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  CIP




  Now for the art of catching fish, that is to say, bow to make a man–that was none–to be an angler by a book; he that undertakes it shall undertake a harder task than Mr. Hales (a most valiant and excellent fencer) who, in a printed book called A Private School of Defence, undertook to teach that art or science, and was laughed at for his labour. Not but that many useful things might be learnt by that book, but he was laughed at because that art was not to be taught by words, but practise; and so must angling. And note also, that in this Discourse, I do not undertake to say all that is known, or may be said of it, but I undertake to acquaint the reader with many things that are not usually known to every angler; and I shall leave gleanings and observations enough to be made out of the experience of all that love and practise this recreation, to which I shall encourage them. For angling may be said to be so like the mathematics, that it can never be fully learnt; at least not so fully, but that there will still be more new experiments left for the trial of other men that succeed us.


  —Izaak Walton,


  The Compleat Angler,


  Notice to the Reader






  
FOREWORD





  Most instructional primers on any subject are dreary things, as joyful to read as a translated manual on assembling something like an outdoor gas grill. Reading them after supper or a substantial lunch is a ticket to near instantaneous postprandial slumber. Oh, they give you the information you need but where’s the fun?




  Frank Holan’s Fisherman’s Companion is fun. Though its purpose is to take anyone who has developed an interest in sportfishing and knows nothing of it, from ground zero to at least functioning angler level, there’ll be no nodding off along the way. Holan’s lessons, history and philosophy are intelligent, delightfully witty, insightful and practical. Along with helping you select the tackle best for your purposes and learn to use it, you’ll begin to understand why fish do what they do, and how to exploit that knowledge to catch them with every kind of equipment from lures to natural baits (including the potent maggot, though it cleverly hides behind a nom de guerre).




  Holan’s take on conservation issues doesn’t fudge when it comes to real problems of overpopulation and destructive human practices. But far from being the usual hand-wringer, he makes a case for you to understand angling as a kind of life allegory that just may lead you to some physical good works. Good stuff to ponder, and a good volume to have on hand afloat or on the stream bank should the fish happen not to be biting.




  —Jerry Gibbs,




  Fishing Editor,




  Outdoor Life.









  
PREFACE





  Any idiot can catch fish, if you interpret the word “catch” rather loosely. During World War II, when scarcity of food in much of Western Europe coincided with lots of war materiel lying around loose, any hungry citizen lucky enough to get hold of a hand grenade had only to pull the pin and throw it into the nearest stream. The grenade would explode; all the fish within the radius of a certain number of feet would either be killed or stunned by the concussion, and would float to the surface, from which they could easily be scooped up. Of course, if enough people did this often enough, most types of fish in the kind of water in question would become scarce, and some might even become extinct, so it is no wonder that in most places this type of fishing is against the law.




  At any rate, this is not what this book is all about.




  If you did a lot of research, borrowed a lot of money, invested in a fleet of trawlers (complete with nets, winches, refrigerated holds, and sonar equipment), registered with the appropriate authorities, lined up a market for your output, hired a bunch of workers with the right skills and experience, and turned them loose, you could probably catch fish too, and at the end of the year you could total it all up and find out whether you earned or lost money.




  This is not what this book is about either.




  A good many millennia ago, some cave-man genius, whose name is lost to history (if he had a name at all) found out that if you tied a sharp sliver of stone or bone to a string, impaled a piece of meat on the sliver, and let both sliver and meat down into a body of water inhabited by fish, it sometimes happened that a fish, attempting to swallow the meat, would get the sliver stuck in his throat, and could be hauled out. Every once in a while samples of this type of contraption, known by archaeologists as a “gorge,” are found by scientists interested in digging up and studying that sort of thing.




 [image: image]




 The trouble with the gorge was that, because of its structure, sometimes it would work and sometimes it wouldn’t, so, several millennia later, another anonymous cave-man genius improved on the basic model by inventing the hook. It wasn’t quite as elegant as a modern hook–after all, metallurgy had not yet been invented–but it was based on the same general principle, and apparently worked fairly well. Anyway, the process of combining hooks with something fish can be expected to strike at (bait or artificial lures), tying them on the ends of lines, and tossing them into waters which can reasonably be expected to contain fish has been going on ever since.




