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Foreword


Few people I know are more qualified to write this book. In my view Cathy Beck is the best all-around lady fly fisherman in the world. While there are many women who are terrific fly fishers and some have experience in different areas of the sport, none I know are so well-rounded as Cathy.


I met Cathy and her just-as-skilled fly-fishing husband many years ago. She once sent me a small box of axs dozen Haystacks. Dressed on tiny size 20 hooks, every one of these difficult-to-tie flies was an exact replica. She is equally skilled at tying patterns for freshwater or saltwater species.


Some of the big western fly-fishing shows hold a “Best of The West” casting event. After the show closes, those who worked at the show participate in a distance contest to determine who can cast a floating 5-weight line the farthest. Topflight outdoor writers, guides, and superb fly fishermen all compete. Cathy once cast farther than all these muscular men. She has taught a huge number of anglers to be better casters.


Cathy and Barry have conducted fly-fishing trips around the world for several decades for Frontiers International. Such trips include New Zealand, Russia, South America, trout fishing western rivers in the United States— almost anywhere there are fly-fishing waters, they've taken anglers.


Cathy has caught more and bigger fish on a fly than almost anyone I know. They range from 40-pound golden dorado—one of the world's strongest fish—to 5-foot Brazilian arapaima, many giant tarpon bigger than her, numerous bonefish more than 7 pounds, monster barracuda, scores of large freshwater trout, and the list goes on.


She has rigged tackle for hundreds of fly fishermen, knows how to fight fish of any size, can tell you what is hatching on a trout stream, and having traveled the globe with her husband, she knows where to go for which species and how to rig and catch them. This is book is written from such a rich background, and it's a unique introduction to the sport of fly fishing.


Lefty Kreh




[image: Cathy casts to a rainbow on the Kulik River, Alaska.]







Introduction


Ithink many of us fly-fish for the same reasons. In today's busy world, fly fishing takes us back to a quieter, more peaceful, slower time. It forces us to stop and appreciate our time on the water, to feel the current or tide, to be soothed by the tranquility of a warm summer evening on our favorite trout stream or a tidal flat at sunrise, to relax, to rejuvenate, to connect in a peaceful, solitary way with what grounds us. We start to feel ourselves unwind as the daily stress starts to fade and tensions lessen. A chance to give thanks to God for being able to experience the moment.


And yet, while this is fly fishing to some, to others it's the rip-roaring moment when the guide excitedly shouts, “Permit, 70 feet, 2 o'clock—do you see it?” The adrenaline rush at that moment is hard to describe. Frantically getting the line in the air, trying to locate the permit, hoping the line clears the deck as you lengthen your cast, making note of the wind and compensating for it, all with the guide shouting instructions behind you—it's anything but tranquil. It's exciting, it's exhilarating, it's heart-stopping. The moment demands 100 percent of your concentration. There's no room for error. Maybe you've been standing on the deck for hours waiting for this moment, and now it's here. You're a bundle of nerves, and you haven't even made the cast yet! This is fly fishing too.


Whether you fall into the first category or the second (or both), fly fishing takes you away from your everyday world. It puts you in a much preferred environment, in a different time and place. It forces you to leave everything behind and to deal with the situation at hand, whether it's matching the hatch or dropping the crab perfectly into the turtle grass. It's fresh air, fish, birds, weather, travel—it's getting away.


Man, woman, old, young—we all fly-fish because we love the idea of catching a fish with a fly. Our flies made with natural and synthetic materials imitate the things that fish eat, whether big or small, fresh or salt. We love the game, the challenge. We love that moment when we've fooled the fish—when it eats the fly.


This book is about what it takes to get you to that moment. It is my hope that some of the mysteries of fly fishing will be expelled and explained in a way that will help you understand the intricacies of the sport and be better prepared and better informed so that you can get the most enjoyment and reward from your fly-fishing experiences. It's an amazing sport, one that can give you a lifetime of pleasure. I hope you come to love it as much as I do.


[image: Peace and quiet with only the water to keep one company—reason enough to fly fish.]
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Fly-Fishing Tackle: Rods and Reels


When fly fishermen talk about their “outfits,” they are referring to the combination of the fly rod, fly reel, fly line, and leader. We'll talk about fly lines and leaders in another chapter, so let’s look at rods and reels.


RODS


Simply put, the fly rod is a flexible lever. It uses the energy our arm gives to the cast to deliver the fly to the fish.


