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To Rick Hafele,
who introduced me to the world of aquatic insects,
and with whom I still share it.




Introduction


 


I got conned on the Yellowstone River.


Richard Bunse and I arrived at the river on a September midafternoon, in the wake of an early storm. The sun glanced brightly off deep new snow. The air nipped at us painfully. But the sun struck down and warmed the slow currents where the broad river ambled over shallow beds of rooted weeds. We sat in the pickup for a minute, looking down over the flats. Then a fish swirled on the surface, and a few seconds later another came up. Bunse cried, “Those are rises!” Then he bolted.


He had his waders on and rod built and was twenty feet out, stalking a pod of working fish, before I could decide how many pairs of socks to pull on.


“There’s a hatch,” Bunse yelled up to me while I sat on the tailgate, agonizing into cold waders. He scooped an insect out of the water and looked at it.


“What is it?” I called down to him.


“Don’t know. Some sort of mayfly dun. A size sixteen with an olive body and gray wings. See if you can figure out what it is.” He tied on a fly and started false-casting.


“Oh . . . okay,” I said foolishly, and picked up my insect-collecting net instead of my fly rod. I thrashed through the snow to the river, waded in, and began netting mayfly duns while Bunse cast and caught a trout.


“What did you catch it on?” I asked.


“A size sixteen Blue-Winged Olive,” he answered. Then he asked, “What’s that insect?”


“I’ll have to check it out,” I said. I struggled up through the snowbank to the pickup, holding a couple of the mayflies captive in my net. I found the right book and paged through it until I found what I took to be the right insect. I compared its picture with what I held in my hand. They looked reasonably alike. I closed the book and walked back down to the river’s edge. It had only taken about half an hour, my literary search sped by continual shouts and splashes as Bunse hooked, landed, and released two more fine trout.


I said to Bunse, “I think it’s a Paraleptophlebia.”


“A what?” he asked, a bit astonished.


“Paraleptophlebia. I don’t know what species. Now can I borrow one of those Blue-Winged Olives?”


“Sure.”


I waded out to him, this time carrying my fly rod rather than my insect net. He gave me a fly. I looked at it. “Remarkably like the real thing,” I mumbled. I waded away and looked around for a rise to cast to. But there weren’t any. Either the fish had quit working or Bunse had caught them all.


We reeled up, waded out, and drove away. Bunse had taken three fish, the largest eighteen inches long. I had taken two mayflies, size 16.


I found out a long time later, looking at them under a microscope at home, that they were Ephemerella.


It finally became clear to me, after years of diligently studying and matching hatches, that matching the hatch always came first, out on the stream or lake, whereas identifying the insect always came later, at home, long after the fishing was finished. The success of my fishing was always based on what I observed in the field, and what I did about it right then, while fish rose all around me.


The study of insects is a pleasant adjunct to fishing. You can take it to any level you want. The further you take it, the more you will know about the aquatic world in which trout live and swim and eat. Every added increment of knowledge about that world will give you one more thing to enjoy when you are out fishing. And the more you know, the more trout you will catch, in the long run.


This book is about the study of insects at the simplest level—out in their own world, the world where trout make a living eating them. It is about recognizing that an insect is a mayfly dun, size 16, with an olive body and gray wings. It is about matching that dun with a size 16 Blue-Winged Olive dressing and presenting it the way the natural insect arrives to trout, thereby enticing trout to take it. This book is about reducing the process of matching hatches to its most important elements. It is about letting somebody else worry whether an insect is a Paraleptophlebia or an Ephemerella.


Our continent is large and has a great diversity of geographies and water types. Our aquatic insects have adapted to this wide range of conditions by evolving into a wide range of species. Professional taxonomists, with doctoral degrees and high-power microscopes, haven’t yet penetrated all of their mysteries, nor have they classified and named all of the species. New species are constantly discovered: Old species are constantly reclassified into new genera and subgenera and given new names. Not only is this confusing to the lay angler, but it also abruptly outdates any angling book that identifies all trout foods by species.


Everything you need to know about an insect in order to match it, and to fish its imitation with the proper presentation, you can learn by holding the insect in your hand and observing it closely. A labyrinth of things remains to be learned beyond what you will discover by taking a close look at the natural, but the few things you need to know to catch trout make a good place to start, and they might be as far as you ever want to go.


I hope this book helps you understand the aquatic insects, the fly patterns that match them, and the fish that eat them. I hope it helps you catch more and larger trout.


I insist that it help you have more fun doing it.




Axioms


 


•    It is the first axiom of this book that within each of the three major orders, adults of all species have the same shape. They vary in size and color but are true to the shape of the rest of the order (page 4).


•    This leads to the second axiom of this book, that within each important order of aquatic insects, all species can be matched with size and color variations of the same pattern style (page 8).


