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Editor’s Note

This book is a collaborative effort between Don Holbrook and Ed Koch, who, through decades on the stream together, developed the art of midge fishing shared here. Most of the text, except where noted, was written by Don, and it is his research and patterns represented in the body of the book and his voice in the narrative. Ed wrote the preface, along with parts of chapters 2, 11 and 13. We would also like to acknowledge the work of Dave Breitmeier and Ken Yufer, who contributed the text for chapter 13.


PREFACE



 

 

In 1971 a young man walked into the Yellow Breeches Fly Shop. He had recently moved from West Virginia to Pennsylvania to work for a local water company. Wanting to learn to fly-fish for trout, he purchased a 6½-foot Fenwick rod, Cortland line, leaders, tippet material, reel, and a few flies. It was midsummer, so the flies I sold him were terrestrials and midge patterns. A short time later, he returned to buy a fly-tying outfit. Thus began a twenty-eight-year career of trout chasing, pattern development, success and failure at trout catching for Don Holbrook.

I sold the shop in 1974 and over the years saw Don occasionally on the stream, at club meetings, or at fly-tying classes held over the winter. In 1991 several of the old-timers told me to have Don show me his flies, a bit of sarcasm in their tone. I sat down next to Don and asked him to show me what he’d been fishing lately.

Reaching into his tying kit, he pulled out four boxes crammed full of dozens of size 18 midge nymphs. The flies were all tied the same way, except for color. There had to be at least two dozen different colored nymphs. They had no tails, no thorax, no wing case, no throat, and no collar. Each fly had the body wrapped flat, starting just down the bend and forward to within a few millimeters of the eye. A bulbous head was tied at the eye of the hook. All were tied with some kind of yarn. Half were tied with one color on the body and head, and the other half had a contrasting rib of a lighter or darker color than the body and head. The other patterns were tied with a yarn body and head and ribbed with fine tinsel. There had to be fifteen or twenty different color combinations.

“What are they?” I asked. “Do they work? How long have you been using them?”

I’ve learned over the years not to put anyone down or to make light of their flies until I’ve had a chance to fish them. Over the years, I’ve met many great fly fishermen and been introduced to numerous patterns that I’ve been thankful for many times over.

Don was an instructor at the fly-tying class that night and had two youngsters to work with him. He suggested that we meet for breakfast. What Don told me that morning and many times since over the years is retold in the following chapters.

Don had been fishing Big Spring, a limestone stream not far from Carlisle, Pennsylvania. One evening, he was fishing his way downstream to the parking lot. He’d been casually fishing a nymph on the way down, not paying much attention to what was going on. He’d made a cast with a nymph and taken a few steps downstream, when he hooked something. A short time later, he guided a nice brown trout into his net. It was getting dark, and he had to use a flashlight in order to release the trout without losing the fly. Holding the tippet in his right hand and the flashlight in his left, Don shone the light in the trout’s mouth. He couldn’t believe, much less understand, what he saw. “The fish’s mouth looked like a Christmas tree with hundreds of lights in it,” he said. “No matter how I held the light, his mouth twinkled and glistened all over.”

At that time, anglers were allowed to kill one trout over 14 inches. Don removed his nymph and let the trout lie in his net. The trout measured 15½ inches. Don headed for the car. As manager of a local water company plant, he had equipment on hand, such as a microscope and camera, that he could use to record and try to identify what was in the trout’s mouth. He cleaned the trout’s mouth and stomach, emptying the contents into petri dishes to inspect and photograph under a microscope. There were hundreds of tiny nymphs. Don had never seen anything like it. The nymphs ranged in size from 5 to 15 millimeters, with the average size being about 10 millimeters. There had to be twelve to eighteen color phases. At home that night, he tied up a dozen nymphs in size 18 and in six different solid color variations—cream, tan, black, olive, brown, and gray. He tied the bodies of dubbed rabbit fur, starting at the bend of the hook and wrapping forward to the eye. A small, oval head or collar finished off the imitation. They looked much too simple, though so did the real specimens.
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Big Spring Creek near Newville, Pennsylvania. One of the classic limestone streams in Cumberland County.

