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Foreword

My high school basketball coach from Jersey City once told me, “you may think you’re a pretty good ball player, but I can go to any street corner in this city, and find someone who can beat you in one on one. It is the fact that you are part of a team that makes us all better.” The same could be said for fly-fishing. Most of us know how to get the line on the water. We know, generally, where to find fish. We are all fairly proficient at putting the bugs the TU business fly-shop sold us where they need to go. But much like a basketball team, we become better anglers when we take the time to learn from others who share our passion.

Trout Unlimited has more than 220 staff and 400 chapters spread all across the country who work in common cause toward a specific goal: to make your fishing better. That is what makes it so heartwarming to see these tips from all over the country—men, women, kids, novice anglers, old-hands—that’s the Trout Unlimited family at work, and everyone plays a part. The book is a reflection of Trout Unlimited’s belief that “many hands” make heavy lifting easy.

But the bottom line is that you can cast 100 feet, tie the deadliest pattern in the world, and make it swim prettier than Michael Phelps, but none of that matters if there are not fish in the water. So, if you are already a supporter of Trout Unlimited, thank you. If not, and you love to fish, and want to surround yourself with others who will make you a better angler and help you to give back to this resource we all love, join Trout Unlimited today.

—Chris Wood,

CEO of Trout Unlimited
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Introduction

I have always felt that fly fishing for trout is ultimately less about flies and trout, and more about the people you meet, and the places you experience along the way.

That’s not to say that I don’t appreciate the unique tranquility that can only be found on a river with a fly line whispering a four-count rhythm overhead, and cool water pressing around my legs. And I like the tug a trout makes, particularly after they’ve risen for a dry fly. A lot.

But it seems to me that, while I might snap some fish photos along the way, at the end of the day or at the end of the trip, I don’t remember the fish as much as I remember the place and the person (or people) I was fishing with. Even fishing in total solitude, I remember the person I was thinking about—the one who taught me this trick or inspired me to find that place. One of the most beautiful aspects of fly fishing for trout is that you are never truly alone. You are always part of something larger than yourself. Nature … tradition … community.

Having had the good fortune to fish many rivers throughout North America and beyond, I have grown particularly fascinated with lifting tips from one watershed and trying to apply them to another. Will this killer fly pattern from the Madison work on the Delaware, as well? Will I find a trout holding in that subtle seam on the Pere Marquette, just like I did on the Deschutes? I wonder if I can skate this bug on Silver Creek like I did on the Upper Colorado …

As with all things fly fishing, the answer to these questions is usually a “definite maybe.”

Several years ago, I wrote a book with my outdoor writing mentor, the late, great Charlie Meyers, former outdoors columnist for the Denver Post. It’s called The Little Red Book of Fly Fishing. And it has done very well, because it was all about “definite maybes.” Charlie had rolled and fished enough rivers in his day to know that nothing is an absolute. (He thought, for example, that anyone who professed to be an all-knowing guru on any aspect of fly fishing was, in truth, an absolute nut. And I agreed with him.) The smartest anglers realize that the more they fish, the more they can still learn.

Sure, there are some fundamentals to share (like scales and chords for the musician), but good fishing is always about improvisation, and playing to the beat you hear in your head. As reporters, Charlie and I merely shared tips and tricks we picked up in our collective travels. Usually, we agreed. Sometimes we contradicted each other … on purpose. It was important to let the reader sort it out for himself or herself.

After all, fly fishing for trout is problem solving. “How do I get this fly into the mouth of that fish swimming 40 feet away from me?” If there were a step-by-step instruction manual that explained how to solve that problem, every time, nobody would want to read it, and nobody would want to fish.

Charlie is gone now, and I think about him, at least for a little bit, pretty much every time I go fishing. I’ve seen new waters in great places, and more important, I have met many other wonderful people who continue to shape the way I fish and think about fly fishing for trout.

Central to all of that has been my “homecoming” of sorts, assuming the role of editor of Trout magazine and working for Trout Unlimited, the organization that does so much to make trout fishing (of all types, not just fly fishing) possible in the first place. One thing that is an absolute, at least in my mind, is that every angler should have a conscience, and “conservation” in the trout-angling context is a far deeper ideal than letting the little ones go to fight another day.

It is therefore worth noting that all the author royalties are going directly back into Trout Unlimited, with the hope of making fishing better for everyone. That’s as much soapbox speak as you’re going to find in the pages that follow. Please take that for what it’s worth.

I have thousands of new partners now in the TU community. And you will read many of their voices here. The goal with this book is to help you become a better angler, period. And you’ll see tips and tricks from different anglers, from all sorts of waters in different places throughout North America and beyond, that will help you get there.