•    It is the third axiom of this book that endless study of someone else’s work will never tell you what insect hatches are important on your own home waters (page 27).


•    It is a minor axiom of this book that you choose your pattern style based in part on the type of water on or in which the pattern will be fished (page 8).


•    It is another minor axiom of this book that if something resembles something else so closely that anglers and trout mistake it for whatever else it looks like, then a pattern that imitates the something else will work fine, and there’s no need to create and carry a new one (page 220).


•    A valuable rule for any extended fishing trip is to see the whole day. Be on the water from daylight to dark, watching the water, on the first or second day of any trip. After that you’ll know the best times to be on the water and the safe times to take your leisure (page 71).


•    An important stillwater rule and small-moving-water rule is to suspect midge pupae whenever trout are rising but you can’t see what they’re taking. It’s likely to be midges in this almost invisible transitional stage (page 190).


•    Most often on stillwaters, the slower the retrieve, the faster the fishing (page 201).


•    Anything you can learn about trout will increase your ability to catch them, whether that information is applied immediately, in the form of an imitation tied to your tippet at once, or becomes a part of your body of knowledge about trout and the world in which they live and is applied over time (page 190).




Chapter 1


Trout Don’t Speak Latin


Trout eat aquatic insects. They eat other things, too. They eat grasshoppers and scuds, snails and leeches, and sometimes even each other. But all trout get going in life eating aquatic insects. And most trout, including lunkers that make a lot of their living pursuing bigger bites, end their lives still eating aquatic insects.


Trout don’t speak Latin. They can’t identify insects. The most brilliant trout in the stream will spend its entire life gobbling mayflies, caddisflies, and stoneflies in all of their immature and adult stages, without ever pausing to consider what it has just eaten. Trout can be alarmingly selective, however, despite all of their ignorance.


Trout eat insects without identifying them. But they know exactly what the insects look like, and exactly how the insects move on or in the water. You can match insects with dressings that will take trout, even highly selective trout, without identifying the insects that your dressings imitate. To do that consistently, though, you, like the trout, must know what the insects look like, and how they move on or in the water.


It will help you to be able to recognize insects on the elemental level of order: the mayflies, caddisflies, stoneflies, and a few other types of flies. But you do not need to know Latin and taxonomy to do it. Even identification to that level is not entirely necessary. You don’t need to separate the aquatic orders to successfully match the insects they contain. It will help, though, and it’s not hard.


Let me confess that I know lots about Latin. I find aquatic insects to be fascinating beasts. I collect them in nets. I drop them tumbling into tiny aquariums to watch the way they swim. I astonish them by firing flashes to illuminate them for photographs.


Sometimes I pickle aquatic insects in vials of alcohol and key them out as far as I can, or I send them off to a professional taxonomist for exact identification. The insects come back labeled through all the levels: order, family, genus, and species. But all this labor of Latin doesn’t always translate into more trout caught. Without an accompanying approach based on observation along the stream, peering at insects through a microscope doesn’t help me catch any more trout. Sometimes I get tangled up in matters that don’t really make much difference to the trout.


I sat one summer noon on a sagebrush bank above Oregon’s Deschutes River, baking in the heat. I was wadered and brogued in my embarrassing best. I wore or carried or was bound up in every item that has ever been declared essential to an angler’s success. Had you stumbled upon me, you would have cried, “Now here is a man who looks like he knows what he is doing!” You would not have been entirely right.


A brief hatch had happened that morning. I’d captured a few specimens and tweezered them into a vial of alcohol. They were from a net-spinning family of caddis, size 14, with tannish brown bodies and the same color wings. They were Hydropsyche. I didn’t know the exact species, but I arrived at a fly and got it close enough to catch a couple of fat trout. The largest was fourteen inches long.


I had released the two fish, then sat down happily in the shade of some sage and busied myself studying the poor pickled insects. I roughed a sketch of them in a notebook and wrote a few observations on their size and color for the preparation of some future exact imitation. Then I leaned back on my elbows, satisfied with what I had accomplished. I would get the insects identified to species later.


I looked downriver and saw an angler working slowly upstream toward me, fishing from the bank. He wriggled into a small indentation in the shoreline brush, where I could no longer see him. His rod tip flicked in the sun above the brush, then stilled. Suddenly it danced, and I knew he’d hooked a fish. The rod tip disappeared, and I knew he’d bent to release his fish.


The fisherman reappeared. I saw now that he wore hiking boots and light pants that looked comfortable in the hot sun. So did his khaki shirt and baseball cap. He wore no vest, carried no creel. Had you stumbled upon him, you might have cried, “Now here is a throwback who looks like he has no idea what he is doing!” You would have been entirely wrong.