The next evening found Don back on the Big Spring by 7 P.M. From the parking area to the head of the spring was about 400 yards. Don decided to test the new patterns in this stretch. Tying the gray nymph to the 6X tippet, Don stood searching the water upstream. If the trout hadn’t been spooked within the last hour or so, they could always be found close to either bank out of the faster middle current.

It didn’t take Don long to locate several feeding trout. Kneeling in the grass so as not to spook his quarry, Don observed the trout for several minutes. “OK,” he thought to himself, “it’s time to find out whether I’m even close to figuring out what’s going on with that trout from last night and the hundreds of tiny nymphs in his mouth and stomach.”

Don made several false casts to be certain of the distance, then let the line go. The leader turned over smoothly, dropping the little nymph several feet in front of and just to the left of the trout. The little gray nymph broke the surface film and began to sink as it drifted toward its quarry. But the current began to pull the tiny imitation toward midstream, away from the trout. Don waited until his leader and fly were well behind the trout, then picked the line up off the water.

The second cast placed the nymph about 2 feet in front of the trout, directly in their feeding lane. The little nymph sank and drifted toward the trout. A brown saw the fly and moved to his left to inspect the imitation. He refused it and turned back to his feeding station. Again Don waited until his fly was well behind the trout before lifting his line from the water and catching the tiny nymph in his hand.

Don watched for several minutes to determine how the current would carry the nymph to the trout. His next cast dropped the fly 2 feet in front of his quarry and a little to its right, closer to the bank. The little gray nymph began to sink. This time the trout turned slightly to the right, opened his mouth, and softly inhaled the imitation. Don struck, hard enough to set the hook but soft enough to protect the tippet. The brown felt the sting of the point, turned to his left, and headed for midstream and the cover of the weeds. In just a few minutes, a plump brownie slid into Don’s submerged net. Ever so gently Don slid his fingers down the delicate tippet, grasped the little nymph, and released the fish. The trout flipped once and was gone—left to test another nymph another day. Working upstream, Don took two more trout on a cream nymph, another on a tan, and two on an olive. He was extremely pleased with the results of his new midge patterns.

For the remainder of that season and two seasons following, Don fished at least twice a week, often three or four times. The new patterns consistently produced trout, from midsummer right through fall, and even into the winter months. All color variations worked well. Don added ribbing to the basic colors he started with. The ribbed patterns took more trout than the nonribbed. Don took one trout every other month for eight months—four trout a season. He checked the stomach contents and found that the size of the midge larvae remained consistent, but there were as many as thirty-six color variations over the eight-month period of monitoring. Many were solid colors, but over time, there were an increasing number with ribbing in both lighter and darker colors. The more Don observed the nymphs, the more he became convinced that a smoother body material than the dubbed fur would be more effective. He began experimenting with dozens of different materials from the local fly shop. Some worked, and some didn’t.

One weekend, while reading the Sunday paper, he saw an ad for cross-stitch yarns on sale at a local craft shop. He stopped at the store the next evening on the way home from work. There had to be 100 or more different colors and shades of yarn hanging on the pegboard display. He purchased two dozen different colors, enough for forty-eight different nymphs—twenty-four solid and twenty-four ribbed. The yarn came in three- and six-strand twist. Each pack would tie hundreds of flies at a cost of about 60 cents. For several nights, he tied dozens of solid and ribbed nymphs with the new yarn. And to his delight, they outfished the fur patterns about six to one. Over the years, he continued to experiment with color variations, and today his yarn patterns number in the hundreds. The only change made from the original patterns was to rib some of them with very fine silver or gold tinsel or wire. These patterns work as well as the yarn-ribbed originals.

He gave me several dozen different patterns to try, and over the next several seasons, I fished them hard on a number of my favorite streams. They did extremely well. Then I decided it was time to fish with Don.

