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  Introduction

  In our family, there was no clear line between religion and fly fishing.

  —Norman Maclean, A River Runs through It

  At Minipi I feel like family. That’s right. For 16 years, I’ve been going up to Jack Cooper’s Minipi Lodges in Labrador, Canada, where we fish from 9 to 5 and after one of those hearty home-cooked meals, we go out again—7 to 10—to hit the evening hatch. After that we sit around the stove like a “family” of anglers sharing stories and revealing secrets—and drawing no clear distinction between religion and fly fishing.

  We also find ourselves sharing practical tips on fly fishing fundamentals. That’s when I discovered that the basics—casting, tying knots, selecting flies, playing fish and so forth—are of such perennial interest to novice and experienced fly fishers alike, that I decided to gather up some of this “after the evening hatch” advice and put it into this fly fishing guide.

  One morning after one of our fireside chats, a guy walked up to me and said, “Hey, Quigs, know what, I didn’t understand half of what you guys were talking about last night. All that stuff about emergers, imagos, tapers and tandems.”

  His comment reminded me that the conversations of experienced anglers can sound like a foreign language to beginners. So, along with the advice, I have included definitions and discussions of fly fishing terms combined with comments and personal anecdotes to help less experienced anglers become more fluent in the language of our sport as well as more successful on the water.

  Because of the natural and unavoidable overlap among so many fly fishing terms and topics (for example, drag, drift and cast), you will find repetition in this book. For the beginner, this should cause no harm. Repetition is, after all, the soul of learning. What’s more, presenting concepts within different areas offers a two-fold convenience for the reader: it eliminates the need for continual cross-referencing and makes the coverage of individual topics more self-contained. The table of contents provides access to the more general topics while the index will help the reader find specific terms as they appear in their various contexts throughout the book.

  After the discussions of most topics, I include a note on “Where to find more.” This lists books, magazine articles, web sites and DVDs on the particular topic discussed. You can often find the DVDs among the Netflix.com repertoire and you can search Amazon.com for the books and Google.com for the articles.

  Finally, since no other sport has such a rich literature devoted to it, I have included an annotated list of fly fishing books from my personal library. This will not only introduce you to the literature of the sport but will also give you the opportunity to dig deeper into the topics that are of particular interest to you.

  In the end, of course, this book contains mostly my personal opinions. But over my 50 years of fly fishing, they’ve made the difference for me. I share them with you now in the hopes that they will make a difference in your enjoyment of this sport. It’s pretty obvious, by the way, that although I mention Minipi every now and then, this stuff can be applied anywhere.

  For the real secrets—like how to catch trophy-sized brook trout on a Green Drake, an Orange Bomber or a Wiggle Nymph—you’ll just have to ask an experienced guide or come sit with us after the evening hatch at Minipi Lodges.

  Finally, I should advise you to be cautious in using this book to settle arguments, which may arise during fireside chats. Remember . . .

  
    Things are seldom what they seem,

    Skim milk masquerades as cream.

    — Sir William Schwenck Gilbert, H.M.S. Pinafore

  

  What you have here is an eclectic potpourri of fly fishing topics, anecdotes and advice. It is filled, as I said above, with my personal opinions, which at times may appear to masquerade as facts. And, of course, one should always be leery of another man’s facts.

  Most of my opinions, however, come from long experience in the sport. Yet, while writing this book, I turned for guidance to authors far more erudite and expert than I. I have dipped into their writings, quoted them and at times, perhaps unknowingly, filched a thing or two. So, as is the case with all secondhand goods, some of the provenance of what you will find here has been lost over time. Nevertheless, I take full responsibility—a rare admission these days—for any mistakes or inaccuracies that may dwell within these pages.
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  Artificial

  An adjective derived from a French word meaning made with art or artifice. Fly fishermen use it as both adjective (an artificial fly) and as a noun (The artificial I used just didn’t work.) In short, it is a word used to designate a handcrafted fly whether it is made of synthetic fibers, tinsel or plastic, or natural materials such as feathers, wool, hair and fur.

  For a discussion of the theory behind the creation and design of artificial flies and speculation on what are the primary characteristics of an effective artificial fly, see also Imitations.

  Backing

  A relatively thin, lightweight level line made of nylon or Dacron either white or colored, one end of which is tied around the arbor of the reel with a spool knot and the other end to the back of the fly line with a nail knot. It has two purposes; first to fill up space on the reel under the fly line, and, second, to give you extra line to play a fish that runs far enough to peel the entire 100+ feet of fly line off the reel. In regular fly fishing the number of yards of backing you need is determined simply by the space you need to fill up the reel. In more extreme situations, for example in salmon fishing or bone fishing, you’ll need 150 yards of backing and for tarpon as much as 200/250 yards.

  Bamboo—(See Cane)

  Barbless hooks

  A barb on a hook is a sharp raised projection, exactly like the one you see on a porcupine quill. It prevents the hook from slipping out once it pierces the trout’s jaw. Like all barbs it is a rather nasty thing especially when you get a hook stuck in your ear, hand or any other part of your body. (See Removing a hook)

  The purpose of a barbless hook is to facilitate releasing trout without unduly harming them. In most places where catch and release is encouraged or mandated, their use is required. That’s because barbed hooks can sometimes be very difficult to rip out of a trout’s mouth. It can get ugly when the hook won’t come out easily and you end up crushing the trout with your hand and ripping his jaw apart while trying to get the damn thing out.

  Some hook manufacturers replace the barb with a small bend or hump immediately behind the point of the hook. Others simply eliminate any suggestion of a barb altogether as illustrated below.
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  Barbless Hook

  You can turn a barbed hook into a barbless one by using your clippers, forceps or pliers to flatten the barb down flush with the hook. This leaves a bump that helps to hold the hook in place but does not have the sometime ill effects of a true barb.
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  Debarbed Hooks

  Will a barbless hook pull out easier than a barbed hook when you are playing a fish? Of course it will. Will you lose more fish when using barbless hooks? Of course you will. But here’s an even more important consideration: barbless hooks and de-barbed hooks are safer for fishermen because they are much easier to remove from human flesh. So, my advice is to scrunch down your barbs and/or go barbless. If only for your own sake.