[image: 4-piece fly rods are easy to take on ?shing trips. Therod here is shown with a compatible reel and sturdycarrying case that accommodates both the rod and the reel. PHOTO COURTESY OF REDINGTON.]


Beginning at the bottom of the rod, the butt cap, or end plug, holds the reel. Sometimes on lighter rods, there is only a butt cap and a slide band. The reel seat is easy to remember because it is where the reel sits on the rod. It may be made of cork, wood, or metal. Usually rods intended for lighter fish (trout as opposed to, say, tarpon) have reel seats of cork or wood. Heavier saltwater rods have anodized aluminum reel seats.


Most modern rods have a butt cap that receives the reel foot. The reel is locked on the rod by either a down-locking or up-locking reel seat. Up-locking, as implied, simply means that the hardware screws up, toward the rod. Down-locking is just the opposite: It screws down toward the butt cap to hold the reel in place. This hardware, whichever style, may have different finishes. If the rod is intended for fresh water, the finish is often shiny, polished nickel silver or flat black anodized aluminum. Anodized aluminum is almost always used in salt water because it is less susceptible to corrosion.


Continuing up the rod, the handle is usually made of cork and may be a series of rings glued together and sanded for a smooth, comfortable grip. The length of the handle is determined by how many cork rings are used. If you look closely, you can count the rings. Occasionally on less expensive rods you may see a preformed molded handle, but most are cork.


The hook keeper is standard equipment on most rods, located just above the handle. This little ring can at times resemble a line guide, but the line does not go through the hook keeper—ever! When the rod is put together with the line strung through the guides and a fly tied to the end of the leader, the angler can hook the fly in the hook keeper, reel in the slack line, and easily transport the rod without tangling the line. This is the only purpose for the hook keeper—thus the name.


[image: A complete outfit with line and leader.]


[image: The parts of a fly rod.]


[image: A. Slide band, cork reel seat and handle. B. Uplocking hardware, wood reel seat, and cork handle.]


The first guide that the line goes through is the stripping guide. Depending on the size of the rod, it may have two stripping guides. The stripping guide is a heavy-duty guide that looks “beefed up” compared to the other guides. Often the stripping guide has a ceramic lining. This heavier guide takes the wear and tear and friction of the line traveling back and forth to and from the fly reel.


The other guides, decreasing in size as the rod diameter decreases, are called snake guides. The guide at the top is simply called the tip-top. Carefully check your guides at least once a year. After a lot of use, tiny sharp grooves may develop on the inside of the guides, and these cuts will ruin your fly line. The grooves are caused by the fly line traveling back and forth over the guides thousands of times. Worn guides can be replaced by the manufacturer or a rod repair person through your local fly shop.


The connection where the rod sections join together is the ferrule. Two-piece rods have one ferrule, and multiple-piece rods may have two, three, or more ferrules. You can easily see that there is a male and a female ferrule. The narrower male ferrule should be snugly fitted into the larger female. It has to be a snug fit or the sections will work loose while casting. On the other hand, don’t jam the pieces together so tightly that you can’t get them apart later.


[image: Sage is the manufacturer of this fly rod. Circa is the model name, 589-4 is the model number, 8'9” is the length, #5 line is the line recommendation, and 2 1/2 oz. is the weight of the rod blank.]


It’s important to keep the ferrules clean. Modern ferrules don’t require special treatment or maintenance, but grains of sand or grit can cause problems in ferrules because of the close tolerances in fit. The easiest way to keep the ferrules clean is to put the rod in the cloth sleeve and tube as soon as you take it apart. This is also the safest place for the rod whenever you are not fishing with it.


Fly rods are available in lots of different lengths and line sizes for different fishing situations. For most freshwater fish (trout, panfish, light bass) a rod 8 to 9 feet in length will be fine. Rods in this range are also the easiest to use when you’re learning to cast. Shorter rods are, for the most part, designed for small, brushy streams in close quarters or for special tests of skill by advanced anglers. On the other hand, a longer rod may be quite comfortable on larger water, in the surf, or casting from the boat where you have plenty of room.


Eventually you’ll find that one rod will not do everything. If you fish mostly ponds and medium-size streams, an 8½-foot rod may be just right. Then you may have the opportunity to fish on a small mountain brook trout stream, and that rod may suddenly be too long, always getting tangled in the brush and branches alongside the stream. Or you may be invited to fish a big river like the Delaware in New York or the Bighorn River in Montana, where a 9-foot rod will be to your advantage by offering more leverage and control with longer casts. Always start with a rod suited for the kind of fishing that you’ll be doing the most and expand from there, eventually acquiring a number of different rods for different types of fishing.