We met and fished a feeder to the Yellow Breeches that originated in a spring-fed lake in the village of Boiling Springs. Locals call it the “Little Run.” The feeder is only about 30 feet wide and 400 yards long, at best. It gets an unbelievable amount of pressure twelve months a year and can be very difficult to fish. In about an hour’s fishing, I had two trout, and Don had seven. “Enough,” I said. “Let’s go down to the main stream.” There I caught five, and Don eleven.
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The “Little Run” flowing out of Boiling Springs Lake into Yellow Breeches Creek, a short stretch of fly-fishing-only water filled with trout.

I was convinced that Don was on to something.

—Ed Koch


INTRODUCTION



 

 

Fishermen are curious fellows when it comes to midges. Most won’t fish them until they are convinced there is no other way to catch a trout at that particular moment. But in reality, it’s probably the most likely way to catch trout at any moment.

Looking back over twenty-five years of fishing midges almost to the exclusion of everything else, I am amazed that most of the published patterns are mainly suggestive in nature. As I was drawn more deeply into studying these insects over the years, first through simple observation, then with photography and microscopy, more questions arose with each discovery. Could trout really tell the difference between these thousands of insects? If so, was there any way to reasonably imitate them that was worth the effort put forth in studying them?

I am now convinced that this is the case. There is still plenty of room for suggestive patterns, and many of the patterns in this book are just that. They work too well not to use them, whatever their attraction. Nevertheless, I firmly believe that the closer your fly appears to be the trout’s natural food, the more likely they are to take it.

I like simple fly patterns. I see no point in tying fifteen materials on a hook when three will do the job. If you like to use more embellishments, feel free to add all you wish, but first ask yourself why.

October 1, 1974 - Allenberry on the Yellow Breeches. Ed Koch recommended using a #18 herl midge pupa with a gray body. Caught four fish the first night (about 7pm)—one was a 17” rainbow. Caught several the next few nights, drifting the fly to the top of the middle dam.

This entry, in my nearly thirty years of fishing notes to date, was the start of fishing with size 18 or smaller flies. My success at fly fishing to this point had been mediocre at best. I fished mostly in the fly-only section of the Yellow Breeches Creek at Allenberry Playhouse near Boiling Springs, Pennsylvania. There were always trout in this section of the stream, due to periodic stockings by the Yellow Breeches Anglers Club. Fishermen were plentiful too. The occasional fly-fishing school was held here, and I would try to fish there on those days, edging as close as I dared to try to learn something.

July 22, 1975 - Stopped by Ed Koch’s fly shop to buy some materials, and asked for suggestions. He tied a #20 black midge and told me to try it in the little run below Boiling Springs Lake.

July 23, 1975 - Boiling Springs, Little Run, about dark, many small trout, caught 2 on #20 black midge, missed many.

These were the first fish I had caught on midge drys. I had bought a copy of Ed’s book Fishing the Midge the previous fall but had used only the subsurface patterns. Small hackles were hard to come by, and I was still pretty much fishing the standard patterns and sizes that I had been taught at the local fly-tying clinics. Most locally available necks were selling for $2 to $5 each, and I invested the princely sum of $25 for a grizzly neck that some of the local tiers were starting to breed. Thus armed, I began tying Ed Shenk’s No-Name Midges with a passion. I was fascinated that trout would take these tiny flies, even though my equipment and technique were still somewhat on the crude side. I was one step closer to becoming a midge fisherman.
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Yellow Breeches Creek near Allenberry Resort, Pennsylvania.

The Carlisle Fish and Game Association, near Carlisle, Pennsylvania, started a winter fly-tying clinic of ten weeks’ duration around 1970 or 1971. Even though I worked on the Yellow Breeches Creek for the local water utility, the significance of this area was unknown to me. Being raised in more southern climes, I had never seen a trout before I moved here and had fished very little. How amazed I was to find that this was a limestone valley of great importance to the fly-fishing world, and that many of the innovations, techniques, and writings of the sport came from here. And these same people came to the fly-tying clinics as speakers, tiers, and friends. Talk about being in awe! The local game warden, Gene Utech, had the unenviable task of teaching someone left-handed (me) how to tie. He made me sit across the table from him so he could tell what I was doing. Vince Marinaro was a frequent visitor who impressed on me the importance of observing and then logically reasoning why something happens.

