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    This book is dedicated

    to Judy, Cosmo, and Dante—the inspiration for all I do,
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    Foreword

    The sport of fly fishing, as we have come to know it, has a long and fascinating history dating back to the third century. Today, fly fishing is growing in popularity among all ages, sexes, and levels of the socioeconomic scale.

    Two of the factors which hindered the growth of fly fishing in the past were the cost of equipment and the level of skill necessary to become proficient. Today both of these problems are somewhat resolved. Equipment can now be purchased at a modest cost, and improvements have made fly fishing a possibility for even those with limited motor skills.

    The author of this text has mastered the skills of fly fishing, and his great love of the out-of-doors, combined with his love and concern for our children, led him to establish one of the most unique fly-fishing programs in the United States, the Fly Fisher Apprentice Program (FAP). For his work with FAP, Phil Genova was given the 1994 National 4-H Fisheries and Wildlife Adult Volunteer of the Year Award; he received this honor from the late Mollie Beattie, who was then Director of the U.S. Department of Fish and Wildlife.

    Today the FAP model is being emulated across the U.S. As a result, many children who otherwise would never have known the thrill of tying a fly, constructing a leader, and casting a fly line into a beautiful mountain stream, lake, or along the seashore are now able to enjoy the excitement and joy of this lifetime sport. These young anglers have developed a keen interest in protecting the waters they love and are sure to go on to be the future stewards of our resources.

    The Fly Fisher Apprentice Program is special because it serves all levels of the socio-economic spectrum. The only requirement for participation in the program is the desire to learn and the self-discipline to pay heed to the instruction.

    In this book, the author explains and analyzes every segment of youth fly-fishing education. For the beginner, it will open a whole new world. For the experienced, it will provide new insights into this extraordinary sport. There has never been a more thorough and accurate text for those wishing to learn the methodology of organizing material in segments that are understandable and enjoyable for children.

    Although there have been more books published on fly fishing than on any of the other angling sports, none has ever provided the depth, scope, and coverage found in this one. When these factors are combined with the detailed analysis of the techniques used in presenting the materials to children, you have a reference book which is a must for anyone wishing to teach fly fishing to young people.

    The motto of the Fly Fisher Apprentice Program is, “Pass on the Tradition!” From this book many adults will learn the special techniques of teaching fly fishing that will make the sport interesting for children. This will enable the youngsters to acquire the many necessary skills without the frustration and anxiety often connected with learning the proper techniques of casting and fly tying.

    Future generations of fly-fishing instructors who use this text as a guide will feel a great sense of gratitude to the author for providing them with the wisdom and knowledge to organize fly-fishing information in a manner that will reach all children. For countless generations of youngsters, the thrill of feeling the tug of a trout in a mountain stream, a bass in a mirrored lake, or a bluefish in the surf will become a reality. These are experiences they may never have known if it were not for the dedicated fly fisher who will use this book and who, like Phil Genova, is anxious to “pass on the tradition” which opens a whole new world of activity for children.

    Those who choose to add this book to their collection of fly-fishing literature invest wisely. I feel certain that, in the not too distant future, this outstanding text will take its place among the classics in the extensive collection of reference books dedicated to providing readers with the opportunity to discover the magic and wonder of fly fishing.

    —Dr. John J. Kirk

        Director of the New Jersey School

        of Conservation

  


  
    

    Introduction

    Dante was not happy.

    It was 11:30 p.m. and his first night of being weaned from Mom. He wanted no part of me or the bottle of warm milk I offered him. I wandered slowly around the house, whispering in his ear, rocking him back and forth, singing a few tunes he normally enjoyed. The volume of his complaint only increased. Sitting down, rocking, walking. Nothing worked.

    After about thirty minutes with Dante at full volume, I decided to swing into my office. I remembered that his brother had a fascination for furs and feathers at a young age. It was worth a try.

    We sat at my fly-tying table. I picked up a piece of bucktail and began stroking his arm. Dante calmed down a bit and focused on my actions. He took the bucktail into his hand and became quiet. We began to explore some of the wonderful shapes, colors, and textures of the other materials. I would stroke him with each one and let him hold it as I explained what each was and related a story about the animal it came from.

    It was landlocked salmon time in our area, so I figured I’d attempt to tie a fly or two. We developed a game where I would lay out several different materials and he would pick one out. I would slowly clip off a piece and tie it into the salmon hook that was clamped in my vise. An orange squirrel tail wing combined nicely with the other materials to form the Orange Weaner, a pattern I fish enthusiastically each fall.

