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INTRODUCTION
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Any artistic endeavor has its own set of techniques, nuances, rules (or lack thereof), and materials. The expression of the artist is certainly the most important aspect of a created work, but the materials and how they are used or applied ultimately determine the success or failure of that expression.

Tying the classic salmon fly has unquestionably become an art, especially in the late twentieth and the twenty-first centuries, both of which have witnessed the development of a wide range of creative innovations. Art might have been a debatable term during Victorian times when the flies were developed to catch fish, and it was falsely presumed that the more colorful and unusual materials that could be applied to a hook, the greater the success at catching Atlantic salmon.

Around the turn of the twentieth century, a few enlightened fly tiers realized that far fewer materials were required to achieve success, and the classic salmon fly was downsized to sparsely dressed low-water flies, hairwing flies, and so on. Yet during the height of the gaudy Victorian era in the late 1890s, innovative and creative tiers like John Traherne elevated the craft of salmon fly tying to a full-fledged art. Now over a hundred years later, the classic Atlantic salmon fly is again in full flower and is experiencing a renaissance in creativity and artistic expression.

There are few other artistic pursuits that employ so many disparate materials to accomplish a finished result. The panoply of materials used in salmon flies includes tinsels, feathers, silks, furs, and threads. Feathers alone include a wider range of types, sizes, shapes, and colors than any other type of fly tying except, perhaps, that of saltwater flies.

This book is a comprehensive description of salmon fly materials and how they are prepared and used. Each type of material, especially feathers, has its own properties that can seem unmanageable to the beginner or to even the intermediate fly tier.

This brings me to one of the most important elements of handling materials that I have learned over my fourteen years of salmon fly-tying experience: Make the material do what you want it to do, not what it wants to do. This means use whatever technique it takes to prepare the material so that once it is affixed to the hook it looks and behaves the way you want it to.

I hope this book will build on my previous volume, Tying the Classic Salmon Fly, published by Stackpole Books in 1997. It demonstrated useful techniques for tying complicated, fully dressed salmon flies but merely touched on material preparation, so this book will include specific details that were not previously covered.

Instructions are arranged in the order that the materials would be applied to a hook. Chapter 1 will begin by describing the materials used in building the body of a fly, from working with silkworm gut to wrapping tinsel ribbing. Chapter 2 concentrates strictly on hackles for the body and throat, and chapter 3 finishes the discussion of body materials with a description of tail and body veilings. Next, chapter 4 focuses on what I consider the most important part of the fly—the wings. This chapter will describe the materials used to build a wing and will offer helpful techniques for applying the wing to the hook. Chapter 5 concludes the classic materials section of the book with all the materials used as wing adornments—shoulders, sides, cheeks, and so on.

Chapter 6, titled “Putting It All Together,” does exactly that by showing how to tie a typical fully dressed salmon fly from start to finish. Chapter 7 is comprised of photographs of some of the most commonly used bird skins, from which all our classic materials are derived, and photos of less common modern materials used by many of today’s contemporary feather artists—those who have diverged from what might be considered the classic style and are pursuing a more artistic and sometimes free-form approach to tying flies. But all these tiers are still rooted in the classics and have learned the basics of tying classic salmon flies by dressing their share of Jock Scotts and Pophams.

I have learned most of the techniques I describe in this book from other fly tiers over the years. Although I have used these techniques with some degree of success, they aren’t the only ones available to the fly tier. These are simply the ones I am most familiar and comfortable with. There are many other ways of performing each of the techniques featured in this book, and they are all valid, useful techniques.

In this book, I will concentrate strictly on materials used in fully dressed salmon flies and will not deal with strip-wing flies, such as Speys or Dees, not because I do not care for strip-wing flies, but simply because I have always tied fully-dressed flies and feel most comfortable with them.

The important thing to remember is to make the materials do what you want them to do, and the key to success in this lies in using whatever technique achieves the desired result. Another key to success is adapting or changing a particular technique to your own style of fly tying—or simply inventing a new technique to attain your goal. To me, this is the most enjoyable and rewarding aspect of tying the classics. It is this adaptability, which leads to creativity that then leads to innovation.

The final chapter of the book is comprised of a number of photographic plates taken from many of the scarcest nineteenth-century books on salmon flies. The period between 1805 through the early 1860s produced some of the most beautiful and fascinating works devoted to the salmon fly. Many of these early books employed hand-colored engravings to depict the flies. I was fortunate to have had access to most of these books and, not knowing at the time I would eventually use them in a later publication, used an 8x10 view camera to photograph the hand-colored plates simply as a way of archiving them. By using 8x10 transparency film, I was able to capture the full glory of these works of art, and I am happy to share them in this book.

