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  PREFACE




  Over 20 years have elapsed since Lefty Kreh’s classic publication on saltwater fly fishing. Since then there have been numerous offerings on the subject, but even the ones that purport to offer a comprehensive overview often lack detailed descriptions of one or another critical aspects of the sport and I include in that list two of my own previous publications, The Orvis Guide to Saltwater Fly Fishing (1994) and Tug-O-War: A Fly Fisher’s Game (2001).




  We use it often in reference to fly fishing, but there has never been a consideration of exactly what that entails when we venture out on the water with fly gear. A related concern that is seldom mentioned is the mindset with which we approach this undertaking despite the fact that one’s attitude can have a critical impact on the enjoyment we derive from this pastime.




  On the instructional level, though growing in popularity, to date there hasn’t been a great deal of material devoted to the use of two-handed rods in saltwater fly fishing. A stripping basket may seem like a mundane accessory, and most works only make slight reference to it. The same may be said for something like polarized glasses. How do they function, and what are the best choices for different fishing situations? Knots—which ones are most useful in salt water, and what is the simplest way of tying them? Shooting heads—why use them, and how do you cast them?




  The motivation for the present work is to fill in some of these gaps based on over four decades of experience fishing the salt with fly gear. Instead of writing an all-inclusive, albeit general work on the sport, my objective is to offer a detailed account of time-tested methods, strategies, and techniques, many of which I have learned and some that I’ve developed, that will enable you to successfully fly fish in any marine environment. This book is unique in terms of both the nature and the depth of the subjects it discusses. Based on my academic background as a sociologist, as mentioned above, I’ve included two “outside the box” issues that deal with dimensions of the fly-fishing enterprise seldom if ever mentioned in the fly-fishing literature. Chapter 1 deals with both concerns. It begins with a consideration of the fundamental elements of what it means to engage in the pastime of fly fishing. This transitions into a short excursion as to the very meaning of what constitutes a sporting activity and how it applies to those who seek to identify themselves as fly fishers. In a similar sociological vein, the chapter takes up another subject rarely discussed in the fishing literature, that being the role that one’s attitude and personal perspective play in fly-fishing experiences.




  As a sample of the material covered in the succeeding chapters, you will find detailed accounts of vital preparation steps, including what to look for and how to look. In addition to guiding you through proper fly line selection, the chapter on lines takes an in-depth look at shooting heads and the steps involved in casting sinking lines. The recent development of using two-handed rods in saltwater is taken up in chapter 5, along with a discussion of different two-handed casting techniques and fishing applications. A chapter is devoted to the important issue of line management, along with detailed instructions for building a stripping basket. The chapter on knots is a primer on the connections you need to know, with a section on how to construct a very simple, useful knot-tying tool. The chapter on flies not only is intended to help simplify the fly selection process, but also discusses a readily available, economical tying material, along with instructions for constructing a revolutionary popper system.




  My years of teaching experience taught me that one of the most interesting and effective ways to convey information is by way of example, and throughout the book I use antidotes from my fishing experiences to illustrate various fly-fishing techniques and strategies. The ultimate goal is to enrich your experience when you venture into a saltwater fly zone.
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  [image: CAPTAIN JOE BLADOS Any member of the tuna family makes for an exciting challenge on fly tackle. A very popular member of that clan is this false albacore taken on the east end of Long Island’s north shore.]




  Some years back the editor of a now-defunct fly-fishing magazine wrote an article on fly-fishing rules that brought to mind some issues I dealt with in my former career as a professor of sociology. One of the specialized areas in this discipline is the sociology of sport, and over the years I wrote a number of papers that examined various facets of what my colleagues liked to refer to as recreational fishing. I regret that I never had the opportunity to tell that editor personally, but the one definition that best captures the very essence of what it means to engage in a sporting activity did not hail from the scholarly literature. Instead, it came from the late outdoor writer Charlie Waterman.




  Charlie defined sport as an activity that is governed by a set of self-imposed limitations. Basically what this involves is an attempt to increase the level of difficulty in whatever one is trying to accomplish. It is the dual process of confronting and, if successful, overcoming the challenge that gives us a measure of satisfaction. In this sense, in terms of desired outcomes, a sporting activity is not highly rational because we do not seek the most efficient means to accomplish the goal.