  Bass bug taper

  This is a weight-forward line with a pot belly. You can use this on your bigger rods—7-, 8- and 9-weights—to cut through heavy winds and to throw heavy flies like the Deer-hair Mouse. I use one on my Loomis 8-weight rod up in Labrador for that purpose. It makes it easier to execute a one stroke pick-up-and-lay-down cast. In other words, with this heavier belly, you don’t have to struggle to get that Deer-hair Mouse airborne and then false cast it three or four times to feed out line—which, if there’s any wind, can be dangerous to you, the guide and the other guy in the boat. In summary, the bass-bug taper enables you to pick up heavier flies more easily, overcome a brisk wind and perform the one-stroke-and-shoot cast much easier.

  Black curse

  A name applied by the Brits to what we call no-see-ums, those unseen black flies that raise whelps and leave behind pin pricks of blood on the exposed flesh of anglers.

  Once while fishing out of Iliamna Lodge on the Gibraltar River in Alaska, I started having trouble tying on flies. My hands just weren’t working. I thought the reason was that they had grown stiff in the chilly air. But when I looked at them, I noticed the backs of my hands were swollen. There were tiny pin-head-sized dots of blood all over the backs of my hands. You couldn’t even see the tendons. The knuckles were indistinguishable. They were puffed up like a goose-down comforter. My fingers didn’t look too swollen but I simply could not move them to tie on a fly. I had to ask the guide to do it for me. “I don’t know what the hell’s wrong,” I said. “The black curse,” he said, “those blasted black flies, the no-see-ums. The repellant wears off when your hands get wet. You don’t notice at first but they bite the backs of your hands. You need gloves.”

  Blank

  Two meanings. First, as in “I drew a blank” where it means to go fishless. To be skunked. Second, as in “I made a rod from a blank,” meaning the pieces of graphite, fiberglass or bamboo that have been fashioned into a stick but lack the handle, ferrules and line guides. To save money many crafty fly fishermen will buy “blanks”—you can get top-notch, name brand blanks like Loomis or Sage—and make up your own rods.

  There are several specialized rod-building catalogs listing all the parts one needs to do the job. This is what custom makers often do. For example, I have a rod which was made for me from a Diamondback blank by a well-known rod maker named Ron Kusse.1 Making a rod from a blank involves shaping the corks for the handle, fitting the ferrules and wrapping over the feet of the line guides with silk and finishing off the wraps with a coat of varnish. Two of my bamboo rods were “made” by me from blanks bought in the 1960s at Orvis headquarters in Manchester, Vermont.

  Blind casting

  On some, if not most, of the private club waters in the British Isles, an angler may cast only to a rising fish, only with a dry fly and only upstream. In America, of course, we may cast whenever, wherever and with whatever we please. We do not have to wait for a rise and may cast our wet flies, dry flies, nymphs or streamers up, down or across stream helter-skelter. But when you are casting when no rise has been seen or is seen, you are blind casting.

  In fact, most of the time, we are blind casting to spots where hope or experience suggest that trout may lie. In the absence of hatches, which means most of our time on the water, the American fly fisherman is “blind casting.” He is attempting to read the water and trying to put his fly into the most likely spots—current creases, bubble lines, the tail of riffles, the center of deep channels, under overhanging limbs, along side fallen logs, in the soft water where two currents meet.

  In my many years’ experience fishing at Minipi Lodges in Labrador for giant brook trout; blind casting, especially during the evening rise, was not a tactic of choice. We waited until we saw a rising fish and then pursued it. But I do remember once while returning to the lodge for dinner in the early evening, I asked the guide, as we passed a likely looking spot, “Why don’t we try some blind casting?” He replied, “Well, you kin if ya wanna.” “I wanna,” I said and he slowed the boat.

  To our right was a smooth expanse of water forty feet from shore. Running down its middle was a thin line of bubbles indicating where the current flow was concentrated. I threw a cast aimed at the parade of bubbles. I had on a big, orange Stimulator which alighted upright amid the bubbles. Instantly a trout rose and took it. A four pounder.

  Some Minipi aficionados like Ron Miller of Pittsburgh literally never stops blind casting and he catches his share of fish that way. Perhaps more than his share. But, in Labrador, it is a tactic that I use mainly in the faster flowing water. When I blind cast in the faster water, I generally use a streamer, a Muddler Minnow, a Woolly Bugger, in other words, something bigger than ordinary and most of the time an attractor pattern.

  On the other hand, my fishing pal Richard R. Nixon (some say I have to dig up my friends) is an inveterate blind caster. His fly of choice is almost invariably the Blue-winged Olive. He will cast ceaselessly, dropping his small BWO over and over and over again in the same general area. Like Ron Miller, he does catch fish on some of those blind casts. But never more than his share.

  I suppose the lesson here is that you should always be ready, willing and able to throw a fly to any likely spot. Don’t be reluctant to blind cast, especially if you enjoy casting and have the arm for it. As I did that day in Labrador and as Nixon does all the time everywhere; keep casting. And keep moving. As a friend, Ted Ziegler, once said, you are always drilling over oil bearing strata.

  Where to find more:

  As far as casting in general is concerned, I review the fundamentals of casting in this book. But when it comes to learning to cast, pick up a rod instead of a book. Most books make casting sound like some terribly difficult thing. In fact, several casting books read like physics textbooks. Many articles in the magazines also make it sound like science instead of sport. Look. If you want to learn how to hit a tennis ball, go out and play tennis. If you want to learn how to cast a fly, go fishing.