  In terms of protein harvested versus capital and/or manhours expended, the process is grossly inefficient, but, for some reason, many otherwise sane people, even today, indulge in it with more enthusiasm that it would seem to warrant–they claim to find it soothing. It has been suggested that this is due to atavism–the pleasure we feel today when we land a fish is a survival of the fierce joy of countless generations of cave-men realizing that death by starvation had been postponed for at least a few days; at the same time, we are somewhat better off than the caveman, in that the disappointment we feel when they aren’t biting is tempered by the reflection that there is plenty of hamburger in the refrigerator.




  Maybe so, maybe not; anyway, this is what this book is all about.









  
1. Rods & Reels





  Visitors to Alaska sometimes notice Eskimo children, some of them quite small, sitting for hours next to a hole in the ice, fishing. Their equipment consists of nothing more than a hand-held line, a hook on the end of the line, and some sort of bait or other type of fish-attractor–a small piece of cloth, or a pearl button–on or near the hook. They catch fish, too.




  However, hand-held lines have two drawbacks: in the first place, they severely restrict the area of water in which you can operate, and, in the second place, if the fish hooked is capable of exerting considerable force, there is a good possibility that the line will be broken or the hook will tear loose. When the Old Man, in Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea, had hooked a big sailfin on a hand­held line, he did not dare tie the line to a stanchion and go to sleep; he had to stand in the bows for several days, with the line across his back, so that if the fish suddenly decided to jerk at the line, he could cushion the force of the jerk with his body and prevent the fish from breaking loose.




  Using a pole or rod goes far toward solving both of these problems–not only can you cover a much bigger expanse of water; you can also be fairly sure that as long as you keep the rod more or less at right angles to the probable direction of the pull, whenever a fish tugs suddenly at the line, the rod will yield without letting go, automatically absorbing a good deal of the force of the tension exerted.




  Some people have the idea that a cane pole is hopelessly old-fashioned, hopelessly inefficient, or for some other reason unworthy of a true fisherman. This is an illusion. (For an account of how, under certain circumstances, a cane pole can be not only as good as any other kind of fishing rig, but considerably superior, read Chapter 5 of 30 Miles for Ice Cream, by Murray Hoyt.) However, it must be admitted that for most purposes, a cane pole is less versatile than a rod provided with some sort of reel from which line can be unwound.




  For anglers using rod-and-reel combinations, the four commonest are: bait-casting, spin-casting, spinning, and fly rods. There is a certain amount of latitude in the weights these types can effectively handle, but in general, bait-casting rods are for use with heavy lures; spin-casting and spinning rods, with medium-weight lures; and fly rods, with flies and other lures of practically no weight at all.




  Most bait-casting, spin-casting, spinning, or fly rods nowadays are made of hollow fiberglass, but you can still get split-bamboo fly rods if you are willing to pay enough for them. It is a curious fact that the cheapest pole and the most expensive fly rod are both made of the same basic material. The difference in price is based on the fact that whereas the bamboo pole is used just as it is found in nature, the bamboo fly rod is made up of six split triangular sections, meticulously fitted and glued together.




  A relatively new phenomenon that may eventually replace bamboo as the most prestigious fly-rod material has appeared on the market: the fly rod of hardened graphite. It is stronger and lighter than either bamboo or fiberglass, and its particular kind of flexibility somehow makes possible the attainment of considerably greater ranges than bamboo or fiberglass can deliver. I wouldn’t rush right out and buy one, though, unless I were feeling pretty flush–they don’t come cheap.




  While we are on the subject of new developments, we might as well mention rod guides. Guides for bait-casting and spinning rods are all circular, but fly rods are a little special–the one on the fisherman end is circular and of medium size; the one on the tip is also circular, and somewhat smaller; all the rest are “snake guides,” guides made in the form of a lazy spiral, which has been shown to be the shape that will best accommodate fly-line action. Most rod guides are of plain metal, but the rearmost and tip guides of some of the newer fly rods are inset with a ring of aluminum oxide, which, like Teflon, has the property of reducing friction to practically nothing.