The rod length, along with other pertinent information, is usually found on the rod blank just forward of the handle or on the butt cap. This information usually includes the manufacturer, a model name or number, line weight, rod length, and the weight of the rod blank.


ROD ACTION


Understanding rod action is an important part of choosing fly rods. Rod action means how much or how little the rod bends while casting. Simply put, the less the rod bends, the faster the line travels back and forth during the cast.


Although casting is described in much detail in another chapter, you need to think of the cast in order to understand rod action. Rod actions are generally referred to as slow, medium, or fast. Slow-action rods bend more, fast-action rods bend less, and medium-action rods fall in the middle range. Where the rod does most of the bending will affect how the rod feels when you’re casting. A tip-action rod bends more in the tip. A full-flex action rod bends from one end to the other with the tip bending more than the butt section. This type of action is also often referred to as progressive action. Rod manufacturers are able to incorporate desired actions into the rod design.


[image: Three flexed rods demonstrating different rod actions: fast, medium, and slow.]


If we were to limit our fishing to dry-fly fishing at long distances, most of us would want a faster action rod. This rod would bend less, allowing us to accelerate line speed and get a longer cast. Fast line speed also helps keep the fly dry, and thus our flies will float well and will be easier to locate on the water. However, because the line travels so fast, the fast-action rod would be a difficult rod to fish close because the line would hit the water hard and not allow for a delicate presentation. And at close distances the rod will not load or bend much because there is not enough line out beyond the rod tip, which will make it less enjoyable to cast.


If we were to fish only wet flies, we would be happy with a slow rod, which would bend more, giving us a slower cast to help keep the fly wet so it would sink quickly. The slower cast would also have a wider casting loop, which would help us avoid tangling the leader. This is always a concern when fishing with multiple flies, split shot, or heavily weighted flies. A softer rod may allow us to feel the take when a fish eats the nymph too.


The best of both worlds would be a medium-action rod. Medium-action rods are very popular because of their versatility.


If at all possible, it is important to cast a line on a rod before deciding to buy it. If the rod doesn’t feel good when you’re casting it, you won’t enjoy using it. And what feels good to one angler may not feel good to the next. Only by casting the correct line on a rod can you tell how it will feel and perform.


Graphite is the preferred choice of rod materials today. Although we have talented rod makers building bamboo rods and fiberglass and boron rods have enjoyed periods of popularity, nothing compares to graphite. Graphite is lightweight and has varying degrees of stiffness and tensile strength, allowing manufacturers to offer rods in a vast array of lengths, weights, and actions.


FLY REELS


The fly reel has three major functions: It stores our line, provides drag when we need it, and helps balance the rod as we cast.


If the rod and reel are well matched, the weight of the reel will help the rod feel balanced in your hand. The general rule of thumb is that the weight of the outfit should be roughly equalized when the rod is balanced just above the cork handle on your index finger. There is much less credence placed on this rule nowadays, and generally, if the reel feels comfortable on the rod and casts well, that’s more than good enough. Obviously, a small trout reel would not balance on a tarpon rod and so forth. There is something to be said for common sense.


[image: A selection of large arbor fly reels.]


If we had to, we could coil the line, hold it in one hand, and cast with the other hand. This immediately brings a few problems to mind: We would not be able to use our line hand for anything else—like holding the fish, unhooking, releasing, or changing flies—because the coils of line would still have to be dealt with. We would have no drag, the mechanical means of applying pressure on the outgoing line, and the extra line would always be tangled when we were playing a fish. Because we would have to apply tension as needed with our hand on the line as we played the fish, it would be easy to cut our hands and fingers with fast moving line as well as break off the fish because of uneven tension on the leader. So that said, the reel is an important part of the outfit after all.


It’s fun to shop for a new fly reel. Most reels today are made of different grades and variations of aluminum and occasionally graphite, carbon fiber, and other synthetic composite materials.


LEFT-HAND WIND OR RIGHT?


To decide which hand you want to wind (or crank) the reel with, you need to visualize casting. If you cast with your right hand, it’s easy to reach down with your left to wind. The opposite is true if you’re left-handed. Or if you want to wind with the same hand you cast with, you can simply cast, hook the fish, and switch the rod to the other hand. This method is traditionally correct, but many anglers find that switching hands with a fish on is more difficult than simply reeling with the other hand. Either way is acceptable.