  Blood knot—(See Knots)

  Blue-winged Olive

  This entry should probably be under “Olives.” However, I have chosen to use the name of the most prominent member of the so-called “olive” family, the BWO, because it is better known and more widely used in the United States.

  I once thought that the BWO was a single dry fly, a mayfly imitation, dressed, according to Eric Leiser, The Book of Fly Patterns (1987), with olive thread, dark dun hackle fibers for the tail, pale dun hackle tips for wings, medium olive dubbing fur for the body and dark dun hackle. Leiser also gives a recipe for a wet fly version with the same coloration but it is winged with quill sections cut from a Mallard’s wing.

  I was, therefore, locked into the thought that this particular fly was truly an olive-bodied dry fly with dun colored hackle, tail and wings. Otherwise why use the word “olive” in its name? It was a revelation to learn that the word “olive” refers, in this case, not to the color of the fly—although its body is often made with various shades of olive dubbing—but to a large number of naturals, the Baetidae, a taxonomic classification of insects that falls within the order Ephemeroptera, which includes all up-winged flies (the mayflies). So olive and olives are collective nouns designating flies of the genus Baëtis.

  “Olives” is not often heard in the States and I would not lengthen this discussion at the expense of confusing myself and the reader, if it were not for the importance of these mayflies to the practical fly fisherman.

  McCafferty, in his Aquatic Entomology, (1983), p. 104, points out that “five genera of Baetidae are important to fly fishermen and nine species of Baetis have been used as models for artificials, which are used on streams throughout North America. . . . This species (which can vary considerably in size and color) [emphasis mine] depending upon stream temperatures and the time of emergence . . . goes by such names as Light Blue Dun, Little Blue Quill, Light Rusty Spinner, Dark Rusty Spinner and Rusty Spinner. . . .” And, of course, the BWO, which McCafferty has called by an alternate name, Little Blue Dun. One look at those names is enough to convince you that the olives do indeed exhibit a wide variance in color.

  McClane in The Practical Fly Fisherman (1953) does not mention the “Blue-winged Olive” per se but does write, as McCafferty does, about a Blue Dun and notes its abundance, popularity and effectiveness. His dressing calls for yellow silk tying thread and a body of mole or water rat (muskrat) fur—which is predominantly gray. Wings and hackle are the same as in Leiser’s recipe. So both McCafferty’s and McClane’s Blue Dun is for all intents and purposes a BWO—albeit one with a gray body.

  J. W. Dunne, in Sunshine and the Dry Fly (1924), writes about seeing natural olives with “an ugly dingy brown” body and others with rusty red or sooty or ash-colored bodies. (p. 137) Years ago I was given a couple of size #14 dry flies with a dun hackle fiber tail, a fur-dubbed body the color of rosé wine, dun hackle-tip wings and light dun hackle. When given the flies, I was told they were a stream-specific version of the BWO. Other dressings, among them, Cotton’s “Whirling Dun,” calls for a body dubbed with the “down of a Fox Cub, which is an ash colour at the roots, next to the skin.”

  But the reader should not miss the fact that in spite of their being a rather wide variance in body color among the olive duns, there is one constant: the tail, wings and hackle are nearly always dun colored. But to add insult to injury, the word “dun” in the name of the fly is not there to signify the color dun but to reflect the other meaning of the word “dun” —that stage in the life of an upwinged fly (ephemeroptera) between nymph (immature) and spinner (adult or imago).

  While the names may appear confusing, the poetic rule—a rose by any other name would smell as sweet—still holds true. A BWO and its many relatives by any other name and of whatever body color have justly earned their sweet fame for effectiveness throughout the season, throughout the country and throughout the world. But a caveat: don’t neglect, as a result of this emphasis on the olive duns, to learn about and fish the olive nymphs, emergers and spinners also.

  The abundance and effectiveness of the BWO and its relatives has won a loyal if not sometimes fanatical following. Richard R. Nixon, a fishing buddy of great knowledge and fly fishing talent, is one of them. He is a BWO purist of towering dimensions. He will fish this dry fly and the emerger pattern, preferring ones with a pale olive body, to the exclusion of all others, morning, noon and night from April till October with an intensity and single-mindedness that would make a beaver blush. He will do it whether the hatch is on the water or not; whether or not there are rising fish and whether or not I am at his side catching more and bigger trout than he on a wide assortment of other patterns including streamers.

  The importance of color

  Since there is so much variation in the color of the body of the so-called olive duns, I need to touch on the importance of color itself from the standpoint of trout. So bear with me a little longer.

  This whole “olive” business was triggered last night while I was reading J. W. Dunne’s quaint little book, Sunshine and the Dry Fly (1924) and this morning while again perusing McCully. I began to realize that referring to a fly as an “olive” when it is gray, black, claret or orange is like calling all girls “blondes.” And while gentlemen prefer blondes, they will nonetheless make exceptions for redheads, brunettes and girls with black curls. Trout appear to be equally discriminating and equally fickle when it comes to their choice of food.

  The argument for the existence or non-existence of color perception in trout is usually framed in a scientific discourse that reads like a chapter in a textbook on Optics or Quantum Mechanics with diagrams and drawings and mathematical formulas. Mr. Dunne, however, takes a different approach, an anecdotal one based on logic, his own observations and the theory of evolution.

  He argues that the question of whether a given biological attribute such as color perception is developed or not in a given creature probably depends solely upon its potential usefulness to the creature. “It is perfectly clear that, to any creature living in a coloured environment, and feeding . . . on coloured living things, a sense of colour must be, even if not an absolute necessity, an immensely valuable asset. That is to say, it would, in the competition for survival . . .” give it a real advantage over a color-blind companion. (p. 42)

  Since trout live in a constantly moving, ever changing and multicolored environment in which visual acumen is critical to survival, it is not quite rational to believe that Nature would deny them the ability to perceive color and thereby deny them the ability to make life and death decisions based, at least to some degree, upon the color of things.