  It is not likely that anybody ever learned how to get the lure out to where the fish are merely by reading a book; however, text and diagrams do help the fisherman sort out in his own mind the steps necessary to operate his particular tackle, especially if he takes the further step of trying it out in the back yard. Some authorities–mostly fly fishermen–don’t approve of dry-land practice, but I can’t see any harm in it: it seems to me that it is more reasonable for the aspirant to work on the acquisition of the necessary motor skills before he finds himself on the water, with additional complications, like wind, weather, and the clever remarks of companions, or even uninvited kibitzers, to distract him. Tackle shops sell or give away little tear-drop-shaped gadgets that serve as practice lures, but any small object of the appropriate weight will do. Fly rods of course need no weight at all. (Note: Be sure to use the proper line–see Chapter 2.)




  
BAIT-CASTING




 A bait-casting reel is one with a spool which revolves as line is stripped off it:




 [image: image]




  Most bait-casting reels nowadays are equipped with a level-wind mechanism: the line passes through the slot or eyelet of a contraption that moves back and forth, distributing the line evenly on the spool.




  Some bait-casting reels are also equipped with a slipping clutch arrangement known as a star drag, so called because of the shape of its adjusting lever. (It actually looks more like a five-pointed asterisk.) Its purpose is to prevent the line from breaking if subjected to sudden strain. If the star drag is set properly, whenever the tension on the line approaches the point at which the line would normally break, the clutch slips, the reel gives up a certain amount of line, and the tension is relieved.




  A bait-casting rig is a little tricky to operate. By flipping the tip of the rod forward, you send the lure sailing out over the water; the weight of the lure makes the spool revolve, unwinding line as it goes. So far, so good. But sooner or later, the lure will lose forward momentum and stop; if you fail to jam your thumb against the spool soon enough, the spool will keep on merrily turning long after the lure has stopped, forming what is known to the initiate as a “bird’s nest”–a wad of madly tangled line like you wouldn’t believe; but if you jam your thumb against the spool too soon, the lure, arrested in mid-career, will bounce back at least part of the way between you and the place where the lure was supposed to land. Anyway, this is the way it works:




  1. With the lure two or three inches beyond the tip of the rod, and your thumb pressed against the line on the spool to keep it from revolving, hold the rod in front of you at an angle of about 45° from the ground.




 [image: image]




  2. Move the rod, briskly but not desperately, no farther back than the point at which the rod seems to be pointing straight up in the air . . .




 [image: image]




  3. . . . and immediately whip the rod forward, simultaneously releasing your thumb.
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  4. As forward motion of the lure slows, clamp your thumb down again, to prevent backlash and the formation of the aforementioned bird’s nest.




 [image: image]




  5. Change the rod to your left hand and turn the crank to retrieve.




 [image: image]




  Notice in Step Two that the rod only seems to be pointing up in the air. It doesn’t, because, since you have suddenly stopped its backward career, the momentum provided by its own weight (to say nothing of the weight of the lure) has bent it into an arc, building up static energy that you convert into kinetic energy as you flip the rod forward. If it didn’t do this, you might as well use a broomstick furnished with reel and guides.




  Bait-casting fanatics don’t simply whip the rod forward and clamp down the thumb when the lure has started to lose momentum. In order to hit a precise spot on the water, they flip the rod forward with a bit more power than absolutely necessary, and as the lure nears the goal they “feather” the line–apply just enough thumb pressure to slow the lure down so it falls where it is supposed to fall. A surprising amount of precision can be achieved in this way.




  SPIN - CASTING




  As we have seen, the bait-casting reel is something of a contradiction in terms: on one hand, if the spool fails to revolve freely, it won’t work properly; on the other hand, the faster it revolves, the worse the bird’s nest you will have if you don’t stop the revolution soon enough. Somewhere along the line, some inventive fellow got to thinking about how to resolve the difficulty, and came up with the Fixed-Spool Principle.




  If you stand an ordinary spool of thread on one of its ends, grab the end of the thread, and pull upward, chances are that the thread will come off the spool readily enough. In the same way, a line wound on to the spool of a properly-designed reel mounted endwise, rather than sidewise, on a rod, if pulled from the tip end of the rod, will come off the spool in much the same way. The spool does not revolve; it just sits there.
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  The spin-casting reel uses the Fixed-Spool Principle.




