

  [image: image]




  

  
ON THE Trout Stream WITH Joe Humphreys



  




  



  
ON THE Trout Stream WITH Joe Humphreys



  

  Photographs by Boyd Pfeiffer




  Illustrations by George Lavanish




  STACKPOLE BOOKS




  Guilford, Connecticut




  Blue Ridge Summit, Pennsylvania




  




  



  



  STACKPOLE BOOKS




  An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.




  4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200




  Lanham, MD 20706




  www.rowman.com




  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK




  Copyright © 1989 by Joseph B. Humphreys




  Stackpole revised edition, 2022




  Photographs by Boyd Pfeiffer except where noted




  Fly photos by Jay Nichols




  Illustrations by George Lavanish




  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.




  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available




  ISBN 978-0-8117-7119-1 (hardcover : alk. hardcover)




  ISBN 978-0-8117-7091-0 (electronic)




  [image: image] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.


  


  




   

   



  
[image: iamge]



    

  Dedication




  With fond memories




  of my parents, Ruth and James M. Humphreys,




  and my brother Richard




  With thanks




  to my sisters, Helen and Mardy,




  and to my wife, Gloria,




  and daughters, Johanna and Dolores




  With gratitude




  to my mentor and friend




  George Harvey




  for his patience, wisdom, guidance,




  and understanding


  




  

  
[image: image]



  

  [image: image]


  

  [image: image]


  

  [image: image]


  




   



  
Foreword





  I GREW UP IN GERMANIA, PENNSYLVANIA, A REMOTE TOWN IN the northcentral part of the state. We were a one car family and the closest traffic light was 20 miles away. There was nothing for a child to do except fish and walk the woods. Germania Branch (a trip to Kettle Creek) flowed past my front yard and was deemed a “kids only” area. Luckily, I was the only kid in the village who fished so I had this private native brook trout fishery all to myself from age 6 to 13. My 7½' 5 weight Fenwick fiberglass rod doubled as my bait and fly rod and I harassed resident trout for years by foot or on my Huffy bike. I could not think of a better way for a kid to grow up.




  Growing up I heard about a fly-fishing professor in central Pennsylvania who had recently caught the state record brown trout and was paid to teach fly fishing at Penn State University. Even though I was only 10 years old when I first heard about this man, I was intrigued and began to dig into what this guy was all about. The gentlemen’s name was Joe Humphreys, and he was an individual who later would shape my life.




  When I was 10 years old, I recall asking my father about the story of a large fish hanging on our living room wall. It was a 24" wild brown trout my father had caught years ago after a rainstorm after chasing this fish for two years. A 2' fish may not be a large fish by some standards, but it was a leviathan based on the stream and location where he caught it. Others in the area also knew about the fish, so a small army of anglers were attempting to hunt this fish down. The fish was hooked several times (once by my father) and lost due to the log jam it lived in. One morning after a rainstorm, my father walked into the hole at first light, and to make a long story short, landed the 24" brown trout. My dad was the talk of the town, but for only a few days. A few days after my father’s once-in-a-lifetime catch, word spread throughout the state that a gentlemen named Joe Humphreys had just caught the state record brown trout while night fishing. My father laughed that he had a few moments of fame before Joe caught the state record fish.




  Soon I earned enough money by mowing grass and doing yard work for an elderly widow neighbor to buy Joe Humphreys’s Trout Tactics, which became my bible to learning the skills of fly fishing. At the age of 10, much of the information was way over my head, but all I knew was that I was locked into becoming the best angler I could possibly become. The knowledge and mentality of Joe Humphreys eventually taught me the importance of striving to be the best angler and instructor I was capable of becoming.




  As fate would have it, my family eventually moved to central Pennsylvania. I began to frequent the same fly shop as Joe did. The shop was called Fly Fisher’s Paradise and it was truly an oasis of fly fishing and fly-tying materials. From age 10 through college, I would get their mail-order catalog and spend hours marking it up and creating a wish list of items I wanted to buy. I even skipped out on my freshman and sophomore prom so I could save the money I was going to spend on a tux and use it to purchase fly-fishing goods. I knew at some point I would cross paths with Joe Humphreys, so I devised a plan to create a conversation that would eventually lead to me asking him to go fishing sometime. After two years of weekly stops into the fly shop, I crossed paths with Joe. He was leading a large corporate group, and while his students were getting rigged for their session, I implemented my plan to start a conversation with Joe.