  If this were not true, then any black, white or colorless fly that presented a proper silhouette and appropriate behavior would get a rise. In such a world, the dairy farmer would not hesitate to milk a purple cow. The restaurateur would not hesitate to serve green sirloin. In short, there is an apparent life and death necessity, for trout, like his human companions on this planet, to be able to perceive color.

  Thus, it is no accident that there is such an array of multicolored artificial flies . . . even in the world of the olives. Artificial flies, after all, attempt to imitate the colorful abundance found in nature itself. It is highly unlikely, as I have said and as Dunne has observed, that nature  would be so mean-spirited as to deny trout the pleasure of enjoying all of the multicolored diversity in the natural world especially among that family of mayflies, the inestimable and colorful olives.

  Bulging

  You’ll see this when trout are feeding on aquatic insects that are either rising to the surface or are stuck in the surface film. What you are seeing is the fish’s snout pushing against the underneath side of the water’s surface without breaking it. Hence the fisherman perceives a bulge but not a break in the surface. You will see this when trout are leisurely and rather daintily taking nymphs just below the surface.

  Butt

  This word refers to the end section of a fly rod immediately above the handle. Some big game rods are fitted with a fighting butt, which is an extension of the handle that can be propped against the angler’s tummy for added leverage while checking the runs of a large fish and “pumping” him in to the net.

  Butt can also refer to the ends of fly tying materials, especially hackle feathers, which are cut away and discarded. In salmon fishing butt is the name for the feather, usually black ostrich herl, wrapped at the end of the shank at the curve of the hook just above the barb, as in Black Bear Green Butt.

  Caddisflies (Order Trichoptera)
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  Drawing of Natural Adult Caddis by Eric Jon Peterson from Richards and Braendle, Caddis Super Hatches, 1997, page 8.
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  Imitation Adult Caddis from Richards and Braendle, Caddis Super Hatches, 1997, p. 19.

  In 1981, Gary LaFontaine wrote in Caddisfliies, “Throughout fly-fishing history caddisflies have been treated as if they were less important than mayflies. They have been the drab sisters, disparaged or ignored, in the literature. On the stream they have been a puzzle that anglers have chosen to neglect. . . . But for what reason? Certainly not because of the relative value of those insects to the trout.” (p. vii)

  In 1997, Carl Richards and Bob Braendle wrote in Caddis Super Hatches, ‘Some fishing books state that caddisflies are of lesser importance than mayflies with the possible exception of tailwater fisheries, but many studies have found caddisflies to be the primary food source on a variety of rivers. . . . No one can deny that caddisflies are the most important insect to trout. Some rivers are mainly caddis rivers and many of these are the best trout streams in the country. Try fishing the Bighorn in the fall and you will know what we mean.” (p.8)

  I have fished the Bighorn in the fall. I know what they mean. I was there in 1990. Came back in 2008. But in 1990, in September, I will never forget that black caddis super hatch that lasted the entire week, morning, noon and night. It was so heavy that we had hundreds of caddis eggs adhering to the sides of our neoprene waders. I still have those waders and you can still see the dried up eggs, which look like greenish-tan spotted stains all over the legs of the waders.

  We caught trout on dry-fly black caddis imitations on the surface and underwater on nymphs, Copper Johns. Big fish. Many fish. All the time. All day long. So, you don’t have to tell me how important the caddis is.

  I have fished Elk Hair Caddis on the Minipi and on the tailwaters of the Pohopoco. Once I caught a 20-inch rainbow on one in the Lehigh River in Pennsylvania. I fish them often.

  Caddisflies—Neglected? Disparaged? Ignored? I don’t think so. That’s something of an exaggeration. Yes, it is true, mayflies are more popular in the literature by far. But then they are both abundant and prettier. They are the Cinderella’s of fly fishing. So what? Cinderella always goes to the ball. And although Ms Caddis may have often stayed at home, she was not in any way completely neglected, at least not in England. According to the British author, C. B. McCully, “The importance of the caddis was recognized as early as the Treatise [Treatise of Fishing with an Angle, Dame Juliana Berners, c. 1420], which gave the caddis . . . as bait for trout . . . .” (A Dictionary of Fly Fishing, 1993, p.35) Not only that, Charles Cotton praises and recommends the use of caddisflies. Izzak Walton does the same.

  There you have it. The Brits going back as far as Dame Juliana, Cotton and Walton all apparently recognized and wrote about the importance of caddisflies (which they called sedges) as both natural bait and artificial lure.

  Now what is it that distinguishes this caddis fly from the mayflies and stoneflies?

  First off, the caddis is a tent-winged fly. The mayfly is an up-winged fly. The stonefly is a flat-winged fly. So if you see a fly with tented, laidback wings, it’s a caddis. If you see a fly that skitters across the water leaving a little wake behind, that’s a caddis.

  Again, for the British point of view, we turn to McCully, who observes in A Dictionary of Fly-Fishing (1993) that “the caddis is the larva of the adult sedge.” Now sedge, as I already noted, is a British word for caddis that is not too often used here in the colonies. He writes further “The sedges, also known as caddis-flies, are an important family of flies for the river and stillwater trout fisherman.”

  Although the words sedge and caddis appear to be interchangeable as the name of the same insect group, McCully does seem to make a distinction. He uses the word caddis for the name of the sedge larva. And larva is a stage in the aquatic insect life cycle that looks like a small (inch to half-inch long) worm or grub. We use the word caddis to refer to both the worm-like larva (in or out of its case) and the winged adult fly (imago).

  [image: image]

  Partridge Crux Shadow Emerger/Nymph Hooks. Notice the curved shanks and that two of them have up-turned eyes.