  Sport fishing is a classic example. The one dimension that differentiates the commercial from the recreational angler is that the former seeks the most efficient means to capture fish. Commercial fishermen can and do derive a great deal of satisfaction from their work. But the bottom line is that they are not in it for fun or recreation. To survive economically they must catch fish, and they try to do it in the most efficient way possible. The rules and regulations they are bound by are mainly imposed by outside agencies like state and federal governments. Within the framework of these regulations, commercial fishermen concentrate on trying to maximize the efficiency of their fish-catching efforts. In this sense the commercial fisherman is said to be primarily goal oriented whereas the recreational angler, ideally, is means oriented. In fishing for sport, catching fish is not regarded as the sole purpose of the activity. Instead, a great deal of importance is also placed on the method used to catch the fish.




  In the tuna fishery, for example, the old jack pole method, which simply consisted of a Calcutta pole, a length of line, and a feathered jig (think of it as an extreme form of tenkara fishing), has been supplanted by the much more efficient purse seine net to capture a school. When I first moved to Southern California, I had the opportunity to fish albacore on a jack pole boat, and the sensation of pulling on fish like these with a pole and line is an incredibly exciting experience. But it’s seldom practiced anymore because it cannot compete with the productivity afforded by purse seines.




  As sport anglers we are also bound by state and federal regulations. But in addition to these formal laws that govern issues like quota, size, seasonal, and species restrictions, we subject ourselves to an additional set of self-imposed regulations, like the ones laid down by the International Game Fish Association (IGFA). Unlike the formal regulations imposed by government agencies, we are free to choose to follow or completely ignore these rules. So why would anyone elect to fish by these rules? Basically for the same reason one would choose to climb to a mountaintop instead of ascending it by helicopter: The challenge and difficulty in making the climb is the attraction that draws some to attempt it.


  For those who want to fish primarily for the pure fun of it, the IGFA has established rules regarding rod, reel, line, and leader specifications as well as presentation and fish-fighting methods, all of which are intended to add to the element of challenge. If you choose to fly fish by these rules, you are choosing to handicap yourself even more so than sport anglers using conventional and spinning tackle. For example, you cannot use bait. You cannot even sweeten the offering with something like fish scent. Regardless of how convincing your flies may look or perform, as an old television commercial used to say, “It’s not nice to fool Mother Nature.” In terms of catching fish, the hard fact is that in the vast majority of cases, bait, either dead or alive, is far more effective than any unnatural substitute.




  Do you want to significantly increase your chances of taking a permit on a fly rod? Put on a live crab instead of that beautifully crafted imitation and your chances will improve dramatically. Can’t get a roosterfish to eat your streamer? Do what a friend of mine did in Baja some years ago and impale a live sardine on it and watch what happens. The irony of this latter incident is that the guy is an accomplished big-game bow hunter who would only resort to a rifle if his life were in imminent danger. In this case he wasn’t proud of what he did and sheepishly admitted that he wanted to experience the sensation of fighting this fish on fly gear. His casting needed a lot of work, and he felt live bait was his only option. In that sense he accomplished what he set out to do. Aside from using a live sardine, he can claim that he caught roosterfish on fly gear. However, by IGFA standards at least, this feat is not recognized as fly fishing.




  A second major consideration raised in that magazine article and related to the roosterfish incident is the IGFA requirement to present a totally artificial offering by casting it, not trolling it or simply dropping it in the water once a fish has been enticed alongside the boat. Here again we have a level-of-difficulty issue. Most people who take up this phase of the sport will find that learning to cast a fly is considerably more difficult than casting with spinning and conventional tackle. And even if you have mastered the technique, you are still handicapped by the inherent limitations involved in casting a weighted line.




  Spin fishers and conventional reel anglers talk in terms of casting yards. Fly casters talk in terms of feet. Due to the limitations of their tackle system, fly fishers can never deliver their offerings as far as their spinning and conventional reel counterparts, and this can amount to a dramatic disadvantage when trying to connect with a fish. I have witnessed many instances where beach-bound fly casters put away their fly gear and switched to spinning outfits to reach fish that were out of range with fly tackle. This is an example of where the goal overtakes the emphasis normally placed on the means.