    We worked together quietly for two and a half hours until he nodded off in my arms. At fourteen months of age, Dante was introduced to fly tying on his first night away from Mom.

    Over the last nine years I’ve watched thousands of kids bend a feather and cast a fly line for the first time. It is a magic moment that never loses its appeal and newness. All types of fishing link us to the natural world. Fly fishing offers the angler something different. Twelve-year-old Peter Binkiewitcz put it this way, “Fly fishing is more complicated, but in a better way.”

    Peter has put his finger on the reason fly fishing appeals so strongly to so many people. It is truly an activity that has evolved from early human history when a successful hunt meant survival. Through fly fishing we can satisfy this primordial urge in a creative way, fulfilling a multitude of human needs. In this wonderful lifetime sport there is always more to learn.

    Fly fishing has shown itself to be the ideal vehicle for introducing youngsters to the importance of environmental respect and the principles of resource stewardship. Fly fishers must possess an intimate understanding of the waters they fish to be successful. This understanding breeds respect. This respect fosters an awareness and cultivates a need to defend these resources from exploitation.

    First Cast contains step-by-step instructional information along with a wealth of interesting facts and stories that will inspire you and your students to learn more. I’ve included chapters on every phase of a complete youth fly-fishing education program. You’ll find practical advice that can be used whether working with one young angler or 100.

    Use this book as a guide and reference to become a successful mentor. It may save you time and energy while you are getting started and will provide lots of helpful tips along the way. Don’t make the experience academic. Have fun!
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    The Mentor

    and the Apprentice

    “When I was a little boy, I had a friend who was a colonel.” So begins my favorite piece of angling literature, “The River God,” by Roland Pertwee. Pertwee goes on to chronicle his longtime relationship with a fly fisher he met when he was ten years old while on vacation with his family near a salmon river. The tale tells of their friendship, which continued until the colonel’s death.

    It is a powerful story that outlines in beautiful detail how the “shaggy maned” old-timer befriended the lad, who had just lost his rod and line to the first salmon he’d ever hooked. As if by magic, the colonel spotted the line bobbing in the current and retrieved it with a cast that made the “line whistle to and fro in the air with sublime authority.” After retrieving the boy’s line, the colonel cut his own line just above the leader.

    “Can you tie a knot?” the colonel asked.

    “Yes,” I nodded.

    “Come on then; bend your line into mine. Quick as lightning.”

    Under his critical eye, I joined the two lines with a blood knot.

    “I guessed you were a fisherman,” he said, nodded approvingly and clipped off the ends. “And now to know the best or the worst.”

    I shall never forget the music of that check reel or the suspense with which I watched.

    [The salmon was still on the boy’s line, and they went on to land the fish together. However, the boy’s rod was gone, and they returned to the hotel.]

    “We got the fish,” said he, “but we lost the rod and a future without a rod doesn’t bear thinking of. Now,” and he pointed at a long wooden box on the floor that overflowed with rods of different sorts and sizes, “rummage among those. Take your time and see if you can find anything to suit you.”

    I have the rod to this day and I count it among my dearest treasures. And to this day, I have a flick of the wrist that was his legacy. I have too a small skill in dressing flies, the elements of which were learned in his company by candlelight after the day’s work was over.

    “The River God” is one of the countless tales in fly-fishing literature that extol the virtues of the mentor-apprentice tradition. In fly fishing, this special relationship, bred out of mutual caring and respect, finds an ideal venue. I believe that the soul of the sport of fly fishing lies in this relationship. There is a value and an importance about things that are shared in such circumstances that transcend knowledge.

    The philosophy we’ve adopted at Fly Fisher Apprentice Program and the methods and principles discussed in this book have their origins in the mentor-apprentice approach to youth fly-fishing education. Each chapter describes in detail a segment of the fly-fishing education experience. The steps are laid out with the novice in mind and contain a great deal of information on how to conduct a class and encourage the learning adventure. Experienced teachers who are used to working with adults will find helpful tips on making fly-fishing skills more accessible to youngsters.

    Mastering the sport of fly fishing is, after all, only a matter of perfecting the basics. We all can become more proficient anglers by relearning the foundational skills.

    I have tailored each chapter for use by the mentor or a single apprentice. The youth program leader will benefit from some of the special advice I’ve included for dealing with large groups of diversified youngsters.