  Anyway, caddisflies are found in ponds, lakes, rivers and streams often in great numbers. While on the bottom, to protect their soft larval body, and no doubt to camouflage themselves (some are white, some a bright lime green), they build a case from the tiniest bits of twigs, gravel, sand or other stream-bed or lake-bottom debris and live thus hidden in it for a year before pupating and making the perilous journey to the surface to hatch. One of the most famous patterns to imitate the cased caddis is a weighted Gold-ribbed Hare’s Ear nymph.

  Caddis move around on the stream bottom with their head, shoulders and front legs sticking out of their little self-constructed suits of armor, but just before pupation they will secure their case to a rock, log or other underwater object. You can find them easily in almost any freestone stream by just reaching down, turning over and looking on the bottom of flattish rocks found near the shore.

  Trout are not known as “bottom feeders,” but on occasion they will root around among stones on the stream bed looking for cased caddis, and, when found, they will swallow them case and all. Once during the second week in June, we found caddis cases on the undersides of stones in New York’s Beaverkill River that were an inch and three quarters long and nearly a full half inch around. The cases were made of very tiny fragments of wood and had an overall shaggy appearance. Inside was a fat, pale yellow, black-headed grub. Even with the coating of tiny twigs, these caddis must have made tasty food for the trout—well worth the trouble of rooting around to find them.

  Try this next time you are on a stream. Pick up and turn over stones along the shore in shallow water and you’ll see not only the caddis cases on their bottoms but also a whole tribe of tiny nymphs scurrying away. As we did, you can pinch a cased caddis off a rock and reveal the larva dwelling inside by carefully pulling it out of its case or by deconstructing (peeling) the case piece by piece. In my experience, as the one described above, most of those I’ve peeled out of their cases are a pale lime green, a creamy white or pale yellow.

  What’s curious is that different biological families of caddis construct cases of different shapes and different materials. Some are cylindrical, others have four-sided openings, others are shaped like cornucopias or goat’s horns.

  [image: image]

  Caddis Pupa Cases Morgan, Field Book of Ponds and Streams, 1930, p. 257

  By the way, if you want a fly that really looks like the uncased larval stage of the caddis, tie on a weighted Green Weenie, which is nothing more than green chenille wrapped on the hook with a peacock herl head. To imitate the cased caddis some fly tying books suggest you dub a hook with wool, drench it in glue and roll it in sand or Lilliputian gravel to simulate the case. Others use sloppily spun and sloppily clipped deer hair. Or as mentioned above, a roughly tied Hare’s Ear nymph.

  McCafferty in his Aquatic Entomology (1983) notes that “Although not nearly as important for fly fishing as mayflies, a few caddisfly patterns, such as the Grannom, White Miller, Adams, and Grizzly King, are productively used on North American waters. Generally speaking, these flies, unlike some others, are most productive when fished wet, since they are much more apt to be taken by trout if they are perceived as pupae surfacing for emergence.” (p. 238) This is because the sweptback wings of the artificials, when sunk, resemble the nascent wings of a pupa.

  This is an interesting point. It suggests that some of the caddis patterns we fish dry should sometimes be fished wet. On the next page of his book McCafferty remarks again: “Adults fly very quickly from the water. This knowledge is of importance to fly fishermen because it means that dry or surface fly fishing with caddisfly imitations is usually not very productive. The sight of a caddisfly adult resting on the water surface is one to which most trout would be unaccustomed. It is for this reason and because of the vulnerability of the pupae that caddisfly imitations should be fished beneath the surface with a rising motion. The downwing and tailless appearance of adult imitations seemingly works well for pupal imitations.” (p. 239)

  Again, his observations suggest that on occasion we should drown our adult caddis imitations, pull them underwater, especially those with a pupae-like silhouette. But don’t give up on the Elk-Hair Caddis fished in traditional dry-fly fashion or skittered across the surface. It can be a killer. As for the natural’s tendency to flit away before trout can catch them—I fish the Elk-Hair with a skitter-and-rest retrieve. More energetic trout will often chase them on the skitter.

  Where to find more:

  Solomon, Larry and Eric Leiser. The Caddis and the Angler. Foreword by Leonard M. Wright, Jr. Harrisburg, PA: Stackpole Books, 1977.

  Richards, Carl and Bob Braendle. Caddis Super Hatches: Hatch Guide for the United States.Portland, Oregon: Frank Amato, 1997.

  LaFontaine, Gary. Caddisflies: A major study of one of the most important aquatic insects—entomology, fly tying, and proven fishing techniques. New York: Nick Lyons Books, 1981.

  There’s a new book of 320 pages with 320 color illustrations by Thomas Ames, Jr. titled Caddisflies: A Guide to Eastern Species for Anglers and Other Naturalists, Harrisburg, Pa: Stackpole Boo, 2009.

  Cane

  Among fly fishermen, cane is another word for bamboo, the raw material used to make split-cane (split-bamboo) rods. Thus the expression, “I have a beautiful cane rod.”

  Bamboo, like sugar cane, is a reed or grass—a giant grass—that grows in damp soils (some varieties as much as three feet in 24 hours) and just as there are certain places in the world renowned for the superiority and rarity of a specific crop—the grapes of the champagne region of France, the tobacco growing in the Vuelta Abajo in Cuba’s Pinar del Rio Province—there is the storied Tonkin Cane growing in southern China’s Kwangtung Province. This is the classic bamboo, the cane preferred for the making of bamboo rods. A single piece of cane, in the raw state called a culm and growing ramrod strait to average heights of 12 to 13 feet and 2.5 to 3 inches in diameter, 2 is obviously too heavy for a fly rod—although such lengths of raw cane were and are still used as rods for fishing with bait from banks and docks.

  To make a fly rod, therefore, the rod builder selects a piece of Tonkin cane of a certain age, cuts it longitudinally into six slender triangular shaped sections and meticulously fits and glues these sections into one hexagonal-sided, solid-core piece. After fitting the cork handle, reel seat, ferrules, line guides and adding the finish of a Stradivarius; you now have a cane rod that reacts to the casting motion with a unique and breathtaking flexibility and responsiveness.

