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      Preface      


It seems that each new year brings with it new challenges we fly fishers and fly tiers need to face. These days it’s bird flu and the impending fear of an international human pandemic that could decimate the populated world as we know it. Underlying that, to those of us in the fly-fishing world, is the fear that there will be damn few birds that we can continue to use for tying flies. I doubt the major producers of fly-tying feathers will be affected, but it could happen. And what about all the imported feathers that have become such a staple in the fly tier’s inventory of materials? The U.S. government has already placed embargoes on poultry products from certain countries. It’s a concern that I have been trying to deal with in regard to strung Chinese rooster neck hackle, for example. If I have a signature fly, it’s the Quill Body Fly. I found a replacement material that is even better than the original rooster quill, which I explain in chapter 9.


Another challenge we need to face is how to manipulate new materials. Many of the old rules in fly tying are no longer applicable simply because new replacement materials for tailing and hackling cannot be attached to the hook the way it’s always been done. The old rules, formulated some two hundred years ago, were devised to allow tiers to create good flies by using the materials the way they demanded. Hackling a dry fly is an excellent example. Dry-fly necks of a hundred years ago contained shorter feathers than we see today, and they were basically flat from the quill to the hackle tips. Dry-fly necks being produced today have a greater hackle density and are much longer than anyone could have dreamed of even fifty years ago. Today’s neck hackle is still basically flat, but many of the dry-fly saddles have cupped hackles, fibers that are curved toward the concave or dull side of the feather. Both the increased hackle density and the cupping effect have dramatically altered the manner in which I now hackle dry-fly duns and parachutes. You can avoid trapped hackles!


I teach a lot of fly-tying classes during the winter months each year, and from those classes I learn some things that cause many of the students big problems in getting materials tied onto the hook the way they would like. I addressed hand position in my book, Advanced Fly Tying (Lyons Press, 2001). Equally important is the problem of the bobbin hand, for it is often the angle of the thread in relation to the angle of the bobbin tube and how you hold the bobbin in the hand that can cause or solve problems in fly tying.


New materials, new techniques, new patterns, and pattern alterations are the nub of this book. I hope the material herein will help solve some problems you may be having.
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      CHAPTER 1      


The Bobbin Hand
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A lot of information has been written about how to hold materials on the hook when tying flies. Someone must have said something about the bobbin hand in the instructions on how to tie a particular fly, but I can’t remember seeing much of it anywhere. It is very important to hold materials in just the right spot and at just the correct angle before winding tying thread over them, but equally important is what you do with the bobbin hand (and the bobbin) after the materials are where they’re supposed to be.


I’ve been teaching fly-tying classes across the continent for almost twenty-five years and have seen a lot of problems caused by the bobbin hand. Most tiers can place the materials onto the hook correctly, but when they try to wind the thread around the hook shank and the materials, everything goes to hell. I’m beginning to think that what you do with the bobbin hand and bobbin might be more important than how you hold the materials.


The mistakes I have seen include one tier who had a very expensive bobbin but held it in such a manner that he didn’t need it! In other words, he used his forefinger and thumb to guide the thread, not the end of the bobbin tube, which was hidden someplace behind the thumb and forefinger pads. Many tiers have six to ten inches of thread between the end of the bobbin tube and the hook shank. Some use only the forearm when winding the thread. Few tiers understand how the angle of the bobbin tube to the thread and the angle of the thread to the hook can dramatically increase accuracy of thread placement and make tighter thread wraps. Another error is the tendency to always use tension on the thread when making the first turn. All of these things will create some kind of trouble, either when you begin the fly or just before you finish.


It doesn’t matter what kind of bobbin you use, it’s where you place the end of the tube where the thread comes out that is most important. I prefer the old-style S & M bobbin (by the way, Wasatch is now selling S & M bobbins with ceramic inserts!) because of their heavier weight. Most tiers use the open-frame bobbin, such as the Matarelli. In either case, there is one correct way to hold the bobbin, as shown in the photos below. If you can become accustomed to holding the bobbin in such a way as to expose only about half an inch of bobbin tube, you’ll gain complete control of where the thread goes when you wind it around the hook. Holding the bobbin in this way puts the spool near the heel of your hand and allows you to use your fourth or fifth finger for controlling thread tension by applying pressure to the spool with either or both finger pads.
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Holding an S & M bobbin


[image: 001]


Holding a Matarelli bobbin


You only need about half an inch of thread between the end of the bobbin tube and the hook shank. If you have more than that, you begin to lose control of exactly where the thread goes as you wind it onto the hook and over the material. By exactly where it goes, I’m talking about the difference of one thread width to the left or right over the material. Have you ever wondered how people who tie those beautiful classic married-wing Atlantic salmon flies are able to do that? It’s a simple matter of perfect thread control.