Local tiers, too numerous to name, whose tying skills I will never be able to equal, freely shared their knowledge with beginners. But the one who impressed me the most was John Shollenberger. He was a guest tier for several years at the winter clinics and, among other patterns, tied intricate midge drys down to size 32. Years later, at a dinner auction, I bid on a small glass dome with seven of his midges mounted inside. I intended to own it regardless of cost. It still resides on my tying table as a reminder of how far I yet have to go.
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Boiling Springs Lake is fed by giant limestone springs that sustain a vast amount of insect life.

Big Spring Creek, near Newville, Pennsylvania, was closed to fishing in the area of its headwaters for several years in the late sixties and early seventies as part of a Pennsylvania Fish Commission study. The area was opened to fishing in early 1976, and I was there on the first day. By now I knew the stream was famous for its strain of wild brook trout. There were more people there than any opening-day crowd I had ever seen. There were also more trout than I had ever seen in one place, other than a hatchery. No matter where you stood, there were fifty trout within 20 feet of you. This later became my test area for new fly patterns.

January 1, 1976 - Big Spring Creek, catching a few on #16 mole fur nymph, #12 red wool, #20 ant, #16 otter fur cress bug. Heard fish are feeding on small black flies. See fish taking mostly under, some on top. Caught no flies.

Fascinated by the number of trout in one location and the apparent difficulty in catching them, I returned here to fish every weekend through April, a round-trip of some 60 miles. I tried many patterns and had some success, especially with a little size 18 olive-brown fur nymph with a silver rib. I knew enough (or thought so) by now to understand that small midge patterns were used by many of the regulars who fished here—in particular, midge drys. Diving right in, I soon acquired every hook made down to size 28, furs of every color available, and anything that even remotely looked like it would be useful. I tied fly patterns based on “by guess and by gosh.” Many of them worked at times. Many didn’t work at times. Most worked sometimes. I just didn’t know why.

June 5, 1976 - Big Spring Creek, caught one, missed four, on #16 brown w/ latex wing case, caught 15” rainbow on gold wet with white wing. In stomach: midge pupae #24 yellow or olive, ribbed brown, brown wing case, #20–#22 white larvae with gray rib.

Back in those days, I occasionally kept a trout to eat. I don’t anymore, mainly because I prefer the taste of smallmouth bass, for which this area is also decidedly known. I didn’t know much then about collecting the insect life of the stream. Oh, I would pick up rocks along the shallows, looking at the general size and color of mayfly nymphs and such, as I had read about in books. But this time, when I cleaned the fish, which I didn’t do until I got home, I cut open the stomach and spread everything out in a little white dish. This was the first time I had ever seen actual midge pupae. I decided, right then and there, if this was what the fish ate, this was what I was going to tie.

I really don’t remember what led me to finally choose the materials I ended up using. Most likely, I stumbled over them in one of the local sewing shops. (So much for keeping good notes.) Regardless, I tied some midge pupae on #24 hooks using a piece of pale yellow embroidery floss for a body and ribbing it with a reddish brown 6/0 tying thread. And it actually worked:

June 6, 1976 - Big Spring Creek, caught 15+ on #24 midge yellow floss, ribbed brown thread, used one piece of lead on leader, many missed. Caught 1 on #14 reddish yellow wet with white wing, 1 on #16 sulfur nymph.

