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  Introduction




  TROUT ARE PREDATORS AND OCCASIONALLY opportunistic. At times, they will eat nearly any small object that falls into the water, sometimes by mistake and sometimes by design. I have seen them eat berries, spiders, houseflies, butterflies, sticks, pebbles, and cigarette butts. But much of the feeding they do is selective, where a rise to the surface or a dart to an unseen morsel below occurs because that object matched a specific “search image” that the trout recognized as familiar and edible.




  This selectivity is one of the delights of fly fishing, where we are forced to delude a fish into thinking that a piece of fur, feathers, plastic, and steel is an insect, fish, or leech. For hundreds of years, fly fishers have searched for the perfect fly—the one that will work on every cast. Fly-fishing magazines and catalogs thrive on this conceit.




  When I was a teenager, I fished with an older gentleman on a stream known for its difficult brown and brook trout. In a moment of weakness, old Jim told me of a fly he had discovered that would catch trout every time he put it in the water. His face would furrow with concern as he talked about the fly, because he claimed it would ruin fly fishing in our stream if anyone found out about it. He refused to use it ever again in fear that it would destroy his sport. He once gave me a peek at the fly, as he still had some in his box, and with the scruples of your average fourteen-year-old male, I copied a bunch of them at my fly-tying bench.




  You know the rest of the story: I couldn’t even budge a fish on Jim’s fly, but I never told him about it. I didn’t want to admit my deceit and spoil his pride. Jim fished on happily for many years, secure in the knowledge that he had the perfect fly in his box, yet principled enough to never use the thing. I think most of us would do the same.




  This book is written for the novice and intermediate fly fisher. It’s designed to help the person who can’t figure out the difference between a mayfly and a caddisfly in flight. It’s also for the person who knows his or her insects well, but wants to explore the possibilities of other organisms that trout may eat. This pocket-sized guide won’t help you key a mayfly to the species degree. There are many other good books available today if you want to fine-tune your insect identification to that degree. This guide will, however, enable you to identify aquatic insects as members of different taxonomic groups, called orders, such as mayflies, stoneflies, and caddisflies.




  All these insects are important as trout foods. Additionally, this guide will help you determine whether other trout foods, such as leeches and crayfish, may be important in your waters. It will also give you a suggested list of imitations you can try if you have no other source for advice—but to be honest, local fly shops and people along the river are better sources for exact patterns to use in your area.




  I hope you will keep this book handy in your car, cabin, or kit bag, and that it helps you develop an understanding and appreciation of important trout foods.




  1




  How Trout Feed




  TROUT ARE SHY AND CAREFUL COLD blooded animals. In contrast to brightly colored bluegills—fish that feed right under your boat and investigate everything that plops into the water near them—trout are well-camouflaged, fussy about what they eat, and will bolt for cover at the slightest disturbance. Think of bluegills as chickadees and trout as woodcock. A chickadee will feed on your windowsill, never try to hide, and can be tame enough to eat out of your hand. Woodcock creep around in heavy brush probing for worms, freeze at the first sign of your presence, and take flight when they think you’ve spotted them.




  Trout evolved over tens of thousands of years to feed in moving water. They are perfectly adapted to preying upon insects. Their streamlined shape allows them to tip up into the current and spear a mayfly nymph from the conveyor belt of moving water that brings them a constant food supply. Their eyesight is sharp enough to spot a tiny midge no bigger than a pinhead when it is still two feet away. Their metabolism is highest when aquatic insects are most active. They can change the color of their bodies to adapt to different stream bottoms; a trout that moves from a dark granite bottom to marble bedrock, for example, will lighten several shades in a few hours. This ability to remain camouflaged allows them to prey on their food supply without being preyed upon in return (except by anglers), which is critical to their survival.




  Trout also adapt to still water, revealing their oceanic origins prior to the end of the last Ice Age. In slow pools or lakes, they swim about searching for prey. Although they prefer food that does not run away, when needed they can run down a minnow with blinding speed.