He edged into another indentation, closer to me this time. He flicked his rod a few times, then settled his dry fly to the water inches from an overhanging clump of bunchgrass. I didn’t see the swirl, but I saw his rod tip bounce. Soon he kneeled to release another trout. He dried his fly and cast it beneath an overhanging alder branch. He hooked and landed another fish. I saw this one as he lowered it back into the water. It was at least sixteen inches long, perhaps longer.


He had already caught and released more and larger trout in the few minutes I’d watched him than I had taken all morning. He caught one more fish before he reeled in. Then he looked up and saw me hiding beneath the sage.


“Hi,” he said.


“Hi,” I said back.


“Doing any good?” he asked politely.


“Did real fine this morning,” I lied.


“Lots of caddis out, aren’t there?” he said.


I sat up. “There sure are. Have you identified them yet?” I thought he might know what species they were.


“Yes,” he answered. He shook a sage stem that hung out over the water. A cloud of caddis flew out. He swiped a few out of the air in his useful hat, looked at them, and said, “They’re a size fourteen tan caddis.”


“Oh,” I said, disappointed. I had hoped I might be able to learn something from him.


“What fly you using to match those caddis?” I asked him.


He shook the insects out of his hat and put his hat back on his head. “A size fourteen Tan Caddis,” he told me.


That made sense, even to a guy cooking in the finery of waders and brogues. I stood up. “Can I see it?” I asked.


“Sure.” He walked up to where I stood. He pulled a fly box out of a shirt pocket. It was the only box he carried. He opened it under my nose. “Here, have a couple,” he said. He speared two size 14 Tan Caddis out of the box and handed them to me. I took them as greedily as had the trout.


“Nice dressings,” I said. It was not a lie. They were nicely tied, with tapered tan fur bodies and brisk ginger hackles wound under flared tan elk-hair wings. I peered into the fly box before he closed it. All it contained was size and color variations of the same simple Elk Hair Caddis dressing.


He flipped the box shut and tucked it back into his shirt pocket. “I’d like to stay and talk,” he said, “but the fishing’s too good to waste.”


“Right!” I said. I glanced back at the place where I’d been idling in the sage. “Far too good.”


He started off upstream.


“Thanks for the flies,” I called after him.


“You’re welcome,” he called back.


After half an hour to let the fish settle, I started casting along in his wake, using his Tan Caddis and catching an occasional trout.


NATURALS


The fly box that fellow carried had its limits, but it also had its lesson. The flies in the box matched only one stage of one aquatic insect order, the adult caddis. But they matched it simply and well. On the Deschutes, like most trout rivers, caddis hatches are predominant through the midsummer months. The man must have known that, or he would not have carried just one fly box full of variations of one pattern style.


The Deschutes, again like most rivers, is home to dozens of different caddis species. On the one day you can get out to go fishing, it’s not easy to know which species will interest trout. Sometimes the river will toss up two or three species at the same time. Sometimes trout will take any caddis dressing you toss at them. Other times they won’t. If they see only one kind of caddis, it’s likely they will accept a dressing that is at least a fair match for it and refuse anything that is not.


With the flies in his box, the fellow on the Deschutes could have matched nearly any caddis adult, anywhere on this or any other continent, closely enough to catch his share of trout—and my share, too. Why? Because all caddisfly adults, everywhere, come in a variety of sizes and colors, but all are shaped the same.


Three major orders of aquatic insects are of primary importance to trout fishermen: mayflies, caddisflies, and stoneflies. It is the first axiom of this book that within each of the three major orders, adults of all species have the same shape. They vary in size and color but are true to the shape of the rest of the order.


All mayfly duns have the same mayfly shape. They have been described, to the weary point of platitude, as tiny sailboats. Novelist Thornton Wilder once wrote that if we shrink from platitudes, platitudes will shrink from us. Let’s be bold enough to be precise and say that mayflies look like little spinnaker-rigged sailboats, because that’s exactly what they do.
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All mayfly duns share the same sailboat shape, with long tails, slender and tapered bodies, and wings held upright over their bodies.


All caddisfly adults have the same caddisfly shape. In contrast to mayflies, caddis hold their wings propped over their backs, folded like tiny tents. Their bodies are short, bulbous, and lie tucked under the wings. A caddis at rest looks a lot like a person in a mummy bag asleep under a low-pitched, slope-roofed pup tent. Once I thought I heard one snore.


All stonefly adults have the same stonefly shape. They fold their wings flat over their backs. They don’t look at all like a mayfly or a caddis, neither to you nor to a trout. With the exception of the needle fly, which has rolled wings, stonefly wings are nearly so level that you could set up and have a picnic party on them, if you and your friends were small enough.
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Caddis adults all have roughly the same shape, with wings held tentlike over their bodies.