  Cane’s disadvantage is that its hexagonal-shaped, solid-core construction makes it heavier than comparable contemporary hollow-core carbonfiber rods. For comparison:

  My Orvis 2-piece 8-foot 8-weight bamboo rod weighs 4 3/8 ounces.

  My Orvis 2-piece 7-foot 4-weight bamboo rod weighs 3 3/8 ounces.

  Winston’s 4-piece 8-foot 8-weight boron rod weighs 2 5/16 ounces.

  Winston’s 4-piece 7-foot 6-weight boron rod weighs 2 3/8 ounces.

  Orvis’s Helios™ 4-piece 8 ½-foot 5-weight rod weighs 2 1/8 ounces.

  Orvis’s Helios™ 4-piece 6-foot 2-weight rod is less than 1 ounce.

  Of course beauty is in the eye of the beholder, but to the eye of the fly rod connoisseur the smooth, almost slow-motion bending and unbending action of a cane rod is the purest of poetry. Anglers who are used to the stiffer fast-tip-action of today’s carbon graphite rods find this progressive action a bit like a noodle lacking in quickness and power. But, as rare today as a natural blond, the split cane rod remains one of fly fishing’s guilty pleasures, unfortunately one that perhaps only a few can afford.

  Speaking of affordability, at the time of this writing, Orvis sells their Battenkill grade 2-piece with extra tip 7-foot 4-weight bamboo rod for $1,995. Their top-of-the-line Helios™ graphite series rods are priced at $995. But you can buy one of their Clearwater II rods for as little as $169. Or a complete Clearwater outfit—rod, reel, line and backing for $275.

  Where to find more:

  There’s a nifty documentary titled Trout Grass produced in 2005 by David James Duncan featuring Thomas McGuane, author of The Longest Silence: A Life in Fishing (2001). This film follows the journey of a stalk of Tonkin cane harvested in southern China to its transformation into a fly rod in Montana.

  Carp on the fly

  Carp, at least in the opinion of the American fisherman, is a trash fish. It took a well-known and well-respected fly fisherman and author to change our opinion. I am speaking of Dave Whitlock, who published an article, “Stalking the Golden Ghost,” in Fly Fisherman magazine in July, 1998. And today some guides in some areas even specialize in fly fishing for carp. Whitlock’s second article on the subject, “Stalking the Golden Ghost II,” was published in Fly Fisherman magazine, September, 2008. If you’re curious, these two articles will tell you just about all you need to know about stalking carp with a fly rod.

  Like bears in the woods, carp are omnivorous, albeit careful eaters and will rise to the surface to eat willow and mulberry seeds floating by but they prefer things like live insects, crayfish, leeches, worms, minnows and fish eggs.

  They are extremely wary creatures who are equipped by nature with a highly developed sense of taste, smell, sight and hearing. (Whitlock recommends that you “deodorize” your flies by rubbing them in mud.) They can tolerate water temperatures ranging from 32° to as high as 106°.

  When feeding, they mostly root along the bottom using their sense of taste and smell to find food. So fish your flies—Woolly Buggers, leeches, small minnows and nymphs—very slowly near or on the bottom. But as I said above, they will sometimes tip up to the surface and suck in not only seeds but also tiny midges. They will also rise to terrestrials thrown near the bank, in the waters below dams, and under overhangs.

  If you catch one, you’ll need a net. They have solid, slippery and unusually broad backs with no convenient handles.

  Whitlock calls George Von Schrader’s paperback, Carp Are Game Fish, “the carp bible.” At this writing, two copies are available on Amazon. com, a new one for $170 and a used one for $136.

  My accidental carp

  One afternoon in mid-July, I was on the fly-fishing-only section of the Perkiomen about fifty yards below the bridge off Church Road. I was fishing downstream with a black #8 Woolly Bugger. Nothing much was happening, that is until I let the fly drift in toward the undercut bank on my right. The fly was about forty feet below me when I started to bring it back with a slow hand-twist retrieve. Suddenly, I got a hit. It felt like a heavy fish, which I imagined to be a brown trout.

  The fish boiled on the fly, turned and shot down stream for ten yards, then stopped and wallowed. When I pressured him, he shook his head, turned downstream again and took line in a series of three, short, heavy surges. Then he stopped again. He was now about thirty yards below me holding deep in mid-stream. I reared back with both hands on the rod but couldn’t move him an inch.

  Finally, I got him moving slowly upstream toward me but every time I’d move him up four feet he would turn and surge back down three feet. After fifteen minutes of this tug-of-war, I had him opposite me about four feet out to my right and that’s when I discovered just how really big this fish was. He was a tremendous fish for such a relatively small stream. But since he was holding on the bottom in three feet of water, I still couldn’t really tell what he was.

  Eventually, I managed to get his head up and move him over toward me, but when I reached down to grab him, I realized that he was too broad to get hold of. I tried several times but was unable to get a grip on him. So I reached for my net. But he was too big to fit into my fancy wooden-handled trout net. He just lay across the top of it and then flipped off. I let go of the net and steered him upstream until I got him directly in front of me. Then I let him drift down between my legs. When I got him there, I applied a scissors grip and reached down trying to get my hand into his gills. He was built like a Dodge Ram truck. He was a carp. He weighed 8 pounds.

  Where to find more:

  Buffler, Rob and Tom Dickson. Fishing for Buffalo: A guide to the pursuit, lore and cuisine of buffalo, carp, mooneye, gar and other ‘rough’ fish. Minneapolis: Culpepper Press, 1990. This book deals with a bewildering array of “rough fish” including carp. It is not by any means restricted to fly fishing. Nevertheless, it is a fascinating and highly detailed introduction—with recipes—to fishing for the trout’s less fabled and not so dignified relatives. It has a blank “Rough Fish Life List” in the back. Ready to start your collection?

