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  Metric Equivalents
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  Foreword to the 2014 Edition

  We all enjoy learning about the latest flies and tying methods, but regardless of our desire to discover what’s new, we must remember that when we tie flies, we stand on the shoulders of those who came before us.

  After several centuries, tying flies still requires hooks and thread and a collection of feathers, furs, tinsels—and, today, maybe some plastic stuff. We still wrap the thread around the hooks and apply our materials in a thoughtful way to create flies we think will catch fish. There’s nothing new about this.

  If you visit many waters or fly shops, there’s little argument that far more men than women enjoy fly fishing. Curiously, the impact of women on the sport outweighs their small number, and they have always been at the vanguard of what is fresh and exciting in fishing and tying. Many of their contributions have become timeless.

  In 1496, Dame Juiliana Berners published A Treatyse of Fysshynge wyth an Angle, which is generally accepted as the earliest volume dedicated to sport fishing. In her book, Dame Juiliana describes a collection of flies that would catch fish today, and anglers are still curious about her and those patterns. And in 1892, Mary Orvis Marbury published an extensive collection of letters and illustrations of patterns in her groundbreaking book, Favorite Flies and Their Histories. The patterns that appeared in Favorite Flies were framed and displayed at the historic World’s Columbian Exposition in 1893. Even today, more than one hundred years after its publication, tyers pour through Favorite Flies to study the illustrations and dress the classic patterns. In more recent years, Joan Wulff, Cathy Beck, Gretchen Beatty, and Sharon E. Wright have made serious contributions to the literature on casting, fishing, and fly-tying.

  Much has been written about the flies and tying methods of talented women such as Winnie and Mary Dette, Elsie Darby, and Carrie Stevens; their contributions continue to influence the way we tie flies. We should not forget that commercial fly-tying companies have always employed women to produce the patterns they sell; without these carefully constructed flies, many men would have nothing to tie to the ends of their leaders.

  Helen Shaw is another talented female flyfisher who made important contributions to fly-tying. Born in Madison, Wisconsin, in 1910, her family moved to the small city of Sheboygan, on Lake Michigan, when she was a young girl. According to legend, Helen saw her first trout when she was a mere three years old. Helen’s father taught her how to fish, and she began tying flies when she was young; little did she know the seeds were being planted for her lifelong association with fly fishing and tying.

  Art Kade, the owner of Art Kade Flycrafters, met and hired Helen to tie flies for his business in Sheboygan. The shop, located above a candy store, offered lines, leaders, fly boxes, nets, and of course, flies dressed on the premises. According to the Art Kade Flycrafters catalog, “Art Kade flies are ‘Made in America,’ all in our own shop. They are not ‘production line gadgets’ knocked out to sell at a price but are created with the utmost care for discriminating anglers who appreciate a truly fine fly.” There is a photo of Helen with Art, dated June 1942, which was taken in Kade’s shop. In the photo, he is examining feathers, and she, wearing a dress and what appear to be pearls, is tying a fly.

  There’s a good chance that the fly-tying story of Helen Shaw would have ended there—a talented, unsung tyer busily crafting flies for a regional sports shop. But sometime around 1950, Hermann Kessler, who was the art director at Field & Stream magazine, visited Wisconsin to fish. While in Milwaukee, Kessler stayed with one of Helen’s friends, and the two met. They married in 1953, and Helen left Wisconsin to join Hermann in New York City. Helen continued tying flies, and she quickly built a devoted clientele, especially among the members of the prestigious Anglers Club of New York. Her patterns also gained notoriety through publications such as Field & Stream.

  Helen and Hermann were an obvious team: she, the talented tyer; he, a knowledgeable photographer and designer. In 1963, they collaborated to produce the groundbreaking book, Fly-Tying. At that time, there were few good sources of information about how to tie flies, and most of the fly-tying books that did exist were poorly illustrated. What Helen and Hermann did was new and exciting; they raised the standard for fly-tying instruction, and Fly-Tying made Helen Shaw a fly-fishing celebrity.