A trout, looking from beneath the water at a mayfly, caddisfly, and stonefly, would behold three distinctly different images. But every species within each order would show it the same image, though again in distinctly different sizes and colors.


This first axiom holds true for the other orders of aquatic insects as well, though with slight degrees of variation. These are sometimes called the minor orders of aquatics. This is true when you consider that as food, they are not important as often as any of the big three. But when fish feed critically on a midge or damselfly, that minor insect is suddenly the most important insect around. It is best to know how to recognize, and how to match, the important stages of each of the aquatic insect orders. When you look at the minor orders, you see that all species stay reasonably true to the shape of the order they are in, true enough that variations of one or two pattern styles will match all species within the order.


Each major insect order has hundreds of species. Some of the minor orders, such as the true flies, which include the midges, have thousands. To look at them singly would be nightmarish. Professional taxonomists don’t know them all. An educated entomologist might specialize in a single family, study it for a lifetime, and still not know all the species within that family. An angler sets himself an impossible task if he desires to identify to species all aquatic insects that trout eat.
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Stonefly adults, with rare exceptions, have wings that are flat and held back over their bodies when they’re at rest.


In contrast, if aquatic insects are looked at as variations on a few simple themes, then what you know about them, and the flies you carry to match them, can be transferred from coast to coast, and even continent to continent. A mayfly in Maine has the same shape as a mayfly in California. A caddis from a North Carolina mountain stream sleeps as peacefully under its pup-tent wings as a caddis from a British Columbia lake.


Studied on a species-by-species basis, knowledge of the insects is useful for a few blue-blooded hatches on a few blue-ribbon streams for a few blue-sky days. But every lake, pond, river, and stream has its own important hatches. All are different from each other. Most are different from the few famous hatches on famous waters. All are frustrating if trout are selective and you don’t carry flies the fish will accept.


If you concern yourself with the shapes of the aquatic insects, rather than their Latin names, you will be able to match them wherever you find them. They are shaped the same in the stream that runs through your home county as their relatives in the clear-water streams of New Zealand’s South Island.


IMITATIONS


Insects evolved into certain shapes. Fly patterns evolved into certain styles. Imagine a mayfly dun, our little sailboat. Now place next to it the image of a traditional dry fly. It could be an Adams, Light Cahill, or Quill Gordon. It doesn’t matter; they are all shaped the same. And all are shaped a lot like the mayfly dun. The traditional dry fly has long tails, a slender body, and upright wings. It has a collar of hackle that serves to float the fly but also represents the legs of the natural insect. This traditional dry-fly style, when varied in size and color, will imitate any mayfly dun.


This leads to the second axiom of this book, that within each important order of aquatic insects, all species can be matched with size and color variations of the same pattern style.


Choosing a pattern style and then selecting size and color variations works for all of the aquatic orders, not just the mayflies. It works for caddisflies, for stoneflies, and just as well for all the other flies.


Another factor, aside from shape, might make it advantageous to consider more than one fly style for certain stages of certain of the insect orders. It is a minor axiom of this book that you choose your pattern style based in part on the type of water on or in which the pattern will be fished. Let’s look once more at our favorite mayfly dun.


Some mayflies hatch in the tossed water of riffles. Other mayflies emerge on gliding spring-creek currents. A dry fly tied in the traditional style rides high on its hackles and bounces along the surface of a riffle. It is designed to give trout the idea that the deception dancing on the surface has the tails, body, wings, and legs of a mayfly dun, and therefore must be one. It is an impressionistic style.


The same style fly cast onto a glassy surface might stand too stiffly on the tiptoes of its hackles, might conceal too much the outline of its body and the shape of its wings. It might not raise the same trout that would take it eagerly in rougher water. When you fish smooth water, it is often necessary to consider a pattern style that offers a more exact silhouette of the natural insect.


Exact imitations reflect the specific body parts of a particular hatching insect and have nothing in the way to obscure their silhouette from trout. A Compara-dun dry fly has split tails, a tapered body, a fan of deer hair for the wing, and no hackles. Its body and wing sit right down on the water, showing trout the unobstructed shape of a natural mayfly rather than an obscured impression of it. It’s an imitative style.
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When your imitation must float on a riffle, such as this one on the Elk River in British Columbia, then the added flotation of a traditional hackled tie will help you hook trout. If you were to find your fish feeding selectively in the smoother water, to the inside of the riffle, you might find it beneficial to cast a more imitative dressing.
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The traditional Catskill dry-fly style, with its hackle tail and collar, floats well and is an excellent mayfly imitation on water that is at least slightly rough.
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The imitative Compara-dun style has nothing to hinder the silhouette of the body and wing, in the view of the trout from below, and is excellent for matching mayfly hatches on smooth currents.
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When you must fool trout feeding selectively on water as smooth as many stretches of the Bighorn River in Montana, you need imitative flies such as the Compara-dun when trout are taking mayflies.