  One fall afternoon in the Northeast when striped bass were feeding out beyond our fly-casting range, a friend who did switch gear commented, “Hey, I want to get into these fish.” This is nothing to be ashamed of, and the fact that a few of us persisted with our fly gear (fruitlessly, I might add) does not mean that we are purists. I wouldn’t even say it’s a case of being stubborn. It’s simply a matter of choosing to fish by means of a method that gives you the most satisfaction.




  Of course, it’s possible to circumvent this casting limitation with fly gear if you’re fishing from a boat because you can troll the fly. One of my friends who guides in the Northeast has a number of clients who want to catch blues and stripers on fly gear but they can’t cast. When I first commented to him about the number of times I’ve seen his clients trolling flies through the rips, his response was that he was simply trying to accommodate his customers. They wanted to catch fish on fly tackle and were not concerned with distinctions as to how the fly was presented. Similar to the issue of using bait, fly tackle is being used but it is not fly fishing.




  Since deviations like these do not involve violations of any formal laws, you may ask, who cares? Here too the discipline of sociology can help provide an answer. As with many rule violations, people who are not involved, not interested, or do not perceive themselves to be affected by the activity generally do not really care if the rule has been breached. In many cases they don’t even know that such rules exist. If you come back from vacation and tell your coworkers you caught a wahoo on your fly rod, unless they had an interest in or knowledge of the sport, the distinction between trolling and casting the fly or whether it may have been tipped with bait or scented simply would not be relevant to them. But for those of you who developed an affinity for the sport, there is a strong presumption that such distinctions are important and meaningful because you are participants in this subculture of fly fishing. Regardless of all our other innumerable socio-cultural differences, as fly fishers the manner in which the fish was caught is, as they say, a “big deal” to us.




  What we are talking about here is recognition in terms of approval, and this is always socially based. Some other person has to recognize our achievement, but since our social audiences differ, the level of recognition we receive also differs. Friends who have little interest in or knowledge of fishing may congratulate you on your catch, but this response and your reaction to that response is considerably different when the social audience consists of kindred fly fishers. Those who have presented flies to permit or tried to cast a fly to marauding wahoo from a pitching deck know what a tough game we’re playing, and because their acknowledgement of our achievement is so meaningful, it serves as a great boost to our sense of pride and self-esteem.


  [image: Similar to a common practice among some Northeast fly fishers who simply have their flies drift in a rip current without casting, many folks fishing Baja troll their flies behind a panga. But to be truly fly fishing, you have to actually fly cast, as I’m doing in this photo taken by Dan Blanton down in Loreto.]




  Unfortunately it is this quest for social recognition that often drives people to circumvent the rules. They know they have cheated, but if others are unaware of this, they receive the sought-after recognition and that’s all that matters to them. There are wealthy anglers who cheat in tournaments not for the money, but for the enhanced social status. It is the same reason some anglers seek IGFA records they don’t deserve because they didn’t play by the rules.




  There was an incident years ago where an angler at a lodge we were both staying at was going through the rather tedious process of submitting a fish he caught that morning for an IGFA fly record. I was somewhat suspicious because this person had a checkered reputation in the fly-fishing community. About a month later when I returned to the lodge, I had an opportunity to question the boat captain and mate about the catch. The captain was very excited about the prospect of having a record catch associated with his boat, but at the time he had no knowledge whatsoever of the IGFA or any of its regulations. As I had seen for myself, the fish was caught on a rod, reel, and fly line system that conformed to IGFA specifications. I did not check the leader, so I’m not sure if the tippet that was submitted for review was the same one that was used to catch the fish. In any case the IGFA found that it did conform to the length and break-strength parameters, and the record was eventually granted. Unfortunately the IGFA officials weren’t privy to the conversation I had with the captain and mate, who clearly told me the fly was trolled, not cast. At the time, they were still totally unaware that this would have invalidated the record.