  Reynolds, Barry. Brad Befus and John Berryman. Carp on the Fly: A Flyfishing Guide. Paperback. Foreword by Dave Whitlock. Spring Creek Press and Boulder Books, 1997. This is an excellent, completely unadorned, practical guide to fly fishing for carp. It comes with a bonus: Dave Whitlock’s favorite carp flies appear with recipes for tying them in the appendix.

  Catch and release

  Catch and release is the practice of hooking, landing, many times photographing and then releasing fish alive and presumably unharmed. Except for the photographing, it is not a modern concept. It has been recommended, championed and practiced especially by fly fishermen since the early fifteenth century. That’s right. Dame Juliana Berners spoke of it in her The Treatise of Fishing with an Angle written around 1420. Over the years, carp fishermen in the British Isles have raised the practice to a fine art. But they are still more likely to kill their trout while in America catch and release has in some instances become a holier-than-thou form of fly fishing snobbery.

  Catch and release prospers particularly well in the Zeitgeist of contemporary America because it fits in so well with our other currently popular feel-good practices such as recycling. In fact, come to think of it, it could itself be considered a form of recycling. Go beyond catch and release and you’ll find what has been called “a more humane way of fishing”—hookless fishing. Take another step and you find the animal rights organization, People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA), which on its web site today celebrates “the first convictions in U.S. history handed down for abusing turkeys.” These zealots and their ilk would be pleased if we simply stopped fishing altogether. They consider anyone who even goes fishing, whether he keeps his catch or not, to be an unfeeling, bloodthirsty barbarian.

  It’s true, in this day and time we certainly don’t need to catch wild trout for food—there’s plenty of farm-raised fish in our supermarkets. The main reason given for catch and release is the wild trout’s perceived scarcity. And a scarce commodity quickly becomes a precious one. It grew out of a desire among sportsmen to sustain and protect a scarce natural resource not because of its food value but because of its pleasure-giving or sport value.

  Thus, ironically, the scarcity of wild trout has very little to do with sport fishermen who have always sought to preserve and increase wild fish stocks. What’s more, they have always willingly paid their way. Mind you, hunters and fishermen are the only ones who must pay license fees and excise taxes for the privilege of tromping around in field and stream. Dog walkers, flower pickers, mushroom hunters, hikers, birdwatchers, horseback riders, mountain bike riders, motorbike riders and lovers are required to pay not one single red cent for this same privilege. You may frolic with your Labrador retriever in any designated trout stream absolutely free. Think about that.

  Trout fishermen in the grand scheme of things did not contribute significantly to the scarcity of wild trout in the first place. Wild trout are scarce not because of the depredations of bloodthirsty sportsmen but because of the destruction of habitat wrought by housing developers, highway builders, spring water bottlers, mining operators, factory owners and so on. There is only one reason why there were more wild trout in our streams long ago before smaller limits and no-kill zones and long before supermarkets began to provide our food—no, there was an abundance of wild trout back then simply because there was an abundance of cool, clear unsullied streams, ponds and lakes for them to live in.

  Put simply: when habitat got scarce, trout got scarce. You can’t blame it on all those redneck bait fishermen. And when that happened, we had to raise trout in artificial habitats called trout hatcheries. And the hatcheries—which have, by the way, been around for a very long, long time—provide a nifty put-and-take solution to scarcity—a surprisingly efficient, yet transient, solution, one that could be viewed as even more effective than catch and release.

  Notice, by the way, that we don’t stock deer, bears or rabbits when deer, bear and rabbits are scarce. We generally invest in programs to improve and/or preserve their remaining habitat.

  Confronted with trout scarcity, it was, I suppose, much easier to shift the blame from habitat destruction to sport fishermen or at least to focus on them as a conspicuous cause. And, by championing the practice of catch and release, well, that at least was one way to stretch the supply. And Lee Wulff, a sportsman with impressive credentials, is credited with doing that by jump-starting the catch-and-release movement when he wrote, in 1938 in his Handbook of Freshwater Fishing, what has now become the slogan of the movement: “A good game fish is too valuable to be caught only once.” He might have said, “You can catch a fish more than once but you can eat it only once.” Yet, curiously, practically all the fish we catch today in our local streams are stocked fish planted there for the sole purpose of being caught and killed before they die when that stream running through the housing development with all its septic tanks and beside the paint factory warms up and dries up in late July.

  Sadly it is standard practice to stock hatchery trout in substandard streams and hope they are all caught before they die of unnatural causes like pollution.

  Interestingly enough, Lee Wulff was a preacher who sinned. In his early years, by his own testimony, he killed lots of the fish he caught. For example, when in Labrador, according to an essay he wrote in 1969, “The Wonderful Brookies of Minipi,” he tells us that “a couple of 3-pounders were frying over the camp fire.” Of a trout he was playing, he writes, “He was bigger than the one that now hangs over my mantel. For a brief instant—when I first saw him clearly—I considered taking him down to a taxidermist since I was ready to fly home.” (The Compleat Lee Wulff, 1989), p.184. One wonders how many other trophies hung on his walls.

  In my experience, the anglers with the most trophies on their walls are the first to foreswear the killing and find inner peace and outer piety in total abstinence.

  But get me straight. I encourage no one to keep all the fish he catches. And I certainly recommend that if you do not intend to eat the fish you catch, then release them all. Let the raccoons, otters, eagles, osprey and kingfishers eat them. But remember, killing a particularly large fish, especially a truly record-sized fish, allows the IGFA record book to be hard-data-verified, and thus adds to our knowledge of fish species through certified weights and measurements rather than conjecture or wishful thinking. What’s more it enables biologists to verify the species—is it a record char or a world record brook trout?

  Besides that, killing the occasional big fish—I don’t mean killing it gratuitously and throwing it into the woods; I mean cooking it—is also a way to give little fish a chance to grow bigger. Let’s face it, big fish are cannibals. The big guys eat the little guys.