I tried to imitate the white larva with a gray rib next. Unable to find a close match, I dyed some white floss a very pale shade of gray. It was so close to white that I cut the dyed strands longer than the white ones in order to tell them apart. I ribbed a white floss body with the pale gray floss. This turned out to be the most successful pattern to date of them all. Years later, I found out that the larvae I had found in that first trout’s stomach were the larvae of a member of the black-fly family. I soon came to the conclusion that the ribbed effect of the body was the number-one feature that the trout keyed on. Twenty-five years later, I still remain convinced. I could be wrong, but somebody has to prove it to me.

Let me state right up front that I’ve never seen a midge pattern I didn’t think would catch fish. The difficulty is where and when. Little has been written in angling literature on midges. Dave Whitlock has written several times on midge life cycles and behavior, most notably in Dave Whitlock’s Guide to Aquatic Trout Foods, which you would be well advised to read. W. Patrick McCafferty’s Aquatic Entomology perhaps is a little too scientific for a lot of readers, but it will really open your eyes with its detailed descriptions. And my coauthor, Ed Koch, has written the only book totally devoted to midges to date. It is as applicable today as it was when he wrote it.

Color is the number-two feature trout key on. If your imitations are a few shades off in color, you may still catch fish. If you hit the exact shade of color of the naturals, you will catch more fish. A lot more fish. I have never given up on the premise that if I can match the naturals exactly, I will catch every fish in the stream. I realize we don’t really know exactly what a fish sees. I sometimes wonder if we are really sure of what we see. Since I have gotten more deeply into macrophotography, I now have to also worry about what the film sees. Regardless, my ultimate aim has evolved into matching every midge that I encounter. I should live so long.

As far as size goes, if you’re going to imitate a size 22, use a size 22. Enough said. Luckily, the vast majority of midge pupae, at least in my area, are size 18. Unfortunately, they do grow down to size 28 (and some I’ve seen would probably be labeled as size 50—I don’t even think about these), but tying them is really not that formidable a chore.

What has resulted from twenty-five years of tying and fishing midges probably 95 percent of my fishing time (for your own sanity, I don’t recommend that you follow this regimen) is a style of tying that is simple yet effective, emphasizes what I believe are the important features of the insect, and is presented in a manner that is reproducible by anyone. There have been a great number of successes, a great number of failures (yes, there are days I catch nothing when everyone around me is hooking up), and many side paths I have taken in my patterns as ideas led to ideas. They are all presented somewhere in this writing.


CHAPTER ONE



Fishing the Midge

I depend 99 percent on my patterns for success, to the exclusion of other factors. I think that’s why I’ve put so much effort into them over the years. I’m not the worst fisherman around, but you’re not going to see me being hired to give casting clinics or stream strategy sessions. I’m not a very good wader, I now wish I had paid more attention to tackle over the years, and I have this blind faith that trout can be anywhere in the stream.

That said, I’m still going to reveal to you how I go about fishing with small flies, be they wet, dry, or anything in between—not with the idea of telling you what you should do in order to be successful, but hinting that there are lots of things you really don’t have to do.
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The Allenberry dam on the Yellow Breeches.

To put things in perspective, I guess I should tell you about the waters I fish so you can relate or modify my experiences to fit your own situation. I’ve been lucky enough to have lived in the Cumberland Valley of Pennsylvania since 1969. This area is famous for its limestone waters and the vast amount of insect life and fish they can support. In less than thirty minutes, I can be fishing on the Yellow Breeches, the Letort, the Big Spring, and many others, including their tributaries. Not much farther away, I have access to many mountain freestone streams. Among them are found many types of stream conditions, including deep pools, shallow riffles, pastoral stretches, and tumbling waters in close cover. A good bit of the Yellow Breeches is wadable, except for those portions above the many old mill dams still in existence. It probably averages 50 feet in width and is the biggest water in the valley, other than the Susquehanna River. The rest of the streams are, in general, fished by necessity from the banks or just off the edge, most being 10 to 20 feet in width on average. I guess the only kind of streams I haven’t fished are the bigger, heavier waters, and I’ve also never fished a lake, in which I know midges are an important food source. You’ll have to adapt these methods there.
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