Finding the proper balance between the impressionistic and imitative approaches depends to a degree on the demands of the water type you’re fishing. It also depends on your tying ability. Some imitative styles can be complicated and hard to tie, especially those in the category called realistic imitations. I avoid these difficult flies myself, and not just because they’re hard to tie. Many of them look real in the vise but look like nothing in nature when they’re wet and on water. Few situations call for them. On fast water, an imitative dry that won’t float will not catch as many trout as an impressionistic dry that rides up where you and the fish can both see it. On slow water, a fly that captures the essence of an insect, and leaves out its details, makes for an excellent imitation, so long as you show the proper silhouette of the insect to the trout.


It is a good general rule to fish imitative patterns only when the trout and the water type demand it. The chapters on specific orders offer a predominance of impressionistic styles. Imitative styles are added if the habitat of the natural, and the consequent selectivity of the trout, warrant a different level of imitation.


Once you’ve chosen your pattern style for an insect order, based on the shape of the insect and the water type where you’ll fish it, you need only tie or buy size and color variations to match the hatches that you find wherever you fish.


I suggest arranging your flies, at least at first, by reserving one box for each of the major orders and another for the minor orders. Each box will be easier to organize, and you will know exactly which one to reach for when you need it.




Chapter 2


Aspects of Insects


Five aspects of aquatic insects are of absolute importance to anyone tying and fishing flies to imitate them with the hope of fooling trout. These aspects are size, shape, color, behavior, and habitat, and they are the keys to this book. Each is a critical variable in the formula that tells you how to tie your fly and fish it successfully.


The size of the natural insect dictates the size of the fly you tie to match it. The shape of the insect dictates the style of the fly you tie. The color of the insect leads to the correct selection of materials with which to tie your fly. These three factors—size, shape, and color—are those on which your fly pattern selection should always be based, whether you tie your own flies or buy them tied by professionals.


People often ask me which of the three I consider most important—size, shape, or color. I always answer behavior. Why? Because the most exact match ever devised for an insect, if presented in a way that makes it look unnatural to a trout, is more likely to frighten the fish than to catch it.


The habitat of the natural tells you where you should fish your fly. You don’t want to present an imitation of a lake-dwelling caddisfly larva in the swiftness of a riffle. You can leave your stonefly box home when fishing your favorite hidden pond, because stoneflies, with exceptions not interesting to the angler, live only in flowing water.


Insect size, shape, color, behavior, and habitat are the key elements in matching any hatch. All five aspects of aquatic insects can be observed by the angler right out on the stream or lake.


SIZE


Great size variations exist among species in most of the aquatic orders. Mayflies run from tiny size 24s to great size 4s. Stoneflies vary in size from 16s to 2s. Caddisflies can be too small to imitate all the way up to a fluttering size 4.


The importance of size is relative to the abundance of a specific insect. If so many of a single species are present that it becomes most or all of what fish are feeding on, then they’re selective, and your fly should be the correct size or very close to it. If trout are feeding on a variety of insects, they likely will take your fly if it’s a size or two away from whatever you are matching.


That’s a weak likely. It depends on other factors, such as angler pressure, clarity of the water, speed of the current, and roughness or smoothness of the surface. These are the same factors that force you away from an impressionistic style toward an imitative dressing and, not coincidentally, to tying on a longer and finer tippet as well. This should lead you to the correct conclusion that the more selective the trout, the more critical size selection becomes.


The size of the fly is determined by the size of the hook on which it is tied. In fact, the size of an insect is usually defined by anglers not in terms of the length of its body, but in terms of the hook size of the pattern that matches it. I’d like to indulge in a bit of entomological heresy here and declare that it’s all right to answer, “It’s a number sixteen!” when your fishing partner calls out to you, “What size is that little dun, anyway?”


I defend this with a confession. If I am the fishing partner calling out the request for an insect’s size, and you shout back, “Seven millimeters!” I won’t really know what size you’re trying to tell me that insect is. I’m not a trained scientist, and I don’t think in metrics.


Hook size is an adequate way to describe insect size. Keep things simple, but be accurate. Learning to select hook size by observing insect size takes a bit of practice. I know few fishermen who don’t start by glancing at a critter and choosing a fly at least a size larger. It’s an instinct, but it’s worth resisting. A fly that is too large is a lot less likely to catch trout than one that is too small.


