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  There has never before been a book about tenkara in English. Given its history is obscure, its instruction untranslated, and its practice new to our streams, there are bound to be errors or omissions. They are my responsibility. I am, after all, just a mediocre angler, a pretty good GP, and an enthusiastic outdoorsman, trying to get out a message. I have tried my best to be accurate but at some point you need to call it done and JUST GO FISHIN’.




  introduction: why tenkara?




  I love being outdoors. I love leaving the noise, distractions, and strains of modern life to cast a fly. I love the grace of the cast, the quiet way a fly lands, the drift of the fly on current and eddy. Even more, I love the cold mountain streams that are best fished with a fly.




  But I confess that western-style fly fishing has been a struggle at times, even after more than a decade of study. It seems that too often I end up with a tangle of line, a clanking vest of doodads, and disquieting experiences to match. It takes me twenty minutes to rig up, and then I snag my line on the way to the stream. When my cast goes haywire it is anything but graceful. I forget to watch my backcast and grow frustrated with an unnatural fly presentation, made worse by the splash of an unwieldy and weighted fly line. Western fly fishing is hard to teach too, and many refuse its complications. As I get older, my wading is not as steady, and I can’t see a tiny fly much beyond twenty-five feet, especially when the sun gets low. I’ve been occasionally faced with my self-imposed dictum . . . that I’ll quit anything that consistently gives me a headache or makes me cuss.
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  But I keep coming back because of the unquestionably great days, the ones when you arrive at an empty pull-off and have the stream to yourself. Your pace is relaxed and quiet. Your cast is soft and on target. You’re unhurried, relaxed, and yet, at the same time intensely focused, absorbed.




  Then there is the excitement as a fish takes this daintiest of offerings, this sleight-of-hand made of fur and feather. Each sparkling fish you release is a bond to wildness. And as the sun climbs high, you can sit on a grassy bank and share a fish story with an old friend. I want more of those days. I need them.




  I’m a country doctor by trade, and I’ve got to tell you, I think we all need more of those days. It seems to me that too many people are agitated and angry lately. They can’t sleep, they eat too much, and they look for adventure on TV. People need the respite of the woods and stream, but they don’t need the complications of a gear-laden expedition. They need to leave behind the burdens, not carry them. They need quiet and ease.




  That’s where tenkara comes in. Without a reel, and with the line hitched directly to the end of a long rod, it has an elemental simplicity, yet it can turn over a cast of such grace that it nearly guarantees a light and effective presentation.




  Casting is so simple it is nearly intuitive, and can be learned in minutes. Tenkara is perfect for beginning fly anglers of any age, yet the accomplished fly angler will appreciate its accuracy and versatility, even while being presented with the familiar challenges of fly fishing. With its lightweight and telescoping storage, you can carry your entire kit in one hand. The gear is so stripped down that there is never a reason to leave your rod behind. Since there is little rigging up (there are no guides to thread, and a fly can remain attached), you can literally go from pants pocket to pocket water in less than a minute. The traditional line resists tangles and will last at least a season. You only need one spool of tippet, and most tenkara anglers fish effectively with a handful of flies. With a tenkara rod you’ll fish one-handed, with your other hand available for steadying yourself, shading your eyes, or warming in a mitten. With its short but delicate reach you can always see your fly and keep your line quietly off the current; you can fish eddies that were nearly unfishable before. Preventing line drag is effortless. Bottom line? With this simple and effective rod you spend more time fishing and less time fumbling with your gear.




  Fishing is not all about easy, though; fishing is about the competition, too—who can get the most, the biggest of the day, and ultimately whose stream craft is the best. It’s about the need for one more cast as the light fades. It is the desire to get on the stream before the other guy or gal, and still be there when they are throwing their waders in the truck bed. But mostly the competition is with ourselves. Do I have the skills to stalk my prey? Do I have the tenacity and touch to bring him to net? The water tests us and the grading is fair.




  Tenkara adds to the test. When your reach is limited, it requires a bit more stealth and planning than western fly fishing. It takes more skill to land a bigger fish on a small tippet and without a reel. It is more like hunting with a bow than a rifle. Yet done well, tenkara outfishes all other styles on small trout water. Period.




  And finally, tenkara minimizes distractions. Its quietness and simplicity lets nature whisper to you in a still, soft voice. It reminds us of nature’s cycles and humbles us into insignificance. It is, as tenkara expert and consultant for this book Misako Ishimura says, “a direct connection.”




  For me, tenkara has quieted the clatter of distractions. I’ve gotten rid of the extraneous and kept the essential. I fit the environment. I’m more focused and I fish better, both with my tenkara rod and my old Orvis.




  Yet tenkara is not particularly serious; it has allowed the little kid in me to come out and play again. Indeed, one of the purposes of this book is to encourage you to have fun while exploring tenkara.




