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Introduction


The goals of my first book, Tying the Classic Salmon Fly (Stackpole Books, 1997), were not only to demonstrate the beauty and diversity of classic salmon flies, but also to present as much information about tying and exhibiting salmon flies as possible in one volume. My second book, Classic Salmon Fly Materials (Stackpole Books, 2005), was conceived as a resource on the materials used to tie the classics, as well as a compendium of techniques on how to manipulate these materials.

Yet I still wasn’t satisfied that enough actual tying details for all types of classic salmon fly patterns were presented in either of these works. That’s the goal of this book, which presents the sum total of my nineteen years of classic salmon fly-tying experience. Twenty Salmon Flies encompasses a broad range of fly patterns and tying techniques, from the simplest flies shown in chapter 1 to the most complex depicted in chapter 10.

The book is designed with the beginning classic salmon fly tier in mind. Note that this says “beginning classic salmon fly tier” and not “beginning fly tier,” because this book assumes that the reader has reached, at the very least, the intermediate level of general fly-tying experience. If you already have years of fly-tying experience behind you and wish to learn to tie the classics, you are ready to work your way through this book. If, however, you are completely new to fly tying but want to learn to tie classic salmon flies, I greatly encourage you to first learn the basics of tying trout flies from a good book or video on the subject, directly from an established master, or by attending fly-tying classes. Stackpole now has two books in its Basic and Beyond Basic series on tying trout flies as well as companion DVDs that you can purchase to begin your fly-tying journey. I suggest that you spend at least one year tying trout flies before graduating to the classics. I tied trout flies, streamers, and realistic patterns for many years before even thinking about attempting to tie classic salmon flies, and most good fly tiers follow this progression.

Each chapter successively presents patterns that are more and more complex for you to explore. Chapter 1 begins with very simple Spey and Dee type patterns, strip-wing flies with only a few elements to attach to a hook. The chapter starts you out with an example of the absolute simplest salmon fly possible, the Black King. The next fly in that chapter, the Aberdeenshire Dee Tartan, is slightly more complex. Chapter 2 presents simple upright-wing flies that let you begin to get the feel of tying an upright wing onto a hook—a precursor to mounting more complex married wings. Chapter 3 discusses how to work with full feathers, such as golden pheasant tippets, for winging. People tend to think of a classic salmon fly as having a married wing composed of myriads of colors and textures, yet many famous flies, such as the Durham Ranger and Shannon, use full-feather-wings. In fact, almost all of Major John Traherne’s flies, arguably the most beautiful examples of the classic flytying art, employ full-feather-wings.

Chapter 4 introduces you to the married-wing concept. I’ve always found married wings to be enjoyable to construct and mount on a hook. Chapters 5 and 6 then expand on the knowledge you gained in chapters 3 and 4 by presenting you with more complex full-feather-wing and married-wing flies. Chapter 7 focuses on flies with multiple body divisions, although some of the earlier flies had this feature as well.

After you have gained confidence from tying the flies presented in the first seven chapters, you are then introduced to the flies of Major John Traherne. The two flies demonstrated in the chapter—the Gitana and Tippetiwitchet—are difficult to tie and will certainly tax your abilities. But once you have mastered these two flies, you should be able to tie any classic salmon fly pattern you encounter.

All the flies in the first eight chapters are classic patterns that were developed and fished throughout the nineteenth century. But in the past twenty years or so, more and more salmon fly tiers, including me, have explored and developed new patterns, some of which have greatly diverged from what we typically think of as classic. With that in mind, the last two chapters of this book explore modern patterns. Chapter 9 features two flies that superficially resemble classics but are uniquely different. Finally, chapter 10 presents patterns that diverge into a genre now called, derisively by some, “feather art” and mostly do not resemble classics. These last two patterns will truly challenge your fly-tying abilities—as they are meant to!

The first pattern in this book, the Black King, comprises a total of five elements to tie onto a hook. The final fly, called the Missouri Wonder, employs more than eighty-four elements. It is truly a difficult fly to tie, even for an expert tier.