  I had already purchased his book, but I grabbed a second copy off the bookshelf, walked up to Joe, and sheepishly asked him to sign the book. He was busy getting his people ready but wasn’t too busy to take a moment to sit down and sign my book. He asked me what I wanted to do, and I said, “I want to be the next Joe Humphreys.” He smiled and continued to sign the book.




  As he finished up, I asked Joe if I could hire him sometime to go fishing together. Even at age 17 I knew his time was limited, and I was willing to work countless hours mowing grass or doing side jobs just to be able to afford to spend some time fishing with him. He smiled again and said he wouldn’t charge me, but he promised to take me fishing at some point down the road. What he didn’t realize was that I was going to hold him to that promise. It took more than a year of borderline harassment (i.e., me constantly calling his house to ask about going fishing) before he was able to find time to fish with me. It got to the point where even his lovely wife, Gloria, would call to him, “It’s that young man who wants to fish with you.”




  The day did arrive when we fished together. I had no intention of fishing, even though I brought my rod, but planned on watching the master and asking questions. I had the time of my life, watching my fly-fishing idol work the water, catching fish, and even more importantly, explaining to me what he was doing and why he was doing it. Every movement and every tackle adjustment was done for a reason—it was my first time witnessing a true tactical approach to fly fishing. This brief but powerful lesson would shape my future approach to fly fishing and teaching. It was a pleasant afternoon, and before I left, Joe mentioned that maybe I could stop over at his house one day for a sandwich and continued conversation. Eventually the relationship turned into an apprenticeship, which continues to this very day.




  Joe instilled into me a very important lesson early on, and this was the same lesson that his mentor, George Harvey, taught him: Learn every facet of the game. Nymph, wet fly, dry fly, streamer, casting, entomology, and so on. Learn and pass on every skill you can to best prepare your students for success behind the tying vise and on the stream.




  What I admired most about Joe is his obsession with the fundamentals. One of Joe’s profound statements is “fundamentals done to perfection are your most advanced movements.” Joe lived by this statement with his own skills and while teaching others. For example, while teaching the double haul, Joe had an exercise he called “pull and prey.” This exercise teaches the coordination between line hand and rod hand during the double haul—a complex casting skill. The concept is simple: hands are together before cast, hands separate during the haul, and hands go back together before making the next rod movement, while letting the line fall on the ground between each movement. This simple task teaches muscle memory between line hand and rod hand during the cast, but without worrying about keeping the line in the air. I remember this lesson because I spent hours on Joe’s yard doing this exercise before he let me put the line in the air. But guess what? I learned the double haul fast and without the frustration most encounter because Joe made me focus on the fundamentals before moving to an advanced movement. This was another one of Joe’s teaching concepts: create a learning environment with a high probability of success. Poor instruction leads to frustration streamside, which leads to dropping fly fishing and attempting to learn another sport. Through years of trial and error, Joe structured his lessons for the highest probability of success.




  Joe was also a pioneer in nymphing without an indicator. Joe and his mentor, George Harvey, were some of the first pioneers to write and instruct about the art of nymphing without an indicator. For years, so many anglers out west told Joe that his tight line tactics would not work in the west. This was the height of the indicator/bobber era, but Joe continued to teach and promote the tight line tactics that many today know as European nymphing. He was responsible for teaching thousands of anglers Euro-nymphing skills before it became popular in the US.




  Joe has grit. He’s the first one on the water and the last to leave. I can recall joining him for night fishing adventures during my undergraduate years and Joe would maintain the same intensity/determination from sun down to sun up. His will to succeed is unlike any other angler I’ve ever fished with. It’s that same drive that has made him one of the best trout anglers of all time.




  Joe isn’t afraid to do live on-stream demonstrations in front of large groups. Plenty of fly-fishing professionals stay away from live demonstrations due to the possibility of failure. Not Joe! Not only is Joe not concerned about failing while performing in front a live group, but I’ve seen Joe place himself in some of the most challenging situations to perform while demonstrating to a group. That’s the beauty of Joe’s teaching. Sometimes the conditions were so challenging that he would fail—get stuck in a tree or fail to catch a fish—at first. However, he’ll stop everything and talk about what adjustments needed to be made, make those adjustments, and begin catching fish. Failure is part of the fly-fishing journey, and part of Joe’s teaching was demonstrating how to adapt to difficult conditions to begin catching fish. Joe’s discipline to stop fishing and make adjustments is one of my favorite lessons I’ve learned from him over the years.