  Of the four processes we have mentioned, spin-casting is undoubtedly the easiest to learn. It works like this:




  1. With the lure two or three inches beyond the tip of your rod, and your thumb on the button, hold the rod in front of you at an angle of about 45° from the ground.
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  2. Move the rod briskly no farther back than the point at which the rod seems to be pointing straight up in the air . . .
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  3. . . . and immediately whip the rod forward, simultaneously releasing your thumb.
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  4. When the lure has landed, change the rod to your left hand and turn the crank to retrieve.




 [image: image]




  Some spin-casting reels are fitted with star drags; in others, slipping-clutch devices are activated by adjusting the position of the nose cone.




  SPINNING




  The spinning reel also uses the Fixed-Spool Principle, but differs from the spin-casting reel in several ways: (1) the spool, instead of being concealed by a hood, is clearly visible; (2) the spool is mounted under, rather than on top of, the rod; and (3) the crank is turned with the left, rather than the right, hand.
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  The term Fixed-Spool as applied to the spinning reel is not absolutely accurate–although the spool does not revolve, in most models it does move up and clown slightly as the crank is turned, in order to distribute the line evenly on the spool, somewhat as a level-wind mechanism distributes line evenly on the spool of a bait-casting reel.




  Spinning is almost as easy to learn as spin-casting. It works like this:




  1. With the lure two or three inches beyond the tip of your rod, and holding the rod in front of you at an angle of about 45° from the ground, turn the bail to Open position, and engage the line with the right forefinger.
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  2. Move the rod briskly no farther back than the point at which the rod seems to be pointing straight up in the air . . .
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  3. . . . and immediately whip the rod forward, simultaneously releasing the line by pointing your forefinger at the place where the lure is to land.
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  4. When the lure has landed, turn the crank to retrieve, using the left hand. You don’t have to worry about the bail–the action of turning the crank will automatically flip the bail into Retrieve position.
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  Spinning rods are normally provided with slipping-clutch devices activated by adjusting the top plate of the reel.




  FLY - ROD FISHING




  Thus far we have been discussing methods of tossing out lures of various weights–comparatively heavy weights with bait-casting rods, and lighter lures with spin-casting and spinning rods. In fly-rod fishing, the lure is so light that it might as well not be there at all; it is the weight of the line that must get the source of enticement out to where the fish is.




  A lot of authorities–real authorities, too, and not just armchair theorists–claim that fly fishing is not more difficult than any other kind of rod manipulation. Others claim it is. Regardless of whether the process is easy or difficult to learn, there isn’t the slightest doubt that it is harder to describe in words. For one thing, you can’t produce even a modest cast until you get some line straightened out in front of you, and by the time you are though describing how this is to be done, your explanation has sprouted so many whereases and howevers that it makes the exposition kind of hard to follow.




  Perhaps the best way out is to describe what happens if you do your casting on dry land, and later extrapolate your knowledge backwards.




  A fly reel, like a bait-casting reel, revolves as line is stripped off it. It has no star drag or other slipping-clutch device, and enters only passively into the casting process, being simply a mechanism on which to store line until it is needed.
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  You can get automatic reels, incorporating a clock-work device that rewinds loose line onto the reel at the touch of a lever, but most fly fishermen seem to get along without them, and for the beginner they would probably pose more problems than they would solve. Fly rods work like this:




  1. Lay a few feet of line out on the ground in front of you, pointing in the direction you are going to cast.




  2. Holding the rod at an angle of about 45° from the ground, strip three or four coils of line off the reel, and hold them loosely in your left hand.
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  3. Move the rod briskly no farther back than the point at which you think the rod is pointing straight up in the air. (Actually, fly-rod purists recommend about 10° past straight up in the air, but until you get the hang of it, it is better to err in the direction of conservatism.)
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  4. Wait until you can feel the weight of the line bending your rod; then, again with wrist motion, flip the rod forward. If your grip on the coils of line is loose enough, the weight of the part of the line moving away from your rod tip should pull at least some of the line out of your hand, and land the end of the line farther away from you than it was to begin with.