    Throughout I have also included brief tales written especially for this book by some of the greats of the sport. These autobiographical works will lend some human insight and relevance to the topics covered in each chapter. I have also sprinkled in essays and thoughts written by some of the youngsters I’ve worked with over the years, as well as a few who were mentored by other program leaders.

    Giving a bit more thought to why you’ve chosen to be a fly-fishing mentor, how you will proceed, and what you have to offer these budding anglers and conservationists will allow you to be a positive influence and leave a lasting and profound effect on your charges.

    In a lunchtime discussion one afternoon, my friend Karl Johnson, a doctoral candidate in the philosophy of leisure (!) and director of Team Building Programs at Cornell’s Outdoor Education Department, talked about how fly fishing fit with the work he was doing with youngsters. To elaborate, he came up with “The Virtues of Fishing.”

    
      My total obsession with the sport of fly fishing began when I was around twelve years old. I can recall going to my school library to find books explaining the natural history of salmon and trout. I was so interested in fish that I became known around the neighborhood as the “Fish Boy.” I learned a lot about fish and their natural history.

      [image: ]

      The late Eric Seidler with one of his beloved Finger Lakes’ landlocked salmon.

      The season was early fall, a great one at that! Trees were painted in brilliant shades of golden yellow and red. I had just gotten out of school for the day and I wanted to show off my new fly reel. To whom. . . I don’t know. But I knew that someone would be there, to teach me something about my new toy. My expectations of finding someone who knew how to fly-fish were high, so right after I returned home from school, I was gone again. I rode my bike all the way across town to Fall Creek, with on a fly reel in my pant pocket.

      I arrived at around four o’clock on the Black Iron Bridge (a spot of infamy in the community). Under this large railroad bridge, there is a long gravel bed, where salmon spawn in the fall. In the spring giant schools of smelt spawn on the beds. Salmon and trout follow the smelt on their spawning routes to take advantage of an easy meal.

      I remember a red-haired man fly-casting under the Black Iron. I was standing above. From here I had a perfect view of the greatest caster of all time (to me anyway). I watched each casting stroke unfurl as if it were part of a movie. To me this was all new. I remember yelling down to the man, saying, “How do you do that?” He replied simply (as if I already knew), “keep up your backcast.”

      —Diallo House is now 20 years old and studying fisheries management at Cobleskill (NY) College.

      [The red-haired man, who was to become Di’s mentor, was Eric Seidler, my mentor.]

    

    

    
      “THE VIRTUES OF FISHING” BY KARL JOHNSON

      Some people simply have not caught on to the comforts and conveniences of modern life. Forsaking the convenience of securing fresh fish in an air-conditioned grocery, many favor the old ways, squandering untold hours during the fishing season and raising some serious questions about this pastime and the sanity of those who participate. Why bother? Consider the hassle of a typical fishing expedition. Get up at 4 a.m., don a musty vest and clown pants even baggier than current fashion allows, stumble through mud and brambles to a mosquito-infested stream, tie fake flies fashioned from feathers lifted off dead birds to belligerent nylon line using one hand and a few teeth, and then myopically stare at them as they float on the water. Surely these people have way too much time on their hands. A closer look, however, suggests there is more going on, much more, in fact.

      Several years ago I ran an after-school recreation program for at-risk youth. Students often missed the program because of detention for smoking, threatening, stealing, and nearly everything else under the sun. One personable but toughened knife-toting fifteen-year-old missed out regularly because of his fondness for fighting. It wasn’t long before I began to doubt my efforts. Why take Joey fishing when he would rather be beating up his classmates? Why teach kids fly tying when they can’t read or write? Isn’t recreation far less important than education?

      Sympathetic to the “studies before sports” approach to education, I did question this conventional wisdom. My after-school program, I realized, had become a reward—teachers used it as a bribe to extract good behavior from otherwise bad students. Although consequences for bad behavior are important, this seemed to me to be an illogical consequence. Students are not kept from math or science as a punishment, not only because the threat would fail to serve as a deterrent, but also because students must learn math and science. As I pondered this strange activity of pursuing cold-blooded aquatic vertebrates with primitive technologies, I became convinced that there is much more to fishing than mere fun—it is a pastime with benefits, some of which are downright educational.

      To those who see fishing as a waste of time—a mere recreation—I offer the following virtues of fishing.

        1. Fishing engages the mind. As Norman MacLean wrote in A River Runs Through It, the art of fishing consists of “looking for answers to questions”—finding the right bait, the right hole, the right timing.