  Joe cared not only about his students’ success in fly fishing but also in their lives. I’m still amazed (although I shouldn’t be) how often I’m at a fly-fishing show with Joe, when someone comes up to give him a hug and thank him for changing their lives. Joe was not only a teacher on the stream, but he also taught me and others the importance of working hard, having goals, thinking about the collective good rather than just the individual, and helping others in need. For example, Joe not only helped me with my fly-fishing skills, but he also got me squared away when it came to learning humility and delivering on promises made to others. If Joe says he’s going to do something, he’s going to do it to the best of his ability.




  Although the first edition of this book came out years ago, the information within these pages is ageless—and had a huge influence on me. I know I pick up a new nugget of information every time I pick up my copy. When this book came out, there was no YouTube and very little in terms of excellent video instructions. This was the first book I read that provided excellent step-by-step sequences where Joe would explain everything he was thinking during the presentation: reading the water, making the cast, reading the drift, and making adjustments. I would identify some of the spots in the book, travel to those locations, and try to replicate his presentation. While my efforts fell short, I fished many of the exact areas that are within those pages and was able to recall (almost verbatim) the words Joe wrote about fishing that water.




  Although Joe Humphreys’s Trout Tactics was my first how-to instructional manual, it wasn’t until I began reading On the Trout Stream with Joe Humphreys that the information was put into a clear and well-documented step-by-step photo sequence. The ability to read about Joe’s approach while seeing every small detail of his casting and presentation made it click for me. Although videos are becoming more and more popular in fly-fishing education, I feel there’s still a huge need for fly-fishing instruction done in this manner. Too often the viewer gets lost watching the scenes but never grasps the finer details of what is going on. The beauty of this book is how it breaks the most advanced casting and presentation movements into simple bite-sized pieces while explaining every intricate detail in a manner that is easily understandable. While I still enjoy watching Joe’s instructional videos, I feel that taking the time to carefully read this book gives the reader much more insight to understand what it takes to make an excellent fly-fishing presentation—top to bottom.




  As I read one time about a famous writer being asked how he recalls all the details without a notebook, his response was, “The good S#%$ sticks in your mind.” Some thoughts and ideas come and go, but there are a few teachers whose wisdom is passed on for generations because the information is timeless. I consider this book, and the fly-fishing teachings of Joe Humphreys, to be timeless as well.




  George Daniel




  




   



  
Introduction to the 2022 Edition





  I WAS BORN JANUARY 19, 1929, AND I’VE BEEN FISHING SINCE I was six years old. From that moment on, I have lived, breathed, taught, and competed in the wonderful sport of fly fishing. After over 85 years, I can’t think of doing anything else. Every time I am fishing, and I get into a fish, the little boy comes back.




  In 1935, my family moved from Curwensville, Pennsylvania, to State College. My dad lost his job in 1929, during the Depression, and we were struggling; yet, he wanted his children to have an education, so he got a job at the Bursar’s office at Penn State University. That move was a twist of fate. Yes, I did get my master’s in education, but little did my father realize that he also gave me my livelihood.




  The first year that we were in State College, when I was six years old, my father thought he should take his son fishing. Neither of us had picked up a fishing rod before. I got a Kingfisher bamboo rod, the reel, the line, the whole bit, and he took me down below what is known as The Rock, on Spring Creek, along a road that is no longer there.




  An island there created two channels in the creek, and there I put a worm on the hook, dipped the line into the water, and almost immediately I felt a tug. I flipped the trout over my head, and it landed in the weeds behind me. It was a native 8" brown trout, and I was just in awe of the beauty of that fish—its haloes and spots.




  My father hooked a trout after I did, threw the rod down, and grabbed the line hand over hand. We were absolute novices, but that’s how it started.




  After my first trip with my father, fishing became a quest. I was self-taught, and my early efforts were very clumsy. But I had patience.




