marginal. Some anglers believe that hooks with turned-up eyes in effect have larger gaps than those with turned-down eyes, but I haven’t found that this makes a difference when it comes to hooking fish. The most important considerations for hook-eye style are the fly design and personal preference. You don’t want a turned-up eye on a micro-parachute pattern, for instance, because it would be more difficult to tie the fly to the tippet.

My choice of hook mainly depends on the insect I’m trying to imitate. If the natural is curved or swimming when the trout take it, I tie the imitation on a curved-shank hook. If the bug is a bit long, I select a long-shank hook. It’s most desirable when the hook has the right shape and a wide gap, heavier wire, and/or an offset point.

After you determine the hook style you want, you need to find the right size. This isn’t as easy as it sounds. I once spread a box of size 24 dry-fly hooks across my desk to compare size. Although the widths of the gaps were relatively constant, the lengths of the shanks varied widely—often as much as 2X or even 3X. As it turns out, this is true for most of the major hook distributors because they outsource the manufacture of the hooks, which makes quality control difficult.

“Once you get below size 20, things just go to hell,” was the way Bill Chase put it. Mustad Signature series hooks may be the one exception. Jeff Pierce of Mustad told me that Signature hooks are proportionally correct throughout all the sizes in a particular hook model.
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Actual hook sizes vary among manufacturers. The Mustad 94840 (left) and Tiemco TMC 100 (right) are both designated as size 20.

“We studied a lot of hooks when we were designing the Signature series and realized that there was no rhyme or reason to gap size, wire diameter, or the tying length of the hooks as you go up or down in size. You’d notice that wire diameter on one hook size would increase by 7 percent and then the next size up it would increase by 16 percent and then there wouldn’t be any changes for the next two sizes. In the Signature series, as you go up or down in hook size the wire diameter, hook gap, and tying length of the shank increase or decrease proportionally,” Jeff said.

Nonetheless, I still expect some lack of uniformity, especially in the Japanese-made small hooks. If you feel that an absolute match in size is crucial to a fly’s design (which it probably isn’t), sort through the hooks in the size designation closest to what you need until you find the ones that suit your purpose.

A number of new distributors have recently entered the Japanese hook market. Although the distributors may come up with hook designs, they don’t actually make them. The production of the hooks is outsourced to a limited number of manufacturers. New small-hook designs have been limited to oversize hook eyes, wide gaps, a few offset-point styles, and changes in wire color. The most popular dry-fly, nymph, and curved-shank Japanese-made small hooks are now available from several distributors, and “knocked off” versions are often indistinguishable from one another.

Major changes occurred at Partridge of Redditch when it was acquired by Mustad. The Partridge hook-making machines were moved from England to Singapore, where Partridge hooks are now manufactured. Mustad continues to manufacture some of its standard (or “classic”) fly hooks in its Norway facility, although most of the chemically sharpened Signature hooks are made in the Singapore facility. Mustad is one of the few hook companies that produce their own hooks without any outsourcing.

With all of this in mind, here is a list of useful small hooks.
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For many years Mustad “classic” hooks were the most readily available small hooks. Shown here are (left to right) the Mustad 94842 (size 22), Mustad 94840 (size 20), and Mustad 94859 (size 22). Note: The Mustad 94842 is now available only down to size 18.

Mustad 94840, 94842, and 94859. These are the “classic” Mustad hooks that I used for tying my first small flies. I wasn’t going to include them because they incorporate some features that have fallen out of favor with small-hook designers. The most common complaints are that the points are too long and the gaps too narrow.

Many small-hook designers believe that the “effective” hook shank, which is the length of the shank measured from the spot opposite the tip of the point to the hook eye, should be equal to at least one and a half times the width of the gap. According to this theory, a hook with a shorter shank lacks the leverage to efficiently penetrate the fish’s mouth. Thus, a hook with a longer point has a shorter effective shank and less hooking leverage.

If you measure any of the classic Mustad hooks, you’ll find that they meet the effective-hook-shank criterion, and that the points are often shorter and finer than the same size hooks made by other companies. The classic Mustad hooks are also sized smaller than other brands. A size 20 Mustad standard dry-fly hook is about equal to other manufacturers’ size 22 hooks. More worrisome, however, is that the gaps of the classics are narrower than other hooks.

Narrow gaps aside, I include the Mustad hooks because of a conversation I had with fly tier A. K. Best. His comment, as always, was direct. “Just think about all the trout we landed on those hooks. How many failures do you remember?”

A. K. is right. We fished the Mustad 948 series of hooks for a lot of years with fine results. They are good hooks, at a good price.

My favorite classic Mustad hooks are the turned-down eye 94840 and the straight-eye 94859. The Mustad 94842 is the turned-up eye version, but I’ve always felt that the eye is bent up at a more severe angle than necessary. All these hooks have round bends. I use these small Mustad hooks for all sorts of mayfly imitations, spent spinners, and some midge patterns.
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Chemically sharpened, turned-down-eye dry-fly hooks are the workhorses of small-fly tiers. Shown here in size 20 are (left to right) the Tiemco TMC 100, Mustad Signature R30 (2 Extra Fine Wire), Mustad Signature R50 (standard wire), Dai-Riki 305, and Daiichi 1100.
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Many chemically sharpened, small dry-fly hooks are also available in straight-eye versions. Shown here in size 20 are (left to right) the Tiemco TMC 101, Daiichi 1110, and Dai-Riki 310.

Tiemco TMC 100, 101; Daiichi 1100, 1110; Mustad Signature R30; and Dai-Riki 305, 310. Chemically sharpened dry-fly hooks are the workhorses of small-fly tiers. They can be used for almost any pattern. All of these basic dry-fly hooks are advertised by their manufacturers as having the wide gaps favored by tiers, with the exception of the Dai-Riki 305 (the straight-eye model 310 is Dai-Riki’s wide-gap hook). Most use somewhat finer than usual wire. The Tiemco TMC 100, Daiichi 1100, Mustad R30, and Dai-Riki 305 all have turned-down eyes. The Tiemco TMC 101, Daiichi 1110, and Dai-Riki 310 are the straight-eye versions of the same hooks.

There are numerous variations of these standard dry-fly hooks available in size 18 and smaller. A few have longer shanks, many have shorter shanks, some have standard-size gaps, many are available barbless, most have round bends, one series has oversize hook eyes, there is a smattering of turned-up-eye models, several feature heavier wire, and a couple come in nifty black models.
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The oversize hook eye is a popular small-hook variation. Compare the size 22 Orvis “Big Eye” hook (left) and a size 22 Tiemco TMC 100 hook (right).
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The Partridge K1A size 28 (left) and Tiemco TMC 518 size 28 (right).

Partridge K1A and Tiemco TMC 518. The Partridge K1A is the elegant Vince Marinaro Midge Hook. It was the first hook I ever used that was designed specifically for tying small flies. It has a wide gap with an offset point, which means the point isn’t exactly in line with the shank, but is bent slightly to one side. An offset point seems to help when it comes to hooking and holding a trout on a small fly. I also think it looks cool, and it gives me confidence.
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