        2. Fishing engages the whole self—body, mind, and emotions. The streamside has far more potential to civilize the passions than does the classroom, for our most deeply rooted emotions—love, hate, joy, sorrow, fear, and anger—can be harnessed only when they have first been aroused.

        3. Fishing teaches ethics. The rules of self-restraint collectively known as “sportsmanship” require integrity, for the primary referee in fishing is one’s own conscience.

        4. Fishing thwarts delinquency. As Teddy Roosevelt astutely observed, delinquency is born of boredom. “Every child has inside him an aching void for excitement,” he said, “and if we don’t fill it with something which is exciting and interesting and good for him, he will fill it with something which is exciting and interesting and which isn’t good for him.”

        5. Fishing initiates the young into culture. The stories and traditions associated with fishing serve to socialize youths into the norms and mores of their family and community.

        6. Fishing unites people across barriers. A common interest in fishing creates a bond that can bridge cultural, economic, and even linguistic barriers. Most notably, mentoring relationships transcend the generation gap.

        7. Fishing encourages humility. Incontrastto “self-esteem”activities, which often serve only to make children more self-centered, fishing is a contemplative activity that confronts us with the fact that we are not ultimately in control of every aspect of our lives.

        8. Fishing encourages a commitment to quality and excellence. The secret of fishing is to learn to define success as something other than productivity—to value the means and process of one’s efforts at least as highly as the end product of those efforts.

        9. Fishing fosters an appreciation of nature. Fishing requires knowledge of fish, stream ecology, weather, worms, and bugs.

      10. Fishing is fun. This reason to go fishing is at once the simplest and most profound. It may sound like heresy to parents and educators concerned with the betterment of children, but it’s not. “Fishing begins in delight and ends in wisdom,” to para-phrase Robert Frost. One fishes simply to fish. The lessons are by-products, not the goal, though they are no less real.

      In fact, fishing is likely to be most productive when pursued purely for pleasure. Unfortunately, when it comes to play, adults are far less expert than children. Adults tend to justify their recreation— for the health and fitness they confer—and turn play into work. But notice children at play. They do not have to be told to count their Monopoly money or to calculate Cal Ripken’s batting average. They do it for fun—“just because.” Play captures the imagination and focuses attention so intently that learning happens without effort. Fishing may build character, but no child is fool enough to be duped by the idea of fishing in order to build character.

      Which brings us back to Joey. Is it a waste of time to take our kids fishing? And if not, what about kids like Joey who still have to work on their reading and writing, not to mention their manners? Not simple questions, to be sure, but ancient wisdom offers some advice. Paradox though it may seem, the ancient Greek word for leisure is schole, the word from which we derive the English word school. In other words, the ancient Greeks considered education and learning as games of sorts—activities that are fun—erasing the sharp distinction we often make between recreation and education.

      The popular religious philosopher C. S. Lewis wrote that the devil himself hates innocent pastimes because they generally promote charity, courage, and contentment. In an age of performance anxiety, impending deadlines, immediate gratification, conspicuous consumption, compulsive achievement, obsessive productivity, competition without sportsmanship, and keeping up with the Joneses, an age of bored kids and overcommitted adults, the simple pleasure of fishing may be just the antidote to our collective neuroses. For kids like Joey, who not only suffer through school by day but also try to burn it down at night, starting with something fun may be the only hope. Fishing may not be “productive”; in that sense it is a waste of time. But it is, all things considered, time very well wasted.

    

    Fly fishing is more than just catching fish. We each make the sport our own and, as fly fishers, are the product of all our experiences and skills, good and bad. One of the great attractions of fly fishing is the very personal nature of the sport. We are offered a wide range of possibilities and are free to make our own choices of rod, reel, line, fly, hook, materials, species of fish, and so on. We each form our own fly-fishing behavior based on what we as individuals wish to gain from the sport.

    

    ETHICS AND PROTECTING OUR RESOURCES

    As fly fishers we have an obligation, steeped in tradition, to actively look after and protect the resources we use in the enjoyment of our sport. Respect for our resources is the key to becoming a competent and caring steward, and this is built on the firm foundation of ethical behavior.

    
      The landlocked salmon is a freshwater form of the fish that many expert fly fishermen consider the greatest game fish of all time: the Atlantic salmon. I’m lucky enough to live on one of the greatest landlocked salmon fisheries in the United States: Cayuga Lake. Fall Creek, the tributary that probably gets the most intense run of salmon from Cayuga, runs right behind my school. When school is over, I can literally step out the door and begin casting.