Whether you are a beginning classic salmon fly tier or have experience with the classics and are looking to expand your knowledge, I hope this book presents enough information to keep you engaged for a long time to come.
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Black King
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1. Body: Black wool

2. Ribs: Alternate bars of flat gold and silver tinsel

3. Hackle: Black Spey cock hackle

4. Throat: Gallina

5. Wings: Mallard

This first fly, the Black King, is an example of perhaps the simplest type of classic salmon fly, comprising only five elements. Comparing it with the Missouri Wonder, the final fly in chapter 10, which has more than eighty-four separate elements, gives you a picture of the wide range of patterns available to the salmon fly tier.

This pattern is an example of a Spey fly, named after the River Spey in Scotland. These flies are typified by the use of Spey cock hackles and simple wings made of strips of gray mallard flank feathers.
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	Begin the fly by mounting the hook—in this case a 4/0, 1XL—in your vise, with a small piece of cardboard wrapped around the hook bend as shown to prevent the vise jaws from marring the black lacquer.
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	Attach the tying thread about 1/8 inch behind the point of the shank. Generally, for all body work, I use white, multi-stranded tying thread such as Danville’s Flymaster 6/0 (70 denier). Later, when I’m ready to tie in the throat hackle and wings, I switch to black stranded thread of the same size.
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	The next step is to tie in the gut loop, which will serve as the eye of the hook. In the earlier days of salmon fishing, from the beginning of the 1800s to around the turn of the century, all hooks were eyeless. The fly tier had to tie in the eye, which was usually made of three strands of drawn silkworm gut twisted together. Today tiers generally use a short length of gut that reaches to the end of the hook-shank taper, about one-third of the way past the point of the shank, as shown.
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	In the 1800s, however, fly tiers made their gut loops extend all the way back to a location midway between the point and barb of the hook, as illustrated in this photo.
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	The reason for this was simple: Many of the Atlantic salmon caught on flies during that time period could weigh upward of 40 pounds, and the eye had to be very securely lashed to the hook to prevent the two from detaching while in the mouth of a violently thrashing fish. Today we use a much shorter length of gut, both to conserve on hard-to-find authentic silkworm gut and to create smoother silk floss or tinsel bodies for exhibition work.

	The two flies in this chapter are tied with the full-length gut loop so that you can learn the authentic approach to tying classic salmon flies. Most of the other patterns in this book use the shorter loop.

	To form the eye, wrap your length of gut around a bobbin as shown above.
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	Then crimp the sides of the gut together around the bobbin with your fingernails as tightly as possible, as demonstrated.
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	This will form the longer style of loop shown earlier. Now soften and flatten the ends of the loop by carefully chewing them with your front teeth. I usually soften about 1/8 inch of the ends.

	Next, tie the gut loop to the hook with five or six close turns of thread, with the formed gut eye extending beyond the point of the shank. The crimps you form on the gut should lie right at the shank point. Lash the gut all the way back to the ends with evenly spaced turns of thread. The turns don’t need to be edge to edge; just try to keep them uniformly spaced. Then rotate your vise so that you can view the gut from below and make sure it’s parallel to the hook shank. If any areas are not parallel, you can straighten them by pushing on them with a fingernail.
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	Tie in 4 inches or so of medium flat gold tinsel on the back side of the hook, so that the long end lies at an angle downward and to the left, using five turns of thread, flattened and edge to edge.
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	To flatten stranded thread, spin the bobbin clockwise (looking down on the bobbin) until the strands unwind and the thread flattens. This is one of the most important techniques to master, as it is critical for tying clean, bump- and lump-free bodies. Next, tie in the flat silver tinsel the same way, slightly in front of, but overlapping, the gold. Once both tinsels are secure, trim the excess from the top of the hook. Note that the tinsel that is wrapped last around the body is always tied in first.

	The above photo is a view from the opposite side, showing the tinsel tie-in point.
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	Now advance the tying thread slightly in front of the tinsel tie-in point, as shown.
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	Take a 3- or 4-inch length of black wool yarn and unwind it to separate the strands, as demonstrated above. Depending on the wool yarn you purchased, you may end up with three or more strands; the number of strands is unimportant at this point.
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	Bring the yarn up to the tie-in point by sliding it along and in front of the tying thread, and then lash the yarn to the bottom of the hook with five or more turns of thread.
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	This photo shows the yarn tied in and ready to wrap. Notice that the yarn is tied in at the bottom of the hook shank, and the free ends reach to a spot just short of the point of the shank.