I tied all the flies in this book from existing classic patterns of the Victorian era, not modern, artistic patterns (except the fly in the frontis image for chapter 7). My first book included primarily modern patterns, and I wanted to use mainly the classics in this work since they are the foundation upon which all salmon fly tiers—including those who focus on producing new, innovative patterns—derive their experience.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Body Materials: Gut, Tails, Silk, Tinsel, Wool, Seal, and Herl

Classic salmon fly bodies come in many styles that use any number of materials, including tinsel, silk, wool, fur, and even feathers. Bodies can be composed of a single, full-length section with a single color of silk used throughout, or they can be jointed with as many as five sections. That does not mean a body is limited to five joints, but I have not seen a classic pattern using more. Before I discuss all of the materials used to tie a body, let’s take a look at many of the types of bodies commonly seen in classic patterns:
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1. Single-jointed body with silk and flat tinsel followed by oval tinsel ribbing with a hackle
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2. Single-jointed body with seal’s fur (or substitute) and ribbing and no hackle
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3. Single-jointed body with wool, flat and oval tinsel, and a hackle from the second rib

[image: img]

4. Single-jointed body with flat tinsel—oval tinsel can also be used—and an oval tinsel rib
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5. Double-jointed body with silk for both sections, no mid-body butt ribbing or hackle
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6. Double-jointed body with silk for both and a mid-body butt of ostrich herl with ribbing and a hackle over the second section
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7. Double-jointed body with the first section of oval tinsel and the second section of silk with lace, flat tinsel, and a hackle
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8. Double-jointed body with silk and seal’s fur (or substitute), tinsel, and a hackle
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9. Multiple-jointed body with silk and no body butts or ribbing
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10. Multiple-jointed body with silk, body butts, and oval silver tinsel ribbing
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11. Multiple-jointed body with seal’s fur (or substitute)

This is just a sample of the many body styles found on classic salmon flies, and it would be impractical to list all the existing variations.

In the modern era of tying the classics, a number of different techniques have been developed to arrive at the same result seen in most classic patterns; this includes the use of substitutes for the rare materials (especially feathers), and we tend to tie classics for a fundamentally different reason than did our forebears. They tied salmon flies to catch fish, whereas by placing them in frames and exhibiting them, we tie them to catch onlookers.
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One of the more important differences in early and modern tying techniques is how silkworm gut is utilized. Most modern tiers use a short length of twisted gut at the front of the fly for the eye of the hook. Then they fill in the resulting gap from the end of the gut rearward with some other material such as Dacron floss or silk to achieve a smooth underbody. Although twisted silkworm gut was traditionally made using three strands, many modern tiers use only two. The reason for this is one that I will use often when I describe other tying techniques—the desire to create as small a head as possible upon completion of the fly.
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Early tiers, who wanted to hook very large and powerful Atlantic salmon, would tie the gut loop all the way to the rear of the hook with the ends of the gut arriving at the position of rear herl butt just above the point of the hook. In fact, this herl butt was meant to hide not only the ends of the gut loop but also the stem of the tail topping. Extending the gut this far rearward would produce a strong eye that would not detach from the hook under the stress of a thrashing fish. I do not know how or when modern tiers began to use shortened lengths of gut for hook eyes, but I suspect it originated during a time when gut was difficult to obtain and conserving a precious resource was a consideration. Now it is just part of modern tying lore since gut is fairly easy to obtain these days. Another consideration is that twisted gut is not smooth, and the inherent ridges its twisted profile produces would be undesirable in an exhibition fly where perfection and smoothness of body silk is most desirable.

The photos above illustrate that bodies can be composed of a number of different materials in nearly limitless combinations. The materials used in their creation require detailed description and explanation.

Silkworm Gut

Although the production and extraction of silkworm gut for use on classic salmon hooks is beyond the scope of this book, I will include some basic instructions on how to handle this material and include techniques for tying it onto a hook to form the hook eye.