      I can’t even begin to explain how my proximity to this fishery and fly fishing in general have helped me. I have always loved nature and loved to fish since I was a small child on Echo Lake in Maine, a treasured family place that we visit every summer. During middle school, I was getting into some trouble and was sent to a rehab wilderness program in the wild mountains of Idaho, where I again felt a oneness with nature. Soon I began fishing every weekend, then almost every day, at every chance I could. And then I was introduced to fly fishing! To make a long story short, I’m now feeling great about myself and doing much better in school, and much credit goes to my number one passion: fly fishing.

      —Mike Terepka, age fourteen,

      Ithaca, New York

    

    We humans all use the planet’s resources and we all should share in their protection. True enough. As fly fishers, we share a special intimate relationship with the creatures that live in the fresh and salt waters of our world.

    Part of our attraction to the sport is that it allows us to become intimate for a short time with nature. In today’s world, fly fishing can be seen as the civilized way of the predator. With catch-and-release fishing, we can be non-consumptive predators participating in the hunt, being successful, and then releasing our prey unharmed.

    What fly fisher hasn’t enjoyed the thrill of the hunt? And what fly fisher hasn’t enjoyed the peacefulness and contentment that go with the total immersion into the experience?

    In The Compleat Angler, published in 1653, Izaak Walton captured the fly fisher’s life:

    No life is so happy and so pleasant as the life of a well governed angler, for when the lawyer is swelled up in business and the statesman is preventing or contriving plots, there we sit on cowslip banks, hear the birds sing, and possess ourselves in as much quietness as these silent silver streams which we now see glide so quietly by us. Indeed, we may say of angling as Dr. Boteler said of strawberries: “Doubtless God could have made a better berry, but doubtless God never did”; and so (if I may be the judge) God never did make a more calm, quiet, innocent recreation than angling.

    To be a successful fly fisher, the angler must know the quarry: where it lives, what it eats, where it feeds, why it’s there. He or she must know the tackle and how to use it to present the fly in a manner that will entice the animal to take this feathered offering in its mouth, out of hunger of curiosity.

    To enjoy the sport to the fullest, the fly fisher needs clean water, a healthy population of creatures inhabiting it, and stimulating surroundings. Familiarity with the natural world breeds respect. Out of this understanding comes a true concern for the health of the natural environment. Fly fishing encourages and creates the future stewards of our resources. This is reason enough to start a youth fly-fishing program or encourage a youngster to take up the long rod.

    What is ethical behavior? It is often said that ethics is what you do when no one is watching. Difficult-to-define concepts such as integrity, character, sportsmanship, moral development, values, compassion, humility, courtesy, fairness, and respect all come into play.

    When teaching ethics to the young fly fisher, many questions will come to mind: Whose ethics are taught? What authority prescribes the ethical code to be followed? Should an adult set the ethical standards for a teen? In the outdoors, is the game warden the ultimate ethical authority? Why should we care about the ethical behavior of others? Do our ethical decisions affect others? How far does our ethical responsibility go? Is there one code of ethics for all of us? How does ethical behavior begin? Who makes the final decision on what is ethical behavior?

    
      While fly fishing has been a wonderful sport and career for me, I am concerned about the future of this sort of fishing. I don’t see the same type of people growing up in American society today— people who understand and love the outdoors. Economic priorities seem to overshadow everything these days. In order to keep what we have, and hopefully bring some of our waters back, young people are going to have to switch off their computers and go out and experience nature. That’s a tall order. Maybe it’s impossible. I hope not.

      —Dick Talleur, author and fly tier
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    Diallo House knew where to find this wild brown trout and what fly to use.

    When we take on the responsibility of helping educate a youngster in an activity such as fly fishing that involves matters of life and death, respect for the resource, fair chase, and environmentally and socially correct behavior, we must not purport to be the final authority of what is ethically correct or incorrect. We are not the judges or enforcers of ethical behavior.

    The mentor has the important but troublesome duty of posing ethical questions, which are not always as simple as whether to keep an extra fish over the limit, and they may not have such simple answers.

    “This is the biggest trout I’ve ever seen! That was going to be my last cast. I have my limit already. I’m alone. Should I slip this little dinky trout that might survive back into the water and bring home this prize?”

    “Wow! This fish is big enough to take first place! Oh no, my hook caught around a piece of monofilament attached to someone else’s fly that broke off in the fish’s mouth! Did he really take my fly after all? What should I do?”