  I recommend, therefore, that when you think about catch and release, remember that sport fishermen did not cause the problem in the first place and if the goal of dieting is moderation, not starvation; so, too, the goal of fishing is neither total abstinence nor gluttony. All fishermen should, as they used to say, limit their kill not kill their limit. Clearly I am not a catch and release fanatic; and, therefore, in bringing this section to a close, I pause to mourn the few, proud, gallant trout caught on a day when the angler is hungry for a plate of sautéed trout with a lemon and caper sauce and a chilly long-stemmed glass of Sauterne. Such is the just and natural fulfillment of the trout’s bestial destiny, and ours.

  Where to find more:

  There’s a chapter devoted to this subject in my other book, In the Company of Rivers.

  Chironomids (See also midges)

  This is the Latin name for the various species of tiny two-winged flies, more commonly called midges. In Britain they are called buzzers because of their habit of buzzing around above the surface of streams. Bloodworm is another word used for the bright red larvae of the chironomidae, which, in their immature stages, can be free-swimmers or burrowers.

  According to McCafferty, the midges represent the most important group of aquatic Diptera (two-winged flies), and “. . . the so-called Black Gnat fly patterns . . . are most likely accepted as black flies by game fishes. The name ‘smut’ has historically been applied to the black flies by fly fishermen, and in North America, larval and pupal imitations of the Riffle Smut . . . are used for nymph fishing in many streams.” (Aquatic Entomology, pp. 314-315) With deference to McCafferty, I have never heard an American angler use the word “smut” to refer to anything but the magazines in the guides’ shack. I conclude that it is primarily a British word.

  Clippers

  Most of us keep our clippers on a retractor attached to our vest. That solves most problems. But what do you do when you take your vest off on a hot day? Or cover it up with a rain jacket? Now you’re out there without your clippers being handy.

  Here my solution. I buy a pair of $1.00 fingernail clippers at the local drug store checkout counter and remove the file and lever. Then, using a very small screw and nut, I attach one of those small “Charging Clips,” made by GB Electrical, Inc., through the hole in the end of the nail clippers. I make up three or four of these so I always have a spare. Then I pinch them to the front of my shirt, or to my shirt pocket flap, or to my rain jacket . . . anywhere. That way my clippers are always handy. And these always-handy clippers don’t cost you $24.95 so when you lose one, so what?
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  One-buck handy clippers

  Cocking

  [image: image]

  Royal Coachman High and Dry

  When a dry fly lands with its wings upright perfectly balanced on hackle and tail on the surface of the water, the fly is said to be cocked. Classic Catskill flies are famous for their cocking ability, which means their ability to stand up high and dry perfectly balanced on the water’s surface. Indeed a well-tied, elegantly sparse Catskill-style fly will cock up with the entire hook held by hackle and tail above the water’s surface.

  [image: image]

  Dry Fly Cocked on Hackle Tips and Tail

  If, however, the fly’s hackles are not stiff enough; if the fly’s wings are not the correct length and are not set in at just the right spot on the hook’s shank; if the balance is off one micron; if the hackle is not the right length in relation to the size of the hook; if the tail is too long or too short; the fly will not cock up perfectly balanced on the water’s surface.

  [image: image]

  Big Adams on Tippy-toes

  I associate the quality of cocking with all well-tied dry flies but primarily with the elegant Catskill dries. They seem to do it the best. Parachute flies, cul de canard dries and all the others seem to lack the quality of light-footed cockiness, at least to the same degree that the Catskill flies exhibit it.

  All dry flies even your terrestrials should alight and sit on the surface of the water properly balanced and cocked. If they fall over, land on their heads or do anything but cock up correctly; you are dealing with poorly-tied flies, indeed, cripples. (See the section on cripples for an example of flies tied to purposely fall over on their side.)
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  Look, Ma. No hackle!

  Speaking of the Catskill style, when I tie dry flies, I tie mostly Catskillstyle dries. They are easier to tie and if you have high quality dry-fly hackle; they will float like corks, even through riffles. Whenever I finish tying one of these, I take it out of the vise and drop it from a height of six inches onto the fly-tying desk. If it bounces and cocks upright, I set it aside to the right. If it topples over on its side or tumbles over on its head or otherwise doesn’t center up and cock perfectly on tail and hackle; I set it aside to the left. The flies on the right go into my fly boxes; the ones on the left are given to my fishing buddies.

  Comparadun

  [image: image]

  Comparadun

  A comparadun (sometimes referred to as simply a paradun) is a hackleless fly tied with a fan-shaped bunch of deer hair for wings and a widely forked tail made with dun-colored hackle fibers or duncolored “microfibetts”—nylon paintbrush fibers sold for fly tying and originated by John Betts, hence the name. (I just go to Ace Hardware and buy an expensive paint brush. One good brush equals a lifetime supply of “microfibetts.”)

  The website www.flyguyoutfitting.com has a step-by-step “tutorial” with stunningly clear close-up still photos by Loren Williams on tying a Blue-winged Olive comparadun. Here’s the complete commentary that precedes the tutorial:

  
    Al Caucci and Bob Nastasi introduced the Comparadun style of dry fly in the early 1970s and wrote about it in their manual Hatches (and Hatches II). Prior, Francis Betters tied very similar patterns called the Usual and the Haystack. All 3 feature hair wings splayed on the top of the hook which act to balance and float these low riding thorax patterns. The Comparadun features the addition of outrigger tails, which further spread the weight of the rear of the hook across the surface of the water for stability and floatation. While Betters’ patterns were developed for New York’s Ausable River, where stocked and holdover trout are very opportunistic feeders in the fast flowing tannic freestoner; the comparadun was created for the more temperamental wild trout residing on the more placid tailwaters of the Delaware river system. All three patterns have glaring commonalities of floatation, durability and ease of tying. (http://www.flyguysoutfitting.com/bwocomparadun.html)
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