To be clear, this is not a “guidebook” or a fly-fishing “manual.” There are plenty of those already. It’s not a book on fish (specifically trout). We will get to that later. It isn’t a fly-tying book, though there are a few tying thoughts covered here. It’s a book of tips. A bag of tricks. Some for the novice, others for experts. By anglers, for anglers. And that’s about it.

To keep things organized, we break fly fishing for trout into four simple categories: casting a fly rod … choosing a fly to catch a trout … reading water (so you know where to put that fly in the first place) … and “presentation,” which is the art of showing that fly to trout in a way that will make the fish want to eat it. Simple stuff.

We will dabble some on rigs and gear. There’s a bit on fighting fish and how catch-and-release anglers can best handle them. Homespun tricks. New ideas. Old standards. All fair game. We focus on fly fishing, because that’s what most of us know best. But we fully recognize that there are many ways to catch trout, all worthy and wonderful. (Does anyone else smell a possible sequel?)

Sometimes, you’ll read similar tips from different people. That redundancy is intentional. If you read that someone in Alaska and another angler from Georgia have a similar approach to reading water, for example, you should consider that fairly powerful food for thought.

We’re going to disagree with each other, too. Some people, for example, say you can’t catch fish if your fly isn’t on the water. Others contend that one well-reasoned, sharply executed shot is worth one thousand “Hail Mary” casts.

I’m not the referee; I’m the editor. You are the referee. You can make notes in the book and be as much a part of this writing team as anyone else, if you want to be. And feel free, by the way, to hand this book off, with your notes included, to another angler who you think might benefit from the insight.

As with everything TU does, this is a work in process. The more you take part in the process, appreciating the fishing—as well as the people and places along the way—the better, more fulfilled angler you will become.

I promise.

Thank you for playing your part.

—Kirk Deeter

Pine, Colorado

2016
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CHAPTER 1

10 Things You Should Know about Casting a Fly Rod

Casting is what gets the most attention in fly fishing, for better or worse. There have probably been more books written on casting than on any other aspect of fly fishing, because it is the most “visible” element of the sport. If you ask most newbie fly anglers what intimidates them most, it’s the cast. If you ask lifelong “experts” what frustrates them the most … it’s the cast.

The cast is the starting point, akin to the drive you hit from the first tee on a golf course. A great cast is a beautiful thing. It feels good when you shoot that line directly where you want it. When you make a great cast, and are rewarded with a good trout, that’s the top of the game.

But the cast is not the only price of admission. Aspire to cast well; a great cast will never, ever hurt your chances (and poor casts will certainly wreck opportunities). But there’s casting, and then there’s fishing. And some of the best trout anglers are mediocre casters on their best day. And that’s just fine.

The point being, no one should be preoccupied with the cast to the exclusion of the many other facets of fly fishing. And they shouldn’t ever be ashamed of a cast that might not have textbook looks but still drops the fly on the money.

Here are some basic principles that apply to all anglers, from novice to expert, which will help you get more out of your casts:

1. You’re Throwing a Weight, and You Should Feel That

Granted, that “weight” looks like a 90-foot-long piece of spaghetti. But unlike conventional fishing, where the weight is concentrated in the lure (or the bait) you cast and the line itself is virtually weightless, in fly fishing, the flies weigh very little, and the line itself contains the mass. That’s key, because you need to be in the mind-set that the long fly rod you are using (and they make the average fly rod 9 feet long for a reason) is a launcher, specifically designed to help you throw that weighted line.

But you need to be thinking about your fly line as much or more than you are the fly rod. One of the best practice tips is try and “cast” the fly line using only your hand. Done right, you can feel that weight extend behind you, and that sudden tunk will tell you when to transfer the energy and move the cast forward. Some expert casters can actually throw more than half a fly line without a rod at all. When you add the fly rod to the mix, casting naturally gets a whole lot easier. But it starts with feeling that weight transfer in your bare hand. A great rod will help you do that, but there is no substitute for practice.

2. Casting is about Accelerating and Stopping

A fly rod—and a fly cast—only works if you get in your mind the importance of accelerating through the stroke, and then stopping the rod. Most of us are taught to cast by imagining swinging the rod back and forth, as if we were standing in an imaginary clock face and we want our backcast to stop at 10 o’clock (if we are facing toward 3 o’clock) and end at 2 o’clock. That’s true. But if we’re sloughing our way between 10 and 2, it’s not going to happen. Accelerate from 10 to 2 (and stop that rod tip, crisply, almost exactly at the appointed hour).