    “We know the game warden is out of town today and nobody will see us. That stretch of stream if full of huge spawning rainbows that will grab our flies in a second. We’ll release them all, of course. They’ll only be caught and killed next week when the season opens, anyway. My best friend is over there fishing right now. What should I do?”

    Ethical questions may lead to even more questions. These questions will involve issues we’ll face constantly throughout life as users of the outdoors.

    For several years the training team from New York State’s 4-H Sport Fishing and Aquatic Resource Education Program (SAREP) encouraged trained instructors to guide their students in forming personal ethical codes, asking the young anglers to consider what ethical responsibility they had to the following:

    • Other anglers they met.

    • Their fishing club.

    • Other users of the resource.

    • Landowners.

    • The local community.

    • Administrative or regulatory agencies.

    • The sport or tradition of fishing.

    • The individual fish and other aquatic organisms.

    • The aquatic agencies as a whole.

    If ethics is a subject that you wish to explore further and include as a regular part of a youth fly-fishing education program, I suggest that you obtain a copy of Teaching and Evaluating Outdoor Ethics Education Programs from the Educational Outreach Department of the National Wildlife Foundation, 8925 Leesburg Pike, Vienna, VA 22184-0001, telephone (703) 790-4055.

    To become competent, effective stewards of our resources, young anglers must develop a sound code of ethics. We cannot create integrity and strong moral character in these youngsters, but we can encourage and help develop it. In the subjective, personal world of outdoor ethics, we as mentors must be careful to act not as the authority figure, but as the guide.

    In the traditional role, the mentor functions as a guide, assisting the apprentice in developing an individual code of ethical behavior and enlightened respect for the resource. The mentor helps the apprentice acquire the needed skills and equipment to be a successful angler and also becomes a valued companion.
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    Paul Roberts and Cosmo Genova do some impromptu stream sampling.

    
      If a child is to keep his inborn sense of wonder, he needs the companionship of at least one adult who can share it, rediscovering with him the joy, excitement and mystery of the world we live in.

      —Rachel Carson, The Sense of Wonder

    

    
      [image: ]

      Page Rogers shares her secrets with some of the young Fly Fisher Apprentice Program instructors.

      My father taught us how to take care of ourselves in every way. I remember watching with intense wonder as he opened up a trout and we saw how clean and efficient and well designed the fish was. It was mystery and miracle, and I knew I wanted to know more.

      —Page Rogers, minister and saltwater fly designer

    

    It is a difficult task to be a companion and a role model to a youngster. But the thoughtful mentor welcomes the challenge, for the personal rewards are great, and seeing your apprentice blossom and go on to become a true leader and mentor to his or her own apprentice is a thrill.

    

    THE MENTOR’S DUTY

    The job of a mentor in a youth fly-fishing education program begins with understanding that there is a responsibility to the apprentice. This is the key point that distinguishes the Fly Fisher Apprentice Program’s traditional approach to fly-fishing education from the one-shot fishing derby “seduce and abandon” mentality of many youth sportfishing efforts.

    For the most part, these one-time derbies serve as feel-good events for the instructors, leaving them convinced they’ve done something great for the kids. Many of the youngsters who participate return home excited, stimulated, and wanting more but have no one to turn to for help. If such events could be combined with a long-term program, they would provide a real service.

    The mentor-apprentice approach begins a long-term, quality interaction between two “brothers (or sisters) of the angle.” And as often happens in a true apprentice-mentor relationship, both learn valuable life lessons.

    As the adult in the relationship, the mentor must keep the welfare of his or her apprentice in mind at all times. Safety issues are, of course, most important. The mentor must also be vigilant in providing opportunities for growth. When learning opportunities for the apprentice present themselves, the mentor must be sure to take into account the apprentice’s readiness to learn. Don’t force the issue. It’s often best to let the apprentice ask for more. Take the time to show the possibilities. Every fly-fishing experience takes place in a rich world of natural beauty. Don’t rush the adventure!

    Becoming a mentor forces us to look at ourselves. In order to present ourselves as proper role models for young people, we must examine our own behavior and code of ethics.

    

    THE TEACHABLE MOMENT AND THE THRESHOLD EXPERIENCE

    The teachable moment and the threshold experience are two very important events that all educators should be aware of. Look for these in each activity; learn to recognize them. Young people are constantly growing intellectually, and it will make a major difference in the development of the budding young angler and conservationist if these events are recognized and exploited.