	[image: Image]

	Advance the tying thread forward with evenly spaced wraps while binding the yarn to the bottom of the hook shank all the way to just behind the eye of the gut loop. Then wind the thread back toward the bend of the hook, stopping at the midway point of the shank.
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	Begin wrapping the yarn forward. Start with a small amount of overlap; then, as you progress, overlap a bit more to give the body a noticeable taper.
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	Wrap the yarn to the halfway point on the body, and tie it off with five wraps of tying thread, one in front of the other. It’s always best to tie in materials with progressive thread wraps forward rather than one on top of the other. The former technique provides a much more secure tie-off than the latter. Do not cut the yarn at this point, as you will need to wrap it forward to complete the body after the body hackle is attached.
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	Find a black, long-barbed hackle feather similar to the one shown in this photo. Generally, Spey flies were tied with Spey hackles or black heron, which is not legal to possess in this country. A good substitute for black heron is blue-eared pheasant dyed black. The feather shown in this photo is a true Spey cock hackle, which I obtained from a friend some time ago.
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	A hackle is much easier to tie in and wrap around the body if it is first folded. To do this, grab the base of the rachis, or stem, of the feather with hackle pliers. Then, pulling the hackle straight and taut as shown here, begin the folding process by pressing some of the barbs at the base of the feather down behind the rachis. As you push these barbs downward, press the ball of your fingertip against the rachis to effectively crimp the barbs, thereby folding them. Make sure that the rachis does not twist toward the rear as you’re doing this, which would completely defeat the folding process.




	[image: Image]

	As demonstrated above, pull the barbs downward to complete folding that section of the hackle. Then continue the process by working your way forward along the hackle. Fold the barbs as close to the tip as possible. This folding process takes some time to master, and a Spey hackle is particularly difficult to fold, so I suggest practicing with a rooster hackle before trying to fold the Spey. If you just can’t get the Spey hackle folded correctly, don’t worry—you can simply tie the feather onto the body by its tip without folding, although you’ll find it harder to wind around the hook.
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	Here is the finished, folded hackle, ready to tie in. Notice how all the barbs are now on the same side of the rachis. This makes it much easier to wrap.
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	Tie in the hackle by its tip at the point where you stopped wrapping the black yarn, as shown above. After you bind down the hackle with five turns of thread, clip off the waste end.
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	Now grasp the yarn and continue wrapping it forward to finish the wool body. Be careful not to bind down any hackle barbs as you go. This can be quite a challenge, as these long barbs splay outward and are easy to catch with the yarn if you’re not careful. Be sure to leave space at the head for the throat hackle and wings. I usually leave about 1/8 to 1/4 inch at the head, depending on the fly. In this case, about 3/16 inch will be sufficient.
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	Next, wrap the silver tinsel forward, again being careful not to bind down any of the hackle barbs. It’s traditional to wrap a tinsel around a body five times, but because this hook is longer than normal, it would be better to add an extra wrap, for a total of six turns.
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	Then follow with the gold tinsel, leaving some space between the two tinsels as you proceed forward. When tying off more than one body decoration, such as tinsel or hackle, I use a method I call “two on, one off.” I start by securing an element, say a tinsel, with two turns. Then, when I reach that tie-in point while wrapping another element forward, I carefully remove one wrap of tying thread from the previous element and tie off the second element with two wraps. I do this for every body element until the last one. Then I secure it and all the previous ones with five edge-to-edge wraps of tying thread forward. This technique avoids creating a large bump from excessive wraps of thread but still tightly secures all the body elements.
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	Now carefully wrap the hackle forward, right along the trailing edge of the gold tinsel, and tie it down at the head with five tight wraps.
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	At this point, the hackle fibers will look quite disorganized, but you can correct this problem as shown. With your fingertips, pull all the barbs down and toward the rear.
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	You may have to stroke the barbs downward like this a few times to get them to stay in the position shown here.
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	The throat hackle this pattern calls for is spotted gallina, known today as guinea fowl. Before proceeding with the next step, throw two or three half hitches with the tying thread, and then remove it from the hook and replace it with black tying thread.
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	Prepare this feather by first stroking toward the base of the rachis the portion of the barbs you want to incorporate in the throat hackle once it’s tied onto the hook—about 1/2 inch in this case. You can use more or less, depending on how full or sparse you want the throat to be.
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	Next, trim the untouched portion of the feather by cutting straight across the barbs as shown.
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	Finally, trim along either side of the wedge of trimmed barbs as done here, leaving tiny barb stubs along the rachis.
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	This photo shows the finished hackle ready to tie in. The short barb stubs are left along the trimmed section at the front of the hackle to give the tying thread something more to grab onto, making for a firm tie-down to prevent the hackle from slipping out while wrapping.
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	Now you can tie in the hackle right up against the end of the wool yarn. Make sure the good side of the hackle—the shiny side—is facing away from you. This is very important to ensure that the barbs curve nicely toward the body when wrapped.
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	Note that I did not suggest that you fold the hackle before tying it onto the hook. You actually fold the hackle as you wrap it. This will ultimately produce a very clean, tight throat, with all the barbs pointing toward the body.