There are hundreds of metaphors to explain this feel. Imagine banging a rubber mallet between two solid boards, about 2 feet apart. Bang the board over your shoulder, then bang the one in front of you. Accelerate and stop.

Imagine lifting a glass of water off a table and throwing that water over your shoulder. Do it all at once, and you only get wet. If you don’t stop, the water pours over your shoulder. Accelerate and stop, and you can fling that water quite a ways.

My favorite remains the “tomato on a stick” description. Imagine a ripe tomato stuck to the end of your fly rod. If you want to throw it, you need to accelerate (and feel the flex in the rod as it loads), and then stop the rod so the tomato flings off the end. Do it too abruptly, and you’re covered in gazpacho. Do it too meekly, and the tomato never takes off. Accelerate and stop, and you’re an expert tomato chucker … and eventually a great fly caster.
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Accelerate and stop the rod, both on the backcast and the forward cast.

3. It’s Never about Raw Power

One of the greatest challenges fly-casting instructors face as they teach men to cast is trying to undo the effects of testosterone. That’s why most women are better natural-born fly casters than most men. Having just said what we did about throwing weight, accelerating, and stopping, it’s important that you not confuse any of that with “punching” or “pushing” or “pounding” a cast. Like a great, grooved golf swing, a great fly cast is all about timing and tempo, and it has very little to do with sheer muscle.

The best drill to demonstrate that is the “take flight” exercise. Strip out about 30 feet of line (out the end of your rod) and put it in a pile in front of you. Now gently start moving the rod back and forth (accelerating and stopping). It’s okay to have your rod tip perpendicular to the ground, or slightly elevated (not overhead). As you move the rod tip and let out more line, your strokes get longer and more deliberate. Do it right, and that fly line will go from twitching, to jumping, to gradually taking flight, almost like an albatross lifting off the ground.

4. It Helps to Keep Your Thumb in Your Peripheral Vision

It’s an oldie but a great tip that solves more than half of novice fly-casting problems in one simple fix. As you grip the fly rod (most typically with your thumb on the top of the cork grip), have it in your mind that you want that thumb never to leave your peripheral vision. Don’t look at your casting thumb; keep your eyes forward and on the target. But if you always have a sense of where that thumb is, you’re going to solve the problems of a) going back too far on your backcast; and b) breaking your wrist too much as you cast. And those are the two most common problems associated with fly casting. (You might not think that by keeping your thumb in your peripheral vision, your rod tip is able to travel between 10 and 2 on the imaginary clock face, but trust us, that’s exactly where it will be.)
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If you keep your casting thumb in your peripheral vision, you won’t go too far back, or break your wrist too much.

5. Your Backcast Is More Important Than Your Forward Cast

Well, not really. Your forward cast is always the delivery that matters the most. But, having said that, you cannot make a great delivery if you ignore the importance of the backcast. The backcast is where you generate all the energy and line speed. Think of it like this: the backcast is the engine, and the forward cast is the steering wheel.

Bahamian guide Torrie Bevins, who works the windy flats around South Andros, describes it as “rude boy … soft boy.” Firm, with authority on the backcast. Stop the rod. Let the line extend, then gently steer it on target with the forward stroke.

That’s particularly important when you cast into the wind. It’s almost counterintuitive to go strong behind you, and easier forward, especially into the teeth of a breeze, but that’s exactly how it works best.

6. It’s Okay (Encouraged by Some) to Watch Your Loops

It’s no secret what a good loop in a fly cast looks like. It’s a traveling “U” shape (turned sideways). You want that U to be compact, like a wedge slicing through the air, but you don’t want the line to double up and catch on itself (called a “tailing loop,” that’s usually caused by overpowering or overwristing the rod, particularly on that final-delivery, forward stroke). Likewise, you don’t want that loop to look too loose and underdefined (called an “open loop,” that’s usually caused by not stopping the rod tip during the casting stroke, breaking the wrist, or going too far back or forward with the rod tip).

So here’s the deal. Great, long loops overhead start with little loops near the ground. And if you can’t first see good loops and know what they feel like as you make them, you won’t be able to make them when you fish.
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Practice short casts so you can see and feel “U” shapes form.

Another very useful exercise is to stand at the end of a dock on a lake, or out in the backyard, and run a piece of rope or a tape measure in a long, straight line in front of you. Now, tilting your rod sideways (parallel to the ground) start making short, crisp casts, and strive to make that perfect “U” shape with every flick. At first, it shouldn’t be much more than exactly that—flicks of the wrist (remember to fling the tomato)—but eventually, they’ll get longer and involve backcasts. Once you’re stringing together 20- to 30-footers and forming that tight wedge, go ahead and lift the cast over your head and do it there. It’s also okay (encouraged) to watch your loops form and travel as you are practice casting.