Switching the direction that you wind is not as simple as turning the reel around on the rod. The line should always come off the bottom out the front of the reel and the crank should always be in the forward direction. If we simply turn the reel around and put it on the rod with the handle on the other side, the line would come out the back of the reel toward us instead of the stripping guide, and the crank would be backward. To reverse the action, we would need to take the line and backing completely off the reel, wind it back on in the opposite direction, and change the drag and line guard.


If the manufacturer has included a line guard on the reel, it will be located where the line comes off the reel. Not all reels have line guards; sometimes the line comes out between two of the reel posts. The line guard cradles the line, forcing it off the center of the reel, and is usually made of strong metal to prevent the line from wearing a groove in the guard.


FLY REEL SIZE


Spool diameter refers to the distance across the plate or surface of the reel (think of a 12-inch pizza). As the line sizes increase, the reels get bigger in order to hold the thicker line. A reel designed to hold a 3-weight line may only need to be 3 to 4 inches in diameter, but a reel for an 8-weight line may be closer to 6 inches in diameter with more capacity.


The lightweight materials available today have made large arbor reels very popular. As the name implies, large arbor reels have a large center post or arbor around which the line is wound. Large arbor reels have several advantages: Because the line is wrapped around a larger arbor, there are no tight coils and the line doesn’t retain memory like it does on a smaller arbor reel. Secondly, when we’re reeling the line back on the reel we are getting back more line per turn of the handle, which can be important when we are fighting and landing a fish.


[image: Scan to see Large and Small Arbor Reels compared]


Most fly reels are single-action reels. This means a one-to-one ratio: one complete crank of line for each revolution of the reel handle. How much line is retrieved depends on how big the diameter of the center post, or arbor, is on the reel.


Backing is a fine strong line, usually Dacron, Micron, or Gel-spun. It is installed on the empty reel first, followed by the fly line. For fresh water, 20-pound-test backing is popular and for salt water, 30-pound. Almost all reels have room for some backing under the fly line, and larger reels will often hold a couple hundred yards of backing. A capacity chart from the reel manufacturer is usually included with the reel. Be sure to install the right amount or you’ll have a reel that is either too full or not full enough. Backing comes in different size spools just for this purpose.


Backing will help build up the reel arbor or center post that the line is wrapped around. The backing also provides additional line in the event a big fish runs all the fly line off the reel. The average freshwater fly line is about 90 feet long, and while that is more than enough for light trout and panfish, it won’t always be enough for strong fish in open water.


Fly reels are available in both internal and external rim. On an external-rim model, the spool revolves on the outside of the reel. You can palm the reel by letting it ride against the palm of your hand. This will help add tension when playing a bigger fish. This palming feature makes externalrim reels popular. Although seldom used on smaller fish, it’s nice to know that palming can be used if a big fish comes along.


An internal-frame reel has a full frame that the spool slips into and does not have an outer revolving spool. Internal frame reels are a little heavier because of the extra framework, but they do provide additional protection to the spool should you drop the reel or fall and hit it on a rock.


Additional spools are available for most fly reels. These spools easily pop in and out of the reel, making it easy to switch lines. By using spare spools, we can have different lines ready to fish. For instance, we may do most of our fishing with a floating line, but there might be one deep pool that we sometimes fish that would be better fished with a sinking line. When we get to that pool, we can have our sinking line on a spare spool in a vest pocket. We would remove the spool with the floating line, insert the spool with the sinking line, and fish more effectively by getting the fly down deep. Afterward we can easily change back to the floating line.


When purchasing spare spools, a perfect fit is crucial. Whenever possible, take your reel along so you can see how the spare spool fits. Even though spools appear to be identical, you’ll sometimes find one that isn’t quite right. Although spare spools are inexpensive and offer an easy way to switch lines, there is a definite downside. If you have only one reel with spare spools, you must be extremely careful to make sure nothing happens to it—and lucky too. If you fall and break or damage the main frame of the reel, it may not work. If it is your only reel, it could ruin a day or an entire trip. Keeping lines on a couple reels provides backup should an accident happen.


[image: Scan to see Spare Spools compared]


PERFORATED OR SOLID SPOOLS


Fly reels can have either perforated or solid sides, or a combination of both, with one side perforated and one solid. Years ago, perforation allowed air to circulate through the reel, helping to dry the silk fly lines of the day. We don’t need to be concerned about that today, but the perforations do reduce the reel weight somewhat and are aesthetically pleasing.