  When I came across tenkara, I immediately saw that it encapsulated the reliability of gear and the simplicity of use that I favor in outdoor equipment and techniques. In almost forty-five years of outdoor experiences, the tweaking of my kit has constantly evolved toward simplicity. Tenkara doesn’t interfere with my fun or my relaxation on the stream, and with little effort I can find contentment. As a physician I know the importance of contentment and why relaxation and quiet are important to maintaining health. It’s important to me that you have a chance to experience this ease too. That’s ultimately why I wrote this book.




  Though it is written so complete beginners can start from scratch, seasoned fly anglers will also find all the information they need to make the transition from western to tenkara fishing. The tenkara knots, approach, and even casts are just simplified versions of the sport you already enjoy. But it’s the simplicity that’s going to win you over. Tenkara has everything you love about fly fishing, but with a liberating minimalism.




  In a nutshell, I am writing to encourage men and women who love the outdoors to give tenkara a try. If this book helps any angler anywhere have one perfect, unencumbered day on the stream . . . well it just doesn’t get any better than that.
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CHAPTER 1the roots of tenkara





  

    THE HISTORY OF THE WORLD IS THE RECORD OF A MAN IN QUEST OF HIS DAILY BREAD.




    —Hedrick Wilhelm van Loon


  




  Tenkara has its roots in the mountains of Japan, in the practical approach of the subsistence fisherman, and the pared-down efficiency of the professional. It is on Japan’s high-gradient streams, where clear plunge pools and fast riffles place a premium on accurate presentation, that tenkara has been refined for over three centuries.




  The fly rod in Japan, like its European counterpart, was designed to extend the reach of the angler. Because of the heavy, unwieldy wood used in the European rods, the development of the reel was likely inevitable. But the Japanese rodmaker had access to lightweight bamboo, which was used to produce lithe and aesthetically pleasing rods. Constructed in the round, they could be made in sections, allowing for easy storage and transport. There was no need for the click and whirl of the reel, nor for the excess line to go with it.




  During Japan’s 260-year Edo period (1603-1868), the Tokugawa shogun ensured the region’s security and peace through an iron rule. With this peace came leisure, especially for the samurai. These warriors, a significant portion of the populace, were encouraged to fish. Some say this was to temper their warlike nature; others say it was to keep them fit and trained in stealth, agility, and quick reactions. The samurai, who were the dominant class, made fishing fashionable and commissioned rods from bamboo crafters. After the Meiji reforms and abolition of the feudal system, fishing became widespread, and many swordsmiths found employment crafting rods with metal fittings and even inlaid mother of pearl.1




  In Japan there are forty-six genera of bamboo and over six hundred species. This variety allowed early rods to be joined in matched sections at the bamboo nodes. They were beautifully lacquered and strengthened with silk thread,2 and the bamboo core was carefully removed to lighten the rods.




  The art of fishing for the small, flavorful Japanese ayu was called tengara or tenkara, and consisted of two styles of fishing: silk lines rigged with a line of bare hooks or with a cast of simple flies. These long ayu rods were jigged up and down in a playful fashion from shoreline. The water fished was typically flat. In fact, this water provided the modern name for this form of fishing, dobutsuri, which means “fishing in slow current.”




  The manufacturers of sewing needles began crafting stylish flies for the court nobility and aristocrats in Kyoto. The flies, known as kebari, soon became a form of high art, utilizing silk in every color, dubbing “fleece” from the flowering fern, pheasant, and peacock feathers, and even gold foil. Most of these flies display a unique directional angling of the feather, the reverse hackle, and were tied on needles as small as three-eighths of an inch long . . . miniature beauty.




  The first flies were likely sold in the 1600s. The Meboso family in Kanasawa and the Katsuoka family in Hyogo Prefecture have preserved this traditional craft to this day. By 1703 gold foil was being used in flies manufactured for the ugui, a small freshwater fish. In 1850 these flies were being built in Bansyu, Kaga, Tosa, and Akita for the ayu fishermen. According to Yugi Meboso, by 1926 production had reached over one million flies per year. Ninety percent of ayu flies are now manufactured in Hyogo Prefecture. The flies are tied on special eyeless and barbless hooks in a technique that takes five years to apprentice. Modern variants include such exotic materials as gold lamé and snakeskin. There are more than six hundred traditional ayu flies, many being identified with a particular geographic area such as Kaga Kebari and Bansyu Kebari.




  It is interesting to note that Izaak Walton, with his “light one-handed rod,” was writing The Compleat Angler on the other side of the world about the same time that ayu and ugui flies were being sold in Kyoto. In Spain, fishing the long rod using horsehair-furled lines with reverse hackle flies probably dates from the same era.3 Perhaps even the long rod of the Italian Po River region dates from this time. The long rod is perhaps a natural development, but the reverse hackle fly makes for a remarkable synchrony.




  The urban and coastal city dwellers would occasionally travel to the scattered mountain villages to visit the markets; they would also make pilgrimages to the Buddhist and Shugendo temples that dotted these sacred mountains. These visitors were more educated than the mountain dwellers, and their appreciation of the artistic and the aesthetic were developed to a high degree. The mountain people, by contrast, lived within the practicality of spare living and rhythm of the seasons. Travel was difficult and the mountain culture was isolated to a large degree by geography, but the mixing of the two very different cultures occurred from time to time and they influenced each other.