  Fly-Tying is as important and useful today as it was when it first appeared more than fifty years ago. Helen lays out her method for understanding fly-tying materials and tools and shows how to tie a fly-box full of fish-catching patterns. Whether you are new to fly-tying or have been at it for many years, Helen Shaw’s Fly-Tying has much to offer. Read it, and you will tie better flies.

  I met Helen Shaw only once. It was many years ago at a dinner at the American Museum of Fly Fishing; her husband, Hermann, played a central role in founding that institution. Helen was wonderfully kind and gracious that evening. We chatted for a few minutes, and then parted—a chance but memorable meeting. Sadly, Helen passed away in 2007, but she remains one of the great ladies of fly fishing.

  —DAVID KLAUSMEYER NOVEMBER 2013


  Preface to the 1987 Edition

  When Fly-Tying appeared more than two decades ago, it was the first book on the subject to show the tyer’s hands at work, from the fly tyer’s side of the vise. The method of taking these life-size photographs—seemingly through the eyes of the tyer—was conceived by Hermann Kessler, then Art Director of Field & Stream Magazine. This concept enables novice tyers to relate their hands with mine in the photographs, as they follow the simple instructions beneath each one.

  So successful and logical was this presentation that since then his photographic technique has been adopted by many other authors in books and magazine articles. Clearer than drawings, this method has enabled many people to learn to bind materials to a hook (the very foundation of tying flies), as though through personal instruction. Requests for the book came from countries as widely separated as Malaysia, Australia, and Mbabane, Swaziland.

  Over the years, correspondence I have received has indicated that fly tying is one thing to many people: all find it rewarding. But each tyer finds it rewarding in a different way. An eye surgeon told me that being right-handed he felt it necessary to become just as skillful with his left hand. Being an excellent fly tyer, and using those techniques to train his left hand, he developed the dexterity with which he now ties equally well with either hand. The discipline, giving him perfect control of either hand, has proved invaluable in his unusually delicate and vital profession.

  Many fly tyers keep this book not only for reference but to improve certain aspects of their own tying; some have used it to start their tying all over again.

  When the Berkshire Museum, in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, asked us to prepare an exhibition on “Fly Fishing and Fly Tying,” we gathered flies tied by amateurs only, from coast to coast. All of the flies submitted were of excellent quality, evidence of many happy hours spent on the fundamentals of fly tying. The ages of the contributors ranged from six to eighty! In the “Father and Son” category was a trio: grandfather, son, and grandson! And the occupations represented were almost endless in their diversity. Fly tying has an appeal for people of all ages and all occupations.

  For me, it is gratifying to know that so many have found this book indispensable, and that a new edition is needed after so many years.

  —HELEN SHAW

  February 1987


  Foreword

  About 15 years ago, Helen Shaw gave me a little box of her dry flies. The following June, when I was fishing for Atlantic salmon in Hosmer Lake, Oregon, I found them rising to a small, dark May fly and I tied on one of Helen’s flies. It was a No. 10 quill Gordon, tied on a barbless hook, and the salmon loved it. These fish ran from 2½ to 5 pounds, ran like bonefish, and jumped like tarpon. But I caught and released eight or ten before my fly began to sink. Then I tied on another like it and caught as many more. It was by far my best day on Hosmer, and all I did between fish was to drag the fly through the water to wash off the slime and false cast for half a minute to dry it.

  A fly that will do what these flies did is a good fly. These days you can pay enough for a dozen dry flies to buy a bottle of the best Scotch and every one of them will start sinking after it has taken a couple of fish—and not big fish, either. Two things determine the quality of a dry fly: The quality of the materials and the skill of the tyer. I don’t consider myself skillful, but I tie better flies than I can buy because I don’t compromise on materials.

  This book tells you how to select materials and how to use them. Learning how to handle feathers, fur, silk, and tinsel is two-thirds of the struggle of learning to tie flies. Helen Shaw tells (and shows) you how. In addition, this new edition of Fly-Tying—which has been the most popular book on the subject since it came out in 1963—has an all-new section. If you enjoy tying flies and want to improve their quality, or if you simply want to save money by tying your own, this is the book for you.
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