  Trout are efficient feeding machines, although they may seem lazy when looked at with an anthropomorphic eye. Over many thousands of years, their tiny brains have evolved into amazing pea-sized computers that can instantly gauge the net energy benefit to be gained from rising through three feet of water to chase a fleeing insect as opposed to plucking a nymph drifting six inches away. Energy used is always balanced metabolically with energy obtained to the point where—perhaps through taste—a trout can instantly judge that eating a mayfly will get them more net calories than chasing a water strider.




  DRIFT FEEDING




  From the time they are hatched from eggs until they are about fourteen inches long, trout in moving water do nearly all of their feeding by plucking insects and crustaceans from the current. As trout grow, they may become foragers and prowl for bigger food, such as minnows and crayfish. But if insect food is abundant, trout will continue to feed from the drift no matter how large they become. It’s an efficient way of getting a lot of food with little expenditure of energy. The current supplies a constant flow of food and all a trout has to do is make sure that what it chooses is worth the effort.




  By trial and error, a trout takes up a station on the bottom of a river that lets it stay in place with little effort but is close enough to a flow of water that supplies food. The flow of currents over a riverbed is hardly constant; pockets of slow and fast water are formed by turbulence and the rougher the stream bottom, the more good places there will be for trout to feed. A typical lie would be behind a rock, where a trout can rest in the slow water behind the rock and dart into the faster current on either side. A spot that’s nearly as good but not as apparent is the space in front of a rock, where the current piles up and forms a cushion of slow water. Other desirable places are where water rushes over a depression in the stream bottom or where a fast current smashes into slower water and forms what is called a seam.




  A trout feeds in the drift by tipping its fins and letting the current push it to a series of spots where it can intersect food. You don’t see much movement of the trout’s streamlined body because its control surfaces, much like those of a 747 taking off, use the current in such an efficient manner. A trout taking food from the surface lets the water push it up and back slightly. The fish then tips its fins so the current brings it back to the bottom; a small wiggle of its body brings it back to its original position. In the same manner, when a trout sees a piece of underwater food off to either side, it uses the current to push it in that direction.




  Dr. Robert Bachman, one of the top trout biologists in the country, received his Ph.D. by spending 5,000 hours in an observation tower studying the feeding behavior of wild brown trout. Because he could recognize each trout by its unique spot pattern, he could determine how much time a trout spent in each position on the bottom of Spruce Creek in Pennsylvania. He noticed that some trout preferred the same position on the creek bottom more than 90 percent of the time and would feed from this one position year after year, not only through the season. Others had three or four preferred spots and would move from one to the other throughout the day. When frightened, each trout had a favorite hiding spot. The shadow of an approaching fisherman or a merganser over the water would send each trout fleeing for a logjam or under a flat rock.




  Bachman also observed that trout feeding went on all day when water temperatures were between 55 and 65 degrees Fahrenheit, a range that is optimum for trout. And, unless there was a heavy hatch, trout fed both on underwater nymphs and insects trapped in the surface film without much preference for floating or drifting food.




  Bachman also observed that hatchery fish don’t always act like wild trout. They seem to lack the ability to gauge the bioenergetics, or potential energy costs versus benefits, of a situation, perhaps because they were bred in concrete tanks with little current. A hatchery trout often darts from one place to another, seldom taking up one feeding position and thus wastes energy. This is one reason hatchery fish rarely survive more than a few months. They literally starve to death, even when surrounded by abundant food.




  In slower water, if insect food drifting in the surface film is abundant, a trout will hover just below the surface and feed in a regular manner. This is called sipping. Later on in this book, you’ll learn how to identify this feeding behavior.




  AMBUSHING




  When some trout reach a length of about fourteen inches, they somehow “discover” that more energy can be obtained by ambushing the occasional baitfish or crayfish than bothering with little bugs. This happens more frequently with brown trout than other species. Browns, in particular, become nocturnal or forage heavily when a stream gets dirty after a rain, probably because their prey become disoriented and can be captured with less effort. Radio-implant studies on the Ausable River in Michigan have shown that brown trout will roam more than a mile at night prowling for food.




  After dark, large trout that stay hidden under logjams or undercut banks during the day come out and cruise slow, shallow water in search of prey. Small fish that stay in the shallows during the day, partly because they can’t handle the heavier current, also tend to stay in the shallows at night. Although this keeps them out of reach of large trout in the daytime, it makes them vulnerable at night when they can’t see predators coming until it is too late. Crayfish also come out from under rocks at night to forage the river bottom for carrion and aquatic plants. Trout can see well in low light and also use their lateral line, which senses vibrations, and their hearing to locate prey.