Here’s how to gain perfect thread control: Begin by shortening the amount of thread between the end of the bobbin tube and the hook shank, as shown in the photo below.
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Short thread


Place a segment of material, such as a clump of tailing fibers for a dry fly, on the hook by laying the clump against your side of the hook and at about a 45-degree angle to the hook shank. At this point you simply cannot tie the clump onto the hook and have it go where you want (exactly on top of the hook) with a tight thread. You must allow a little slack in the thread in order to place it where you want, and then quickly tighten it. If you have more than half an inch of thread between the end of the bobbin tube and the hook shank, you will have to keep the thread under tension to make it go where you want. Tension on the thread will always spin the material out of position. An annoying thing often happens at this point: The little loop of thread wants to fall forward, and no matter how hard you try, it won’t go where you want, which should be exactly over the last wrap of thread on the hook shank under the tailing fibers. The fix is simple: Spin the bobbin in a counterclockwise direction to put some twists in the thread, and it will fall to the rear. The following photo demonstrates a loose loop that wants to fall forward, and the next photo shows how the loop will fall to the rear after spinning the bobbin.
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Loop falling forward (with tailing material)
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Loop falling to the rear (with tailing material)


It’s important to remember that you can gain control of where the loop goes only by having a very short amount of thread between the bobbin tube and the hook.


You will also be able to gain more thread control if you practice using just your fingers and wrist to wind thread around the hook. I see a lot of tiers using only the forearm, with no wrist or finger flexibility. The following series of photos demonstrates tying a dubbed-body parachute pattern to illustrate what I’m talking about. Notice that each photo shows very little forearm movement. I’ll begin with the example of winding thread forward around the butts of the tailing material after it has been anchored when tying a dry fly, as demonstrated in the three previous photos.
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Thread vertical
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Thread going around and away
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Thread coming down
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Thread coming up and forward
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Thread back to vertical


Notice that except in the second and fourth photos above, the angle of thread to hook shank is nearly 90 degrees, which indicates that the thread is leaning slightly forward. This is because the axis of the rotation is actually in the wrist, coupled with some movement of the fingers.


Step two in tying a parachute pattern is to attach material for the post. I always use white turkey T-base segments for all my parachutes. It’s white and a hell of a lot easier and faster than trying to stack calf body or calftail hair, which has been the traditional material for parachute posts. Besides, I’ll bet there isn’t a trout anyplace on the planet that knows the difference. By the way, white turkey T-base is a short, two- to three-inch-long feather that is almost straight along its tip and has very little fringe at the fiber tips. Most fly shops label these as turkey flats. That’s wrong. Turkey flats come from the back or saddle portion of the bird, are six to eight inches long, and are no good for use as wing posts on parachutes because of the length of the fringe at the end of each fiber. Turkey T-base comes from the neck and breast of the bird.
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Turkey flat
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Turkey T-base


The quickest way I have found to use a T-base feather is to first clip out the center quill for a distance that is equal to the hook-shank length.
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Clipping out center quill


Then fold back the fibers on each side of the quill until each of the remaining halves are equal to the hook-shank length. Do not strip off the fibers. You may have enough left on the remaining feather for another wing post.
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Folding fibers back


Fold the two halves together to make one clump. This clump becomes an instant wing post.
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Wing post


Measure the wing post to be a long as the hook shank, and place it against your side of the hook shank, about two hook-eye spaces behind the eye at a 45-degree angle with the tips below the hook.
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Wing clump in place


Take one loose turn of thread over the hook and post material. Gradually tighten the thread as you come up and around the hook for a second turn. Be certain that the second turn of thread is precisely in front of the first, and use the second turn of tight thread as a push bar to torque the post material around to the top of the hook.
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First turn of thread


[image: 001]


Second turn of thread, post material on top of hook


Make the third turn of thread to come up and around behind the first turn of thread.
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Third turn of thread


Continue with very firm turns of thread behind the third until you have at least seven turns of thread. Then lift the butt of the feather and lay your scissors horizontally to clip off the butt. This will create an angled cut, which is easier to cover with two or three more turns of thread. It is much easier to taper body material over a tapered post butt than if it’s clipped off vertically.
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Parachute post butt covered with thread


Bring the thread forward so that it’s immediately in front of the post. Lean the post to the rear, and create a thread dam in front of it to make it stand perpendicular to the hook. It’s very important that you maintain a thread angle as shown in the photo below to achieve a thread dam that doesn’t take up much space in front of the post. Ten or eleven turns of thread should be enough.
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Thread angle for making thread dam


The next step is to thread wrap the base of the post. This is most crucial if you want to avoid problems winding a hackle around it later. The base of the post must be very firm.