  In this sporadic interaction, it is believed that knowledge of fishing with long bamboo rods and beautiful flies was transformed into what we now know as tenkara. This theory is supported by the general uniformity of the Japanese kebari fly and perhaps to a lesser degree by the evolution of the bamboo rod. Certainly the professional fisherman found an opportunity to supply visitors with fish at the scattered mountain inns. In any case, it is certain that tenkara as we know it today was developed primarily by the subsistence and professional fishermen who lived in the heavily forested mountains, and who fished with a focus on efficiency.




  [image: image]




  The rushing streams and shallow streambeds of mountainous Japan made the terminal sinker of the lowland rig useless. A brace of flies was also unnecessary for the rapid-fire mountain casting required to harvest fish from these streams. Of course, the fishermen of the mountains could not afford the dainty and expensive flies of Kaga and Kyoto, and bait fishing made for twice the work of a reusable fly. Hence these pragmatists simplified, making the kebari fly out of only two materials, fiber and feather. With its reverse feather hackle animating the fly on quick retrieves, it was perfectly matched to the brisk mountain streams, as was noted in this nineteenth-century comparison of the Japanese fly to the British Soft Hackle by observer George Elliott Gregory:




  

    I am told that European flies do not succeed in Japanese rivers and had heard as a reason, assigned by a gentleman, himself an angler, that the feathers of which the wings [sic. hackles] are made, being too soft and pliant to resist the press of the rapid streams of this country, collapse and then cause the artificial fly to lose all similitude to the real insect. This would seem to be the case inasmuch as the wing of the Japanese flies are made of bristles and give to them, when out of the water, a very rough and rigid appearance as compared with that presented by flies of European make.4


  




  Lines of furled horsehair replaced expensive silk even while simple bamboo rods made of a single length of bamboo were being carried over the shoulders of the mountain fishermen. Tenkara fishing became a reliable source of food. Any excess fish were sold in the markets. Though the ayu was not available to the mountain fisherman, other fish were. The iwana, which means “fish of the rocks,” is actually a char similar to our brook trout and lives in the very cold high streams. The amago, which means “fish in the rain” (for that is when they are best caught), and the yamame, which means “woman in the mountains” for its beauty, are true trout. They became market staples of the commercial fishermen.




  The first known description of tenkara fishing in English is likely a report by Gregory to the Asiatic Society of Japan on March 28, 1877. This British observer described the ke bari fly rod as being “a simple bamboo rod,” noting that “the line is used with a float but without any sink and the bait as the name ke implies, is an artificial fly.”5 The rod was described as being intermediate in length between the twenty-one-foot koi-tsuri-sao and the three-foot-six-inch haze sao, and was said to be used exclusively in high-gradient mountain streams. Another record of the tenkara style of fishing comes to us in the Tateyama Mountain Climbing Diary of Ernest M Sato (n. Sorbian), recorded in the next year. He and his companion fished in the mountains for their iwana supper. Sato was an able linguist and British diplomat during the early modernization of Japan and founded the Asiatic Society that provides our best English-language records of tenkara to this day.




  While the verifiable origins of the name tenkara are likely lost, one theory has it that an early writer observed the mountain style of fishing and misnamed it for its lowland cousin. Some say the name derives from a skipping game, chingara, and refers to the tenkara angler jumping from rock to rock. Another proposes the name comes from tegara, the ancient Japanese dialectic for a yellow butterfly.6 It is perhaps fitting that the name tenkara, which means “from the heavens,” remains a mountain mystery.




  According to one author, the modern resurgence of tenkara began in the 1920s.7 Within thirty years a 1950 booklet described fishing with a rather stiff, twelve-foot rod, using either gelatin-coated silk line or nylon, of a length equal to the rod. Multiple sections of bamboo were also becoming the norm around this time, with some segments hollowed and used for nesting storage.8 So effective was this rod design that it survives nearly unchanged today. We can interpret all the essentials of modern tenkara, for example, in this postwar description of tenkara from a Japanese tourist bureau publication:




  

    Silk of three threads thickness (3 rin) used as tippet leading to a feathered hook. A probable hide-out of the yamame is chosen, and there a fly is cast up-stream. Then the line is pulled toward the angler in such a manner that the feathered hook beats the surface. Yamame watches the feathered hook, and jumps at it in a flashing movement.9


  




  Tenkara has persisted by providing food for the mountain people as well as mountain refugees from war and urban poverty. During the period of postwar modernization, however, tenkara’s popularity plummeted, and it was not until the 1980s that it began to see a slowly expanding interest. The first small tenkara summit took place in Japan in 1993. Organized by Dr. Hisao Ishigaki, a tenkara master who has sparked much interest with his writing and videos, the 2009 summit was attended by 160 tenkara anglers. Tenkara in Japan is benefiting from a renewed interest in outdoor adventure, the historical study of the mountain regions, and nascent but expanding catch and release practices.
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