  SELECTIVITY




  A trout learns when it is young to distinguish food from litter. The next time fishing is slow, bend down and look into the water. You’ll see all kinds of stuff on the surface—cottonwood fluff, sticks, bits of vegetation, perhaps some insects. Unless there is a heavy hatch of insects, most of the surface litter is junk in terms of food value. Somehow, through taste or perhaps texture, a trout learns to distinguish food from garbage. We’re not so different, and one reason people become overweight these days is because of the availability of fatty foods. Physically, we’re still part prehistoric forager, and something in our chemistry tells us to ingest these calorie-packed bundles because we don’t know when we’ll get our next meal.




  Trout seldom experiment with their diet. They prefer to stick to safe and predictable food. Suppose there is a heavy hatch of a particular species of size 14 cream-colored mayfly every day for two weeks. A hungry trout samples one; its system tells it that the calories obtained are sufficient, so the trout looks for more size 14 cream-colored mayflies. The trout develops a “search image” for the size, shape, color, and behavior of this mayfly. It doesn’t perceive a bigger brown caddisfly as threatening or even bad-tasting—it simply ignores the other bugs, just as it ignores sticks and stones drifting past. But occasionally a trout will experiment. If the mayfly hatch is dwindling, the trout is hungry, and that caddisfly makes a twitching movement, the trout now recognizes the caddisfly as something alive and samples it. The trout thus develops a “search image” for the caddisfly at the same time. Fish do seem to have rudimentary memories, so the trout may take a cream mayfly in a few days, even if it hasn’t seen one in a while.




  Many times there will be a half dozen different kinds of insects on the water. Although a trout might seem to prefer one type over the others, it will be looking for all the insects it recognizes as food at the same time. On the other hand, even though you see a variety of insects on the water, the trout you are fishing for might be seeing only little olive mayflies because the insects drifting over its feeding spot are of only one type. So you try a brown caddisfly imitation and the trout ignores your fly. This is not a casual statement—the trout really does ignore your fly. Unless the fly drags in the current, the trout does not sense any danger associated with your imitation insect. It simply ignores your fly, as it does all the other inedible junk in and on the water.




  You will see times when trout don’t appear to be selective at all and will take any fly thrown in their direction. This usually happens when there are lots of different bugs on the water, or if you are fishing a stream that does not offer much food and the trout have to take every lifelike tidbit that drifts by in order to survive. Fish in every stream, particularly in these sterile streams, do make mistakes; they sometimes attempt to eat twigs and rocks. As Bachman says, “Every time a trout takes my nymph, he screwed up!”




  You can fish only a size 14 Adams for the rest of your life and catch lots of trout. You might do this and concentrate on developing your skills in casting, reading the water, and approaching trout without spooking them. But there will be times when trout will ignore your fly and you will have to be satisfied with a nice day on the water. If you carry a wide variety of fly patterns appropriate to your waters, and if you study the life history and behavior of the foods trout eat, you’ll catch more fish—providing your flycasting presentation is lifelike.




  HATCHES AND DRIFT




  A great hatch, one that brings every trout in the river to the surface, is the event of a lifetime. This kind of hatch does not happen as often as you might think. Most of the time a hatch dribbles insects off the river in twos and threes instead of hundreds. Although there might be a hatch of five insects going on at once, the trout seem to ignore the bugs—at least on the surface. Why are insect hatches so important?




  In order to survive, aquatic insects must stay hidden from both predators and the current by living under rocks, in aquatic vegetation, or in the case of caddisflies secured to the bottom in ballasts of sticks and stones. Once a day, however, many of these insects release their hold on the bottom and drift freely in the current. This happens after dark and is a method of recolonizing the lower parts of rivers, because most insects fly upstream to lay their eggs. Trout do feed on these drifting insects, especially early in the morning at the end of the drift, when there is enough light to allow the fish to see the insects. But most of this drift happens overnight when the fish can’t see the insects.
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