To get the right size, and at the same time learn more about the insect you are matching, capture a natural and toss it into your fly box. Let it wander about in there among what it probably does not mistake for its friends. As it clambers among the size 12s, 14s, and 16s, you will quickly discover which size is closest to it. A few sessions of this exercise will greatly increase your ability to judge insect size.


One last note about size: The smaller the insect, the larger the proportion of error if you misjudge it by one hook size. That leads to a conclusion that should surprise nobody: The smaller the insect, the more closely and more carefully you should look at it.


In each order of insects, there is a wide range of sizes, but a few sizes are the most common. This allows you to carry a small range of dressings, in the most suitable sizes, that will catch fish almost anywhere, almost always. Remember the fellow on the Deschutes with his simple caddisfly dressing tied in a few color and size variations? He had almost all the major caddis covered.


SHAPE


The shape of a natural insect dictates the pattern style that will best match it. Nearly enough has been said about shape, and its relationship to styles of flies, to propel this book into its chapters on the specific groups. But a few repetitions and new notes will help hammer home some points.


Shape varies little within each order, but it varies greatly among the orders. That is what sets them apart, what makes them distinct from each other, what allows you to recognize them easily at the level that will be most useful to you.


This consistency of shape is especially true for the adult stages of the aquatic insect orders. It does not hold as true as we would like for the immature stages. Mayfly nymphs divide into four groups—swimmers, crawlers, clingers, and burrowers—based on their behavior. Each group has evolved into a different shape. Within each group, the various species have retained a similar shape. Stonefly nymphs come in slight variations of a single shape. Caddisfly larvae differ dramatically by being either cased or free-living, and your flies need to account for that difference. Dragonfly and damselfly nymphs are in the same order, but they differ substantially in form. But all dragonfly nymphs are approximately alike, and all damselfly nymphs are also about alike.


The importance of exact imitation of the shape of an insect depends, as it does with size, on the numbers of the insect present and available to trout, the amount of angling pressure, and the water type in which the insect lives, all of which interpret into selectivity of trout. Because of such variables, a single insect shape can lead to the need to carry a couple of pattern styles to be fished in different water types or angling situations.


There is, in the fly-tying world, a peaceful quarrel between those who favor exact imitations tied with shaped materials and those who prefer impressionistic patterns tied with lively materials. Imitative patterns are sometimes dressed with monofilament bodies and plastic peripheral parts, usually by tiers whose hobby is fly tying rather than fly fishing. Impressionistic dressings usually have fur bodies and natural fibers for their appended parts.


Plastic patterns look very much like the real thing when held in your hand. Some of them look as if they are about to stroll over and ask a natural for a date. But if they lack materials that move in the water, they are unlikely to look like the real kicking and struggling thing when presented to trout. If you are ever in doubt, select a pattern with lots of life over an exact but lifeless imitation.


Always consider the impression your fly makes on the fish. With a dry fly, the dimples made in the surface film can be just as important as the exact size and color of the tails, body, wings, and legs. With a nymph, the movement of body furs in the current, and the vibrancy of tail and leg fibers, are more important than rigid parts that look good until the fly hits water.


Some fly patterns can be excellent imitations even though they look very little like the real thing. On a favorite local lake, I once worked out midge dressings that looked exactly like a hatch I attempted to match. All of my refinements were wasted. They caught no more trout than the rough patching together of feathers and fur I had cobbled up when I first started trying to match the small insects.


Then I tried a size 18 Griffith’s Gnat. It’s a little puff of grizzly hackle wound the full length of a peacock herl body. Sitting still, it looks about as much like a midge as I look like an Oldsmobile. But on the water, it worked. Apparently it gives the impression of a midge struggling in the surface film, trying to escape the skin of its pupal stage. Trout seem to take it eagerly wherever they feed on midges. Trout do not always see things the same way we do.
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This gorgeous Golden Stonefly Nymph, tied by Chuck Rondeau of Port Angeles, Washington, could be keyed to species by an entomologist.


Pick your pattern style based on the shape of the insect, then vary the size and color to match precisely what’s hatching. But also consider the impression the imitation makes on the surface film if it’s a dry fly, or the movement of the imitation in the water if it’s a wet fly or nymph.


COLOR


A trout might not accept or reject a fly based on the perfection or imperfection of its colors. Then again, a trout might. It depends on selectivity, which in its turn depends on fishing pressure, water type, and abundance of a specific natural. You are never going to hurt your chance to catch a trout by getting the colors of your imitation as close as you can to those of the natural. In many selective situations, the color has to be extremely close in order to interest trout at all.
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This rough and ready Golden Montana Stone will be at least as effective as a more exact imitation, and quite often more effective, when golden stonefly nymphs are dominant in the mix of groceries on which trout are feeding.