    The teachable moment occurs when something unplanned happens that captures the youngsters’ attention. For example, you may be trying to teach a youngster an upstream mend when, off to the side, she sees a dead fish floating by. Or on a well-planned insect safari on a local stream, there’s a chorus of oohs and aahs and “Oh, gross!” when the kids discover a water snake slowly swallowing a hapless toad in the grass nearby.

    It’s useless to try to drag kids back into a planned lesson when they’ve discovered something really interesting. Instead of fighting it, use it. You have their attention, big time; think fast and come up with what might be the most important lesson that day. Ask questions that get them thinking: “What kind of fish do you think that is? Why do you think it died?” “How do you suppose that snake got that big toad in his mouth in the first place? How will he chew it?” This event may be a true turning point in someone’s life. For some, it may be a threshold experience.

    We all have had a few threshold experiences in our lives, life-changing events that we are exposed to; afterwards, we are never the same. In the case of fly fishing, the first time we see a good fly caster effortlessly lay out a beautiful line may be a threshold experience. For many, it’s the first time a fish takes a self-tied fly. I have yet to run into a fly fisher who could not pinpoint the event that turned on his or her switch and, in the case of many, dramatically changed the rest of their lives.
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    Hannes Maddens discovers some of the wonders of a trout stream that will lead to successful fishing.

    
      Isuppose if anyone was blessed with every opportunity to be a fly fisherman, it was me. Call me lucky—it would have been strange if I didn’t end up a fly fisherman. My stepfather, John Gandreau, was a wonderful, caring man. He not only took me fishing every weekend, but he also answered my continual barrage of questions.
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      Gary LaFontaine hams it up with Patrick Sodums.

      I grew up in Connecticut. By age nine, I was a catch-and-release poacher on the Windsor Gun & Rod Club private trout stream, Mill Brook. All summer I’d fish this local water every weekday; on the weekends we’d drive to the classic trout rivers up and down the East Coast.

      It wasn’t just the fishing that made me a fisherman; two other aspects of the sport consumed all my time. I had access to some of the best private fly-fishing libraries in the East, and I read all the great English and American books. Also, our basement was filled with aquariums (my stepfather raised Jack Dempseys for pet shops), and there were always extra tanks where I could raise and study trout, bass, and bluegills.

      My future was set. I didn’t want to just fish—I wanted to write about fly fishing, after all that reading and I wanted to seriously study fish, after all that early observation. I’ve been fortunate enough to spend my life doing both of these things.

      —Gary LaFontaine, fly-fishing author

    

    For most, this experience was supported and encouraged afterward by a caring adult who helped them along after this major event, enabling them to pursue their interest, acquire the needed equipment, and learn the necessary skills. The role of caring, aware, and concerned mentors is to help their apprentices along the road that will help them fulfill their dream and then, in turn, become mentors themselves and help another do the same.

    A teachable moment or threshold experience can occur at any time. If you are aware that this wondrous chemistry is taking place, take advantage of it. This will make each trip a memorable one and will help your young anglers become more aware and well-rounded individuals.

    My approach to youth fly-fishing education has the threads of resource stewardship and ethical behavior running throughout. The mentor and the apprentice weave these threads into the fabric of a life well lived.

    Inspired fly-fishing education can be a powerful tool for building and strengthening important character traits like self-confidence and self-worth in a youngster. The education that builds these traits will lead to a feeling of empowerment, the feeling that he or she can, in fact, make a change!

    Intimate interaction with the resource will help the young fly fisher realize an all important sense of place. He or she will feel an ownership and have a stake in the future of the resource. Knowing he or she has the power to make a positive change can’t help but lead the young fly fisher to the path of stewardship.

    

    THE FUTURE OF FLY FISHING

    The world is changing rapidly, growing and becoming more urban every day. As fly fishers we can accept the challenge and use the sport we love to ensure a positive future for the resource. We can do all the stream improvement, pass all the environmental protection laws, and clean up all the trout habitat in the country, but it will do no good if there isn’t a generation of educated, concerned, and dedicated stewards of the resource to keep it that way. If we expect the sport of fly fishing to thrive, if we expect our resources to continue to have strong champions, we must offer fly-fishing education to children.

    If we are to safeguard our rights as fly fishers from the attack of other rights groups, we must educate all segments of society. If we are to protect our precious wild lands from the bulldozer of the uncaring developer, we must educate and empower the urban dweller as well as the country gentleman.