AUTOMATIC AND MULTIPLIER REELS


In addition to the popular single-action fly reels, you may also occasionally see a multiplier or automatic reel. These are not popular today, but they are worth mentioning. Multiplier reels have an increased ratio for line retrieval. Instead of one-to-one, it may be one-and-a-half or two-to-one, meaning that the line reels in much quicker. These are much heavier reels for specific uses, and they have more parts to contend with.


Automatic reels have a lever that, when pressed, zips lengths of line back onto the reel. Although they were once thought clever, they too are heavy, can easily break fine leaders, and are outdated and seldom seen.


FRESHWATER AND SALTWATER REELS


The obvious difference between a freshwater reel and a saltwater reel is the size. The larger and stronger the fish, the bigger the reel. The small reel for brook trout is inadequate for large trout, salmon, or bass, even though all are freshwater fish. It’s also true that the ideal reel for bonefish is inadequate for big tarpon, both of which are saltwater fish. Most freshwater reels range from 3 to 6 ounces. Saltwater reels always weigh more. In addition to the size, there are other differences, especially drag.


[image: Scan to see How the Drag Works]


REEL MECHANICS


Drag systems are crucial in fly reels. Remember that the drag is the mechanical means for the reel to put pressure on the outgoing line. It keeps the line from getting tangled when it’s coming off the reel fast. On average-size trout and panfish reels, drag is not as important as it is on larger reels for big trout, bass, and especially the larger, faster saltwater species.


The larger the fish, the larger the fly (generally) and the heavier the leader. Of course there are always exceptions, but this is true most of the time. Therefore, with a heavier, stronger leader we can increase the tension on the outgoing line to help slow down and control the fish. We can’t do this with a light leader because it would not be strong enough; it would break, and we’d lose the fish.


[image: The reel on the left has a disk drag that is completely sealed and enclosed. The reel on the right has a spring and pawl drag.]


Basically, there are two types of drag: spring and pawl and disk drag. On small to medium-size freshwater reels, a spring and pawl drag is adequate. This type of drag is easy to understand, lightweight, hardly ever breaks, and is popular. It consists of a toothed gear on the inside of the spool. When fitted into the frame, this gear engages the points of the pawl or pawls. Pressure is applied to the pawls by a double spring, also located on the inside of the frame. In turn, the pawls put tension on the toothed gear, which slows down the revolutions of the spool. Drag intensity is adjusted by a knob or dial on the outside of the frame.


Most of us get lazy with small fish and simply strip the line in by hand once the fish is hooked, without using the reel at all. This is fine— with small fish. But don’t let this habit carry over with larger, stronger, unpredictable fish. We should have the line neatly stored on the reel when playing these fish in order to stay in control.


For bigger fish and heavier leaders, the disk drag provides smooth consistent tension for longer periods at high revolution spool speeds. The simplest of the disk drags incorporate a cork or Teflon pad on the inside of the frame. This pad applies tension or pressure to stainless steel disks. The spool locks down onto a pillar or stem in the frame and the drag is adjusted through a drag adjustment on the outside of the frame. Whether you choose spring and pawl or disk, either can usually be converted for the preferred retrieve, right or left hand.


[image: A selection of rods and reels.]


Most modern saltwater reels have a disk-type drag and are either direct drive or anti-reverse. With a direct-drive reel, the reel handle revolves as the line goes out—or as a hooked fish is swimming away from us. A lesson easily learned the hard way is to keep our knuckles away from a fast spinning reel handle. That said, most experienced anglers still feel that they have better control of the fish with direct drive.


With anti-reverse, the spool handle does not turn as the line is going out; the spool turns internally, independent of the handle. Anti-reverse reels are popular with some anglers for big gamefish. With the heavier leaders used for this type of fishing, the angler can continue to reel in even as the fish is running line off the reel and there are never any bruised knuckles.


Proper equipment is necessary to enjoy fly fishing, and these choices begin with your rod and reel. If you’re new to fly fishing and are going to fish mostly for trout and panfish, a medium-action 8½-foot rod for a 5-weight line is a good choice. This outfit will comfortably fish dry flies, wet flies, and streamers. After you’ve acquired some field experience, you may want to add a more specifically suited rod: perhaps a shorter rod for brushy situations, a slower-action rod for nymph fishing, or maybe a faster, longer rod for bigger water.
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