	Begin wrapping the hackle by first grasping about half of the barbs and pulling them toward the rear of the hook, making sure the rachis of the hackle does not twist at all. This is very important; if the rachis twists, it will defeat the folding process. It’s easier to wrap the hackle if you attach hackle pliers to the rachis.
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	While still holding the barbs to the left, lock them in by taking a turn with the hackle around the hook shank.
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	Then grab the rest of the barbs and take a second turn around the hook directly in front of the first turn.
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	Carefully tie down the hackle before removing the pliers. At this point, you can trim the waste ends. Next, divide the hackle barbs in half on top of the hook with a bodkin, and pull the barbs down and toward the rear of the hook, just as you did with the body hackle.
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	Stroke the hackle fibers until they sweep nicely toward the rear of the hook.
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	The wings on this fly are made from bronze mallard flank feathers. Select a closely matched pair, and separate approximately 1/2-inch sections of barbs in the middle of both feathers.
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	Clip each wing strip from the flank feathers, but leave the rachis attached to each. Mallard flank barbs don’t adhere to each other as tightly as wing or tail quill barbs, and leaving the rachis attached keeps the barbs together and in order. Place the strips together back to back, with the good sides facing outward.

	This photo illustrates the wrong way to mount the wings onto the hook for this type of fly, with the natural curves of the strips pointing upward.
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	The right way is shown above. Here the curves of the wings point downward and when tied in will produce a very pleasing result. To mount the wings, place them on top of the hook with your right fingers, as in the photo above, allowing the tips to line up with the beginning of the wool body. Allow the roots of the wings at the front of the fly to slightly overlap or “tent” the body.
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	Now, switching hands, grasp the wings at the tie-in point with your left hand and bring the tying thread up as shown above. (Note: Reverse the previous wing-mounting instructions if you are left-handed.)
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	Secure the wings with a “soft loop” of tying thread, made by bringing the thread up and around the hook shank without tension to form a loose loop. Bring the thread all the way around the hook and carefully tighten it by pulling upward to collapse the wing roots onto the hook, all the while holding tightly with your left fingers. Throw two or three more tight turns of thread, moving forward with each before you let go with your left hand. Mallard can be difficult to work with, so if the wing doesn’t look quite right when you let go with your left hand, remove it and try again until your fly looks like the one shown here.
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	Looking down on the fly from above, as in this photo, you can see how the wing strips meet exactly on the centerline of the hook and are free of any lumps or bumps. After securing the wings, carefully trim the waste ends from the fly.
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	Here is the finished fly. Rather than use a whip-finish to complete the head on a salmon fly, I simply wrap the head to cover any protruding waste ends that are left and to shape the head into a nice taper. I then throw a couple of half hitches of thread and snip it from the hook. Finally, I soak the head with thinned head cement.