  In contrast to the situation above where the captain and mate who served as witnesses to the catch were duped, I recall a case where two friends who were very familiar with IGFA fly-fishing regulations refused to be part of a cheating ruse and prevented a bogus record. Many years ago an acquaintance of theirs (now deceased) who owned a fly shop caught an albacore in northern Baja waters that would have ranked as one of the first to be taken on fly tackle, and he was determined to submit it to the IGFA for a record. Unfortunately his tippet did not conform to the specifications, and he was in the process of tying up another one that he made sure would do so. My two friends with whom he shared the boat vigorously protested. His response was that he was only doing it because it would be good for his fly-fishing business. The only reason he didn’t go through with this was because these two anglers threatened to write letters exposing his fraud.




  At the opposite end of the continuum, there are those rare occasions when the rules can conspire to actually shift the odds in the angler’s favor. One day when I was discussing IGFA regulations with Captain Scott Leon, he told me about an incredible incident that took place during a Florida Keys sailfish tournament. The tournament was catch-and-release, and everyone was supposed to fish according to IGFA regulations. The angler who related the story to Scott was an experienced saltwater fly fisher who logged considerable time pursuing billfish. He hooked a small sailfish, about 40 pounds or so, that went absolutely ballistic when it felt the fly hook in the corner of its jaw. It was close to the boat when it struck, and the angler was able to make a few strips of line to the point where the leader’s butt section was inside the rod’s tip-top. According to IGFA rules, this constitutes a catch. The fish then shook the fly loose and attacked it a second time in the water. The angler managed to stick the fish and once again succeeded in getting the leader to the rod’s tip. The sailfish went airborne and dislodged the fly a second time, but it didn’t matter because the second sequence of events was also regarded as a legal catch. He had two legal catch-and-releases in less than a minute and won the tournament.




  So where does all this lead to regarding the issue of fly-fishing regulations? Well, unlike laws where we are legally obligated to follow the rules within the parameters established by state and federal regulations, we can use fly tackle in just about any manner we choose. The judgment as to whether or not fly fishers should abide by these rules is relative. Personally, most of the time I fly fish according to the rules, not so much for the possibility of a record, but more so for the personal satisfaction I derive from confronting the challenges imposed by the regulations. When I choose to disregard some of the regulations, it invariably involves the specifications regarding either the class tippet and/or the bite tippet. In terms of the former, there are circumstances where I find it expedient to exceed the IGFA’s maximum 20-pound tippet class (there are seven class tippet categories: 2-, 4-, 6-, 8-, 12-, 16-, and 20-pound test). Fishing from a jetty is one of them. Instead of climbing down slippery rocks to release a fish, I’ll hand-line it up and to do that I need a fairly heavy leader. Under circumstances like this, trying to conform to the IGFA’s tippet classes is simply not a consideration.




  [image: ED JAWOROSKI Casting is the name of the game, particularly when you play it in salt water. As in any sport, the only way to progress is to practice. Trying to clear this hula-hoop-type loop makes for some fun practice sessions and will significantly sharpen your accuracy skills.]


  Another example dates back to my early encounters with giant jungle tarpon in Costa Rica. The late Bill Barnes owned and operated the famed Casa Mar lodge that boasted some of the world’s best tarpon and snook fishing. I was fortunate to fish this area many times over the years. As an added bonus to the incredible fishing, there were opportunities to fish with and learn from some of the sport’s greats like Lefty Kreh and the late Harry Kime, both of whom fished there often.




  One day was particularly memorable because I fished with Lefty all morning and Harry that afternoon. At the time the maximum IGFA class tippet was 16-pound test, and that’s what I was fishing coupled with an IGFA regulation 12-inch length of 80-pound-test bite tippet. Lefty wanted to take some close-up photos, and after two big fish broke me off in the strong current running through the river mouth, he looked at my leader and insisted that I use 40-pound for the class tippet and lengthen the bite tippet to about 2½ feet. I remember him saying in his half-joking manner, “We’re here to take photos, not hunt for records.” The irony in this is that Lefty was instrumental in formulating the specifications for the IGFA’s fly-fishing division.
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