 [image: image]




  5. As the line is moving forward and downward, try to “ride the line down”–hold the rod at an angle of about 45° from the horizontal until you see the line beginning to fall, and then lower the rod-tip at the same speed as that of the falling line. (Fishermen who get into the habit of slapping the line masterfully down on the water catch few fish.)
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  6. Change the rod to your left hand, and turn the crank to retrieve.
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  Well, that’s the basic maneuver. Actual use in the field is a lot more complicated. For one thing, experienced fly fishermen make frequent use of the device known as “false casting.” Since the amount of line that can be shot through the guides with one flip of the rod is limited, the fly fisherman does not usually let his line fall to the water after his first flip, but whips it back and forth several times, stripping off coils of line with his left hand between each flip, before finally laying the line down where he wants it to go.




  Perhaps the one thing that gives fly-casting its reputation for difficulty is its need for accurate timing. When making a series of false casts, the more line the fisherman strips off and allows to shoot forward through the guides on one forward cast, the longer the active part of the line is, and hence the longer the waiting interval between the subsequent backcast and the following forward cast must be. The fisherman cannot assign any fixed value–one-half second, one second, or two seconds–to this interval; he must wait until the rod “feels right”–until all the line between the tip of the rod and the fly is stretched out straight behind him.




  Whether the active part of the line is long or short,




      [image: if the fly fisherman flips his rod forward too soon, before the line has been fully extended, the line will pile up on the water in front of him; if he flips his forward too late, after the line has not only extended fully but begun to fall, he will snag his fly 1 behind him; if he flips his rod forward as soon as the line is fully extended, he will be casting properly.]




  * * * * *


  

  No matter which of these methods–bait-casting, spin­casting, spinning, or fly-casting–is used, there are two faults which most beginners, and a surprisingly large number of old-timers, commit:




  1. Trying to make manipulation of the rod hard work. Some fishermen have the idea that manipulating a rod is like shotputting–you have to exert every muscle of your body to the utmost to get the lure “out there.” This is ridiculous. Many a toothless, tottery little old gent can toss a heavy plug as far as it needs to go because he knows that the rod is supposed to do most of the work, and will, if you give it half a chance. The tendency to use excessive body English is pa1ticularly disastrous with the fly rod–not only does it tire you out needlessly; it actually interferes with the proper presentation of the lure.




  2. Laying the rod too far back. The human arm is so constructed that, when you are holding a rod as you would when fishing, it is actually easier to touch the ground behind you with the tip of your rod than to touch the ground in front of you. For this reason, it is extremely easy to “lay it on the cornfield” behind you when casting, which invariably interferes with efficient presentation of the lure. The more flexible the rod used, the greater the interference. Even the bait-casting rod, the stiffest of them all, if whipped too far to the rear when casting, will occasionally hang the lure onto nearby trees; the spinning rod, somewhat more flexible, has a tendency to shoot the lure straight up in the air, whence it falls on the fisherman’s head; and the fly rod, the most willowy of all, will invariably entangle your fly in the plant life twenty or so feet to your rear.




  * * * * *




  With all these different kinds of rods to choose from, where do you begin, and how far do you go?




  Well, how far you go will depend on how avid an angler you will eventually become, and you probably won’t know that until you have done some serious fishing, so the first question to solve is how to begin.




  Personally, I’d start with some sort of rig incorporating the Fixed Spool Principle. Learning to manipulate this type of gear is not at all difficult, and for distance and accuracy it is hard to beat.




  If you are going to invest in a rig employing the Fixed Spool Principle, you will have to make a choice between a spin-casting and a spinning outfit. With this in mind, it might be useful to review the history of fixed-spool reels.