Colors are deceptive at long range. I spent several seasons during the early instars of my fly-fishing career trying to match a particular mayfly. Everybody told me it was a blue dun. I believed them without ever thinking to observe the insect myself. It looked enough like one at five feet, as I glanced at it while galloping youthfully by on my way to the next pool. But during this blue dun hatch, a Blue Dun dry fly never caught more than a scant few trout.


One day I slowed down long enough to capture one of the duns and look at it closely. My life—my fly-fishing life—has never been the same since. The insect was not blue, or even gray. The closer I looked at it, the darker it got. It was brown on the back. When I flipped it over, it was tannish olive on its underside. That’s what the trout saw. That’s what I imitated the next time out. It was the first hatch I felt I’d solved. My fishing success increased whenever that insect was around, which was often, and it increased because I’d taken time to look at the natural up close, the way a trout would look at it just before it ate it.


What if there is no hatch, you want to fish a nymph, and you have no specimen on which to base your color selection? A traditional notion is that you should choose your nymph pattern based on the bottom color of the lake or stream you’re fishing. It sounds silly, doesn’t it? But immature aquatic insects are camouflaged. They reflect the colors of the vegetation or bottom rocks on which they rest, or trout snoop them out and eat them, reducing their success at passing on any progeny. If you have no other clue, follow that old refrain and choose your nymph color based on the color of the habitat over which you intend to fish it.


John Atherton, the artist who wrote The Fly and the Fish in 1951, theorized that a trout rejects a fly not because it sees the wrong color in the fly, but because it does not see the right color in the fly. This led him to the conclusion that it’s better to mix two or three colors of dubbing to get the correct color than it is to use a single dyed dubbing that is just the right shade. This is the kind of theory that must remain theoretical until trout are taught to talk. Still, it’s worth remembering, especially when you consider that the body of an insect is usually a mix of colors.


Just as certain sizes are most common within each order, so are particular colors most common. The result is a pleasantry for the angler: A few size and color variations of a basic pattern style will fish for most species of any order of aquatic insects, all across the continent, all around the world.


What does that mean? It means that not only will your knowledge about insects and fly patterns be transferable from coast to coast, but your fly patterns themselves, when you’ve tied a small range of sizes and colors of a certain style for a certain order, will fish successfully from coast to coast, on streams from the Catskills to the Rockies and Cascades.


BEHAVIOR


The way an insect moves, whether it’s an immature under the water or an adult on the surface, predicts the way you should present your fly to imitate it. How you fish your fly is often more important than what fly you fish. If you float or retrieve the wrong fly through the water in the right way, you might trigger an instinct to strike. If you drag the right fly through the water in the wrong way, you’ll more likely trigger an instinct to flee.


Natural insects move in many different ways. Each manner of moving requires a different type of presentation. When reading the chapters on the individual orders, it is at least as important to note how to fish the flies as it is to select the correct style of imitation.


Some nymphs and larvae cannot swim at all. When cut from their moorings by the current, they simply tumble along with it until they chance back to the bottom, or until a trout chances onto them. This type of movement suggests a dead-drift presentation. Any action added to the progress of your fly will decrease its chances of taking trout. Many nymphs swim feebly, tossed by the currents but making some slight headway toward where they want to go. These can be imitated with a fly presented on a gentle swing, letting the line tease the fly slowly around with the force of the current. A few nymphs swim boldly, striking out across the current or even upstream against it with surprising swiftness. These suggest an animated swing of the fly across the current. If there is no current, a stripping retrieve will capture both their fast swimming movement and the short pauses most of them take between bursts of speed.


Adult insects riding the surface have their own ways of moving. Most ride the surface rather placidly. That’s why nearly everything you read about dry-fly fishing insists that to achieve a fooled fish, you’ve first got to achieve a drag-free float. There is no arguing it, no matter how old it is: A dragless drift will help you catch fish on dry flies most of the time. There are a few times when it won’t. Some caddis hop around on the water. When these are active, it can help to give your fly a twitch now and then as it progresses through its float. Other caddis propel themselves like speedboats across the surface, usually on stillwaters. They cruise erratically, sometimes in circles. When this happens, a fly that is left sitting still will be ignored. A fly skidded across the surface will often draw a wake up behind it, followed by a violent take. Large stonefly adults frequently create quite a disturbance on the surface. A big fly fished with a skittering swing across and downstream, like a streamer fished dry, will sometimes urge up a large trout.


Some aspects of insect behavior dictate more than the right way to retrieve a fly. They dictate the level at which to fish it. The mayfly emerger is an example of this. Mayflies often get trapped in or just under the surface film when they attempt the transition from nymph to dun, through the surface of the water. When this happens, you need to fish an emerger pattern, not a nymph or a dun, and you need to notice whether to fish it floating flush in the surface film or sunk just beneath it.