True silkworm gut generally is available in a range of thicknesses. My preference has always been to use the thinnest gut available even for the larger sized hooks (7/0 or larger). The reason for this is that I am always trying to achieve the smallest head possible and the thinner the gut, the smaller the resulting head. Traditionally, gut consists of three separate strands twisted together, but I tend to use only two strands, which contributes to a smaller head.
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It is important to remember that the gut was always tied in all the way back to the point of the hook. Classic tiers in the past obtained their twisted gut from tackle shops or twisted it themselves using a gut twister similar to the type above. The other items in the photograph are used along with the twister to produce the final result and include hackle pliers, some form of weight—in this case a small lead weight attached to a hackle pliers—and a small piece of rounded, grooved wood with a handle on it (the light-colored item in the middle of the photo) used to separate the strands while twisting.
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The gut twister itself can be made by a local machine shop or by do-it-yourselfers with machining capabilities; this device consists of two round disks enclosing three gears, each of which has a hook attached. The gears mesh with a central gear that is turned by a handle (see illustration). The size of the twister is not critical, but the metal disks can vary from three to six inches in diameter. It is important that, whatever the size of the twister, the three gears must turn easily without binding. Also note the bar attached between the disks. This is used to clamp the twister to a table or desk.
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The setup process for producing a length of twisted gut requires these six steps:

1.  Soak three strands of gut in water for at least three hours to soften them for twisting.

2.  Clamp the twister to a table using the metal tab projecting from its side.

3.  Attach a length of gut to each of the three hooks; either tie each strand directly to the hooks or clamp each in the hackle pliers hanging from the hooks. Using hackle pliers makes it easier to attach and detach the gut strands, but this is optional. The three gut strands must be of equal length as they hang from each hook.

4.  Gather the three strands of gut together at the free ends and tie or clamp them together with hackle pliers. The free ends need to be weighted, and this is where the lead weight/hackle pliers combination is handy as it accomplishes gathering and weighing in one step. If you do not have the hackle pliers/lead weight combination, just hang something from the gathered ends to weigh them down.

5.  Begin turning the handle of the twister clockwise, and the three strands will begin to twist together to form a single strand. After the twisting has progressed a couple of inches, insert the wooden separator between the strands to keep them twisting together evenly. Make sure the strands fall into the grooves carved into the separator. Refer again to the photo to see how to use the separator. Move the separator upward along with the twisted section as it progresses. After going as far as possible with the separator, remove it to finish off the strand.

6.  Let the twisted gut strand dry thoroughly overnight before removing it from the twister.

If only two strands are used to form the gut, then they can be twisted together quite easily without a gut twister. Again, soak the strands in water for at least three hours. Then tie the two strands together at each end using a surgeon’s knot (a simple overhand knot using both strands instead of one). Although it is not totally necessary, it is a good idea to have both strands of equal length when tied together.

Next, clamp one end of the strands in your fly-tying vise and hook a shepherd’s hook through the other end. Pulling the strands taut, begin twisting the shepherd’s hook until the two strands wind tightly together. As the strands wind together, the resulting single strand will begin to shorten—don’t try to pull it tight to prevent this; just let the twisted strand pull you toward the vise as you wind. When the desired tightness is achieved (be careful here because if you wind too tight, the strands may break), hold the twisted strand taut with the shepherd’s hook and find something to keep it that way until the twisted strand dries thoroughly overnight. (I will usually weigh down the shepherd’s hook by laying it on my tabletop and placing something heavy such as a book or a glass of water on it.) It is important to keep the strand taut while it dries.

Attaching Gut: Two Methods

There are two methods that can be used to attach silkworm gut to a hook; both work equally well.
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One way is to cut a length of twisted gut and tie one end to the bottom or the side of the hook shank, allowing the other end to project straight out from the hook. Depending on how the underbody is built, either leave both ends cut sharply or rough them up to try and taper them into the hook shank. I have always found it easier to simply keep them cut at a sharp, straight angle and then tie my underbody material right up against the ends of the gut as I build my body.
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Now bring the free end back to form the gut eye, and tie it off so that its end is next to the end that was tied in earlier. This quickly produces a gut eye.
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The second method produces a rounder, more pronounced eye. Take a length of twisted gut and wrap it around a bobbin, pinching it with your fingernails to produce the eye. Then tie in the formed gut eye either on the bottom of the hook shank (my preferred method) or with the strands on either side of the shank. The point of the shank should be even with the crimped ends of the gut loop.

I prefer to tie my gut loops on the underside of the hook shank as this works best with the underbody technique I have used for years. But others may find it better to tie the ends alongside the hook shank. Just be aware of how to merge the underbody (if one is used) with the ends of the gut loop.

Tails

It would be a rare salmon fly that did not use a golden pheasant topping for its tail. One of the most distinguishing elements of all classic salmon flies is the tail, not only as a decorative feature but also because the tail sets the tone for the overall visual balance of the fly. This is especially true when determining the length of the barbs needed for the wing because, as I will demonstrate later in this book, it is normally desirable in exhibition flies to have the tip of the wing meet the tip of the tail.
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