  When I was around ten years old, I would get on my bicycle, fly rod across the handlebars, and pedal to Thompson Run, which is a tributary to Spring Creek. I learned so much from that small stream. I would watch trout, watch them feed, notice where they went, how they lifted, how they positioned themselves. It was like they were laying out a plan for me. How would I capture one of these fish?




  In my clumsiness, I had spooked a good fish at one particular spot on Thompson Run numerous times but failed to catch him. The last time the fish evaded my attempts, I waded into the water, grabbed a handful of vegetation, and saw that it was alive with freshwater shrimp, some of which had a little touch of orange on them.




  I found some orange thread in my mother’s sewing basket, and with some fox fur and that orange thread, I fashioned something that I thought was a look-alike—and I went back after that fish. This time, after I got into position and made a cast, the fish traveled two feet for the fly. It was a 14" brown trout, the biggest I had ever taken. I flipped it onto the bank, killed him, put him in the basket of my bicycle, and sang the whole way home, where my mother took a picture of me holding it.




  At the time, State College was the Mecca of fly fishing. In 1934, a one-mile stretch of Spring Creek, aptly called Fisherman’s Paradise, opened as the first fly fishing–only water in the United States. From May 15 through July 31, thousands of fishermen, including many famous ones, came from all over the United States and all over the world to fish the Fisherman’s Paradise because of the big fish there. And the mystique of fly fishing along Fisherman’s Paradise continued to pull on me and fishing became an obsession.




  George Harvey would ultimately become a great mentor to me, but my first lessons came from someone else. I’ve written about this before, in Trout Tactics, but it is worth mentioning again here because it stresses the importance of an on-the-water education.




  We lived where the fire hall in State College is now, and across the road there was a big, old, three-floor brick house owned by Clyde Schreffler, an older gentleman who was an accomplished angler. I’d visit him from time to time, and listen as he’d roll his own cigarettes and smoke while regaling me with tales of large trout he’d caught on Spring Creek.




  One late-spring evening, sitting on Clyde’s porch swing and listening to how wet flies were best fished, he stopped suddenly, looked at me, and said, “How’d you like to go fishing with me?”




  I shook with excitement and stammered, “Thank you.”




  “Get your rod,” he said. “I’ll see you in a few minutes.”




  We drove to the stream in his car, and I watched him fish two wet flies down and across stream, followed by a slow hand twist retrieve. I was standing below him and saw a trout drift up under the fly and follow it, then stop, turn, and disappear. I can still see vividly the spots on that fish.




  “Come back here with me,” cautioned Clyde, “you’re too close to the bank. That trout saw you.”




  I followed him for the rest of the evening and watched him catch a number of fish, and that really got me excited. And so that was a big strike in my angling tuition. I learned a number of lessons that day about how to stay in touch with the flies through the drift, and I would ultimately take those lessons to refine a “high sticking” technique before it was called that. I knew that I had to be in touch with my flies throughout the entire drift.




  Later, I would fish with and learn from my mentor, George Harvey. He had more insights into the sport than anyone in the United States, or the world. He was a pioneer and I learned so much from him—and we were also great friends. George started the Penn State fly-fishing course, which began as a non-credit class in 1934. In 1947 it became fully accredited, and because it was the first course of its kind in the nation, it received lots of publicity in magazines such as Life, Colliers, and The Saturday Evening Post.




  By the 1960s, George started to think of a successor, and we started to fish together more. Some of my on-the-water lessons with George Harvey were hard, but they were absolutely critical in my continuing education. For instance, once on Spruce Creek he put me on a fish that I should have caught because it was feeding steadily. I made the cast, and the trout looked at the fly, backed off, and fell to the bottom. And the second cast I made, it looked at the fly, and backed off.




  George stepped around me, made one cast and caught the fish. I said, “That’s because you have a different fly.”




  To which he replied, “No, I don’t. You’re fishing a deer hair ant. This is my deer hair ant. It’s the same fly.”




  Then he continued, “Your leader . . . the tippet’s too short. You didn’t design the leader at all to catch that fish. You didn’t reconstruct the leader. You didn’t make a slack leader cast. You straightened the line. So you had instant drag. If you had made a slack leader cast, and you had the leader built right, you would have caught that fish.” So his instruction on how to design a leader to get the job done and the slack leader cast was very important to me.
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