Insect behavior is the wellspring of fly presentation. It can be observed best in the field, while you’re out fishing. It can correctly be considered the most important of the five aspects of aquatic insects.


HABITAT


Habitat is one of the simplest of the five aspects of insects. The kind of water in which an insect lives predicts where you will fish its imitation. If you base your studies on your own observations, you will be likely to cast your fly imitating the insect you’ve captured into the very water from which you captured it. That’s one reason your own observations, made during your own fishing trips, are more valuable than what you might read about hatches or hear in rumors and reports.


Insects have adapted to all imaginable aquatic environments. All animals push their capabilities to the absolute limit to live on the extreme edge of available resources. Eventually new species arise to fill new niches. We humans have done and still do this, too.


I once flew from Darwin to Sydney, Australia, high over what’s outback of the outback. It was alarmingly abandoned country, without a sign of moisture or vegetation. This went on unbroken for what seemed forever but was probably just around a thousand miles. Then I saw a tree. After many more miles, there were sprinkled trees, one in every few acres. Hundreds of miles before the land looked habitable, out there on the edge with the first few trees, I saw the reflection of a tin roof, probably a ranch outpost or line shack. In another hundred miles, there was a cluster of reflections off roofs, the ranch itself. People had adapted to living out there at the edge of the human environment. The thought occurred to me, “What sort of species might we evolve into, given time, in order to push on and live farther out into the outback?”


Evolution seems out of operation for us, with all of our ability to control our own environment, though we might be in for some sort of surprise. At any rate, it doesn’t gallop quite that fast. But the aquatic insects have had more than 250 million years to work things out. They’ve filled every niche with almost every form you can imagine, and some forms that you can’t.


Knowing what kinds of insects have adapted to different water types helps you in a couple of ways. First, it instructs you to avoid casting imitations on water where the natural has never been seen by a trout. Second, it tells you what insects you might expect to find, with a reasonable degree of assurance, in a given water type that you approach for the first time.


Habitat, as it is observed in the chapters on each order, will give you guidelines on where you might successfully fish each given pattern style.




Chapter 3


Making It Meaningful


A few brief notes on the life cycles of aquatic insects will arm you with some very useful information. It is important to understand the life cycle of each order of insect simply because each stage of the life cycle looks different to trout, and each gets in trouble with trout in different ways. An adult stonefly, for example, is an entirely different thing to trout than a stonefly nymph. The adult is taken on the surface, whereas the nymph is grubbed right along the bottom. It’s an oversimplified case, but it becomes important when you encounter caddis, with their pupal stage, and mayflies, with that critical emerger stage inserted between the nymph and the dun.


Knowledge of insect life cycles is also useful because it reveals that some stages of some insect orders don’t get into trouble with trout at all. The pupal stage of the alderfly, for example, is spent in the soil alongside the stream or lake, where it’s remarkably difficult to present imitations. Knowing this about alderflies allows you to completely forget their pupal stage.


HOW INSECTS HAPPEN


Aquatic insects happen in two separate ways. The first is called incomplete metamorphosis. Insects with this lifestyle quit the egg and live and grow in the water as nymphs. Then they emerge into the reproductive adult stage.


Stoneflies undergo incomplete metamorphosis. Their life cycle is simple: There is the underwater nymph, then the aerial adult. Dragonflies and damselflies are also examples of such uncluttered lives. The stillwater nymph crawls out of the water, splits along the back, and allows the escape of the adult, which flies off, eats mosquitoes for a few days or weeks, then mates.


[image: img]


A stonefly nymph, an example of the immature stage of an aquatic insect that undergoes incomplete metamorphosis.
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The stonefly adult is an example of the winged stage of an aquatic insect that undergoes incomplete metamorphosis.


Mayflies exhibit a slightly complicated version of incomplete metamorphosis. They start out as aquatic nymphs, then emerge into a preliminary adult stage called a dun. A final molt in streamside vegetation produces the reproductive stage, the spinner. The mayfly is the only insect, terrestrial or aquatic, with two winged stages.


The second type of life cycle, complete metamorphosis, has different life stages with different names. In the first stage of complete metamorphosis, an insect leaves the egg and arrives in life as a larva. It eats and does all of its growing in this stage, going through several instars. Each time it outgrows an old exoskeleton, sheds it, and grows a new and larger one. When it reaches full growth and is ready for transformation, it builds a sheltered cocoon and slowly reforms itself into a pupa. Weeks or even months later, this pupa cuts its way out of the cocoon, makes its way to the water’s surface, and emerges as an adult, the final reproductive stage, which will mate and lay the eggs for the next caddisfly generation.
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The cased-caddis larva is an example of an aquatic insect that undergoes complete metamorphosis.
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