Bring the tying thread up and around the post as close to the top of the hook shank as possible. Take one complete turn of thread, grip the tips of the wing post with your materials hand, and pull straight away on the tying thread to firmly gather all the fibers. The amount of tension you apply should be near the breaking point of the thread. Make the turn of thread, tighten, and give it a couple more little tugs just to make sure the base is completely compressed. Release the post tips and continue winding thread up the post until you have enough of a thread base to accommodate the number of hackle turns you’ll need.
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Tightening thread around wing post
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Thread base on wing post


I always apply a drop of head cement to the base of the post before continuing.
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Applying a small drop of lacquer to wing post base


Construct the body of the fly with either dubbing or a quill, and leave the thread to hang down immediately in front of the wing post.


Tying on the hackle butts requires exact placement of the thread wraps as well as holding the hackle quills in the correct position. This is true for both standard hackled duns and parachutes. (See chapter 4, “Avoiding Trapped Hackles.”)


Which brings me to explain how to hold the bobbin while executing a hand whip-finish, or using a whip-finish tool if you want a good, tight knot. The thread coming out of the bobbin must be parallel to the hook shank and as close to it as possible! I see many tiers hold the bobbin off to one side as they whip-finish. This will cause the thread to be some distance away from the area immediately behind the hook eye. And it absolutely prevents the first turn of thread around the bobbin thread and the hook from becoming completely tight. The next photo demonstrates this common fault in finishing the head, which will come loose.
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First turn of an incorrectly done whip-finish creating a loose turn


The next photo shows where the thread and bobbin should be when making a whip-finish knot.
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Correct position of thread and bobbin


If you are having trouble with breaking the thread while tightening, such as when making the first turn around a parachute post or spinning deer hair, always pull directly away from the hook shank with the bobbin tube directly in line with the thread. The thread will break more easily if the bobbin tube is at a right angle to the thread. The following two photos demonstrate the right and wrong ways to tighten thread.
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Wrong way to tighten thread (thread and bobbin in down position for clarity)
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Right way to tighten thread


One of the most important uses of the bobbin hand is in controlling thread torque. What I mean here is what happens to the material that you are tying onto the hook after you apply some thread tension. I can’t think of a single instance when thread torque does not move the material to some degree. Everyone ties flies using varying amounts of thread tension at each step, so it’s impossible to use a term that would indicate a certain number of pounds or ounces of tension that a tier should use at any time. My goal is to tie every thing onto the hook with thread tension that is just under the breaking point of the thread I’m using for a particular fly. The only way you’re going to learn that is to keep applying tension to your tying thread until it breaks. More tension will always result in more torque and increased movement of the material you’re tying to the hook.


The best way to learn about thread torque and material movement is to place the material you’re about to use on top of the hook, place the thread with the short-thread loose-loop technique, quickly tighten it, and watch to see how far the material moves. If it moves from a 12:00 position to a 2:00 position, then simply place the material at a 10:00 position, and after the thread has been tightened, the material should be exactly on top of the hook. It’s always best when placing most materials on the hook to be certain that the material is touching the hook shank and at about a 45-degree angle to the shank before making the first turn of thread. (Thorough discussions of quill segment tails and wings appear in corresponding chapters in my book Production Tying, 2nd ed., Pruett Press, 2003.) The following series of photos demonstrates the above.


Many tiers place winging material, such as hen hackle tips, on top of the hook and attempt to tie them down and have them stay in that position. It hardly ever works out the way the tier intends. This is demonstrated in the following two photos.
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Hen hackle wings on top of hook
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Position of wings after tightening thread


The best way to accomplish tying hen hackle tip wings onto the hooks is to place the wing butts so that they straddle the hook at an angle of about 45 degrees to your side of the hook. Take one turn of thread over the butts, and then, as you make the second turn of thread over the butts, roll your grip to the top of the hook and pull back slightly. This will always put the wings directly on top of the hook. See the following two photos.
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Hen wings slightly to one side of hook and at an angle
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Hen wings on top of hook after thread tightening


It simply involves a basic understanding of physics. Use thread torque as your friend instead of treating it as an enemy. I normally use about a 10:30 position for tying tailing materials, biots, hen wings, and parachute wing posts to the hook. The first turn of thread anchors the material, and the second turn of thread acts as a push bar to aid thread torque in moving the material to the top of the hook.
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