  As I remember it, shortly after World War II, all kinds of weird and unlikely contraptions incorporating the Principle appeared on the market; in the course of time, the grossly impractical ones were eliminated, leaving the field pretty much to the two types with which we are familiar. The essential difference between them is the manner in which the line is stripped off of, and wound onto, their reels. In the case of the spin-casting reel, this function is carried out by means of the innards of that cone-shaped line-deflector out of which the line emerges; in the case of the spinning reel, by a two-position bail, something like the bail (handle) of a water-bucket: in the Open position, it allows the line to run out freely, and in the Retrieve position, it allows the line to be wound back on the reel. The spin-casting reel is usually a little cheaper, and, because of its construction, it can be (and sometimes is) mounted on a standard bait-casting rod, but I tend to favor the spinning reel, at least in part because the friction between the reel and the line is probably less, and the rod with its underslung reel seems to be more pleasurably balanced. (Whether these are the real reasons, or whether I am simply prejudiced in favor of the Garcia Mitchell which has served me well for the past 15 or 20 years, I will never know.)




  Assuming you have got yourself a fixed-reel rig and used it awhile, you may grow so fond of it you may never want to use any other type of equipment. However, despite its versatility, there is one thing it cannot do: it cannot deposit an artificial fly on the surface of the water in such a manner as to create the impression that the fly had fallen there accidentally. And so, if you eventually find that life holds no more savor for you if you are denied the opportunity for deceiving surface-feeding fish, your next purchase may be a fly rod.




  Again, an angler who has been using a fly rod for awhile may never feel the need for further acquisitions. Some anglers get so enamored of their fly rods that they use them for tasks other than those for which they were originally designed, to include fishing for lunker bass with large streamer flies and tiny popping bugs. Lest anybody feel that such use puts undue strain on a frail and delicate mechanism, let him be disabused. If the fish is big and tough enough, the fisherman may be unable to hold him, which means that the fish will either break the line or haul the fisherman bodily into the water, but the rod itself is fairly safe. All fishing rods are more or less flexible, and the fly rod is the most flexible of all, so attempting to break a fly rod by tugging at the line fastened to the end of it is a little like trying to punch a hole through a trampoline–the very flexibility of the device makes it easy to bend but hard to break. If you really want to break a fiberglass rod, all you have to do is slam a car door on its tip, as many a careless fisherman has found to his sorrow.




  For all the versatility of fixed-spool rigs and fly rods, supposing you somehow get the notion that you want to fish for record muskellunge. Muskellunge sometimes get to weigh as much as 60 pounds. A lure big enough to interest a fish that heavy is going to be heavy too, so you may find yourself putting out money for a bait-casting rod.




  If you reach this point, you have run through all the basic types there are. This does not mean you are now prepared for any type of fishing on the face of the globe–there are other types (ultra-light rods of all descriptions, ultra-stubby rods for trolling, and so on) but they are all variations on the basic pattern.




  One of the variations on the basic pattern that is good to know about is the surf rod. What we have been discussing up to now pretty well covers any kind of freshwater fishing you are likely to be doing, but saltwater fishing introduces a new element–some varieties of seagoing fish get to be so big that there is not much point in trying for them with any but the most massive equipment. This does not mean that if you switch from freshwater to salt­water fishing, you must buy a new rod, or a whole new set of rods–any rod you use for freshwater fishing can be used for saltwater fishing, providing you take the trouble to wash it thoroughly with fresh water afterwards, to prevent corrosion. But for the big ones–that’s something else again.




  (Sometimes even the most massive of equipment isn’t enough. When a charter boatman’s client happens to hook onto a manta ray–the boatman does not hesitate to cut the line, because if he doesn’t, it is probable that the ray will simply stroll off with his rod, reel, and possibly client.)




  A surf rod is nothing more or less than an oversized bait-casting or spinning rod, constructed in such a way that you hold the rod in a two-handed grip for casting, something like chopping with a woodsman’s axe. It is manipulated pretty much like its smaller prototype, except that:






 	The lures used are so heavy that it would be impractical to hold the rod in front of you with the lure dangling from it prior to casting; instead, the lure usually lies on the beach more or less behind you, and is tossed into the water with a single sweep.




  	The two-handed grip makes it impractical to cast directly overhead, and so the path of the rod-tip in casting is usually an arc about half-way between the horizontal and the vertical. (Try it with a broomstick, and you will see what I mean.) Accuracy in casting probably suffers somewhat because of this (although veteran surf­casters may deny it), but since you practically never see the fish you are casting to, and since they might be just about anywhere along the coast anyway, pinpoint accuracy is not critical.
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