This exercise is one you never outgrow. Even the most seasoned casters in the world will take a little time to tune up on the basics and feel the loops form now and then.

7. Distance Doesn’t Matter

Of course, it’s fun to cast a fly line a long way. It takes incredible skill to be able to cast so far that you get a glimpse of your backing knot as it travels out the tip of the rod. That’s something any angler might aspire to accomplish, and the more you can boom it, the more you inevitably enhance your casting prowess. And it’s great fun to take part in casting competitions and all that.

But being able to cast far is not the price of admission to be a very skilled trout angler. Distance casting has almost no value whatsoever in 99.9 percent of most trout-fishing situations to be experienced anywhere on the planet.

Cast with your feet. Wade quietly into position for an accurate, 30-foot cast before you ever attempt to fire off some 70-foot hero shot with a dry fly (even if you get it there, odds are you won’t be able to control the line well enough to make a clean presentation or set the hook if your fly gets hit). Granted, sometimes the river situation is such that you must cast for distance to reach spots where you can’t wade through, but in trout fishing, a cast of more than 50 feet should either be a last resort or pure self-amusement.

If you want to be a deadly caster, in any fly-fishing scenario, from the trout river to the saltwater flats, practice the “40 feet in 4 seconds” drill. Set out three or four targets, 40 feet away from you. Then, from your stationary casting position, have a friend call out one of those targets. Starting by holding the fly in your hand, and having stripped out the necessary 40 feet of line needed to reach that target, you get 4 seconds (one Mississippi, two Mississippi …) to drop that fly right on the money.

Get so you can do that, more often than not, and you won’t even process the nerves when you see that big brown trout grab a hopper by the riverbank.

8. We All Should Practice Roll Casting

So much attention is placed on the overhead fly cast, but when you really think about it, an effective angler can have a very productive day on most trout rivers without ever putting the line in the air (at least not much). The roll cast is extremely important for a number of reasons. First, false casts spook fish. If you’re able to load the rod and fling line with a simple roll cast, you improve your chances of hookups. Second (and let’s face it, we’ve all been there …), it’s a heckuva lot harder to stick your fly in a tree behind you when you are roll casting, versus when you cast overhead.
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So since we’ve already talked about how accurate short casts are more important than pretty long casts, why not take that next step and work on making those short casts by rolling your line?

There is one simple, important factor in making good roll casts. Start with your rod tip low. Just as you would on a regular cast, you want to accelerate into the casting motion. As you retrieve the line with a low rod tip, you create surface tension with the friction caused by the water surface and that loads the rod, just like a false cast would. Also, just as you would with a regular cast, you need to stop the rod tip at delivery. The roll cast isn’t so much an “O” in shape as it is a “C.”

The more comfortable you get with roll casting, the less fatigued you will feel at the end of a day of fishing. An efficient trout angler will make half of his casts during a given day by rolling … letting the moving water load the rod … and keeping that fly line out of the air, where it often causes trouble.
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9. Your “Virtual Target” Is Really Above the Water Surface

Of course, the trout are in the water, and that’s ultimately where you want your fly to land. But to make an effective cast, you need your full leader and tippet to unfurl above the water line, and then drop gracefully onto the surface.
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Don’t get in the habit of banging your flies straight down on the water surface. Sometimes, practice casting into a hula hoop laying flat on the ground can be counterproductive for that very reason—it gets you so you are driving your flies at a downward angle. Remember, when you are standing in the water, you’re a couple feet shorter than you are when you’re standing in the yard casting at those hula hoops. It’s often better to spend time practicing by casting into a garbage can, or a 5-gallon bucket, or something that’s raised a little bit off the ground. That’ll put your target where it really belongs: a little bit above the water surface.
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10. Ugly Casts Catch Fish

A great fly cast is something to strive toward. It really is an art to make a fly line dance. For some people, that comes naturally; for others, the cast can be a reflection of years spent on the water, honing a skill. Aim to be the best you can be. Demand as much as you can from yourself. Practice, no matter how good you get, will never hurt you. A golfer doesn’t expect to step on the first tee and drive the ball perfectly down the middle of the fairway without first having driven bucket after bucket of practice balls. It’s unrealistic (and unfair, frankly) for any fly angler to expect instant gratification without having worked on their cast. That’s not a fault of fly fishing; it’s one of the most beautiful aspects of the sport.
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