    The fact is that pressure from a growing population on our already over-stressed waterways will increase. The challenge of the fly fisher is not to load the already crowded streams with more anglers, but to educate these anglers and make them a caring, committed, and powerful force for positive environmentalchange.

    You can make a significant contribution to the future of our natural resources while enjoying and passing along this lifetime sport. By offering the gift of fly fishing to a youngster, you are beginning a process that is sure to create a competent, educated, and dedicated steward of our resources.

    
      Agentleman by the name of Koke Winter had a great influence on my fly-fishing life. In fact, he was the trout bum who caused me to become one as well. We would come from Detroit to Alpena each summer, and we’d camp on the banks of Hunt Creek and fish all day every day for a week. It was at one of these camps that I hooked and landed one of the biggest I’d ever seen. The trout was 22 inches long and must have weighed at least 4 pounds. Koke was standing next to me when I netted the fish, and as I knelt in the shallow water and reached into the net to take the fly from the trout’s jaw, he said, “Man, what a magnificent fish. I’ve never seen such a perfect trout!” He paused, then continued, “Of course, you’re going to release it, aren’t you?”
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      A. K. Best and Katie Donahue share flytying tips.

      It wasn’t a question, but a statement. The only choice I had was to free the biggest trout I’d ever caught on a fly rod. I held it in the current a few moments, and then with a flip of its tail, it was gone.

      Koke put his hand on my shoulder and said, “Feels real good, doesn’t it?”

      I had to admit it did feel good. Until that time, I had always kept the big fish and always tried to keep my limit each time I went fishing. I grew up fishing for food. It just never occurred to me to release the fish I caught until I had my limit.

      Fresh trout is still my favorite meal. However, I haven’t had my favorite meal more than half a dozen times in the past twenty years! Each time I go fly fishing, I remember that big brown trout. And I silently thank Koke for teaching me that catching trout is only half the enjoyment of fly fishing. The other half is releasing.

      —A. K. Best, author, fly tier,

      and owner of A. K.’s Tools

    

    
      Fly fishing is an art that touches every aspect of my life in some way. It isn’t just casting a fly for a fish, but much more. A fly fisher must cope with surroundings and investigate the environment to find a way to catch the fish, and this is teaching me how to deal with obstacles, stay focused, and solve my problems. With the role models I meet fishing, I steer clear from the trouble many kids my age get into.
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      Jesse Sandvik at work at the New Jersey School of Conservation women’s fly-fishing clinic.

      In addition to being one of the most enjoyable arts, I find fly fishing to be the best way to take my mind off anxieties and annoyances, as I focus on the stream, the fish, and the wildlife.

      With my fly-fishing experiences, I get to witness and participate in many cycles. I learn the art that I will someday pass on, I realize the cycle of nature and role I play in it, and I have a better understanding of the cycle of nature in general and how everything grows to a peak and then passes its experiences on. There is no better way to observe nature than to enter a stream, catch a fish, release it, and become part of the cycle. I find values and qualities in fly fishing that will make me a better person in the future. A recent value I’ve learned is preserving. This is extremely important in fly tying, and it also has taught me to work hard for my goals, not to be sidetracked, and to accomplish every task I accept.

      —Jesse Sandvik, age fifteen, Ithaca, New York

    

    Along the way something wonderful will take place. The young fly fisher will mature and become an ethical and thoughtful citizen. The seeds of stewardship and ethical responsibility that you planted will grow. Your apprentice will go on to plant his or her seeds in the rich new life of another budding angler. Your legacy, and that of all fly fishers before you, will be seen in the “flick of the wrist” of future generations.
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    The mentor is there to show the way at each step.

    So he was no more—my river god—and what was left of him they had put into a box and buried in the earth.

    But that isn’t true; nor is it true that I never saw him again. For I seldom go a-fishing but that I meet him on the river banks.

    The banks of a river are frequented by a strange company and are full of mysterious and murmurous sounds—the cluck and laughter of wind in the willows. What should prevent a man in such a place having a word and speech with another who is not there? So much of fishing lies in the imagination, and mine needs little stretching to give my river god a living form.

    “With this ripple,” says he, “you should do well.”

    “And what’s it to be,” says I—“Blue Upright? Red Spinner? What’s your fancy, sir?”

    Spirits never grow old. He has begun to take an interest in dry-fly methods—that river god of mine, with his seven-league boots, his shaggy head and the gaff across his back.
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