	On exhibition flies, I always follow with a couple of coats of thicker head cement, allowing each to dry thoroughly before applying the next. But on this fly, I purposely left the head without the thicker coats to give it a bit of an antique look. Note the nice sweep and low profile of the wings, as well as how they slightly cover the top of the body.




KEYS TO SUCCESS

with the Black King





		Develop a nice, smooth taper to the body as you wrap the wool.

		Maintain even spacing between the tinsel ribs.

		Practice folding hackle feathers.

		Stroke the hackle barbs toward the rear for a nice sweep.

		Maintain a nice sweep and low profile to the wings.







Aberdeenshire Dee Tartan
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1. Tag: Gold tinsel

2. Tail: Golden pheasant rump

3. Body: Half orange and half scarlet mohair

4. Ribs: Flat gold tinsel

5. Hackle: Sandy-red hackle; over this a large blue-gray heron hackle (substitute blue-eared pheasant)

6. Throat: Teal

7. Wings: Two strips of silver-gray mottled turkey

The Aberdeenshire Dee Tartan is a typical Dee or strip-wing fly. These flies are named after the River Dee, which flows through Scotland, and they often incorporate strips of barbs cut from turkey-tail quills.
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	Begin this fly exactly as you did the Black King, using a 4/0, 1XL hook. Tie in the gut loop as before, all the way back to the rear of the fly.
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	This fly calls for a tinsel tag but doesn’t specify what type of tinsel to use. In a case like this, you can wrap the tag with either flat or oval tinsel. The photo first demonstrates tying the tag with flat tinsel and then follows with how to use oval tinsel.

	Tie in a length of fine flat gold tinsel and secure it with five turns of thread forward; then wind the thread back to the tie-in point.
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	Begin wrapping the tinsel rearward, edge to edge with no overlaps and no gaps between wraps, as shown here.
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	The length of most combined tips and tags—or just tags, as in this case—is usually the same as the distance between the point of the barb and the point of the hook. So continue wrapping the tinsel rearward to a position above the point of the barb. Now reverse direction and begin wrapping the tinsel forward, again edge to edge with no gaps between wraps.
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	When you reach the original tie-in point of the tinsel, tie off the waste end with five turns of thread forward.
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	Finally, trim the waste ends from below the hook. This photo shows the completed tag tied with flat tinsel.
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	When using oval tinsel for a tag, I like to first lay down a base of tying thread with flat, edge-to-edge wraps as shown above. This will provide a firmer base for the tinsel and prevent the tinsel from slipping on the bare hook shank.
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	Oval tinsel consists of a thread core with very fine flat tinsel wound around it. Select a length of fine oval gold tinsel and strip off about 1/2 inch or more of the flat tinsel from its core.
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	Next, tie in the tinsel on top of the hook with a soft loop of tying thread.
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	Then secure it by binding down the core on top of the hook shank all the way to the end of the gut loop with edge-to-edge flat wraps. Spin your bobbin to flatten the thread as needed. Trim the waste end from the fly.




	[image: Image]

	Now begin carefully wrapping the tinsel forward, with the first wrap on the bare hook shank, right behind the start of the thread base. Make each successive wrap right up against the previous one, with no gaps in between.
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	When you reach the end of the gut loop, tie off the tinsel securely. Using a burnishing tool, such as a wooden clay-modeling stick as shown, very carefully burnish the tinsel to smooth out the wraps. You must be careful to not break the tinsel at any point; best to go with the grain of the wrapped tinsel rather than across the wraps.
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	The ends of the gut loop tied in earlier may form a slight bump on the bottom of the hook. You can lessen the thickness of this bump by squeezing it with a pair of small, smooth-jawed pliers. You must do this very carefully, as it’s easy to inadvertently cut some of the wraps of tying thread.
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	This photo shows the result of flattening the ends of the gut loop. Compare it with the photo showing the burnishing process to see how this bump has been greatly reduced.




	[image: Image]

	The tail on this fly is made from a golden pheasant rump feather. This photo shows a golden pheasant skin with plenty of the yellow rump feathers to choose from.
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	After finding and plucking a suitable feather, remove barbs from the rachis so that it resembles the feather shown here.
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	Often, with this type of feather, the width might still be greater than you would like. You can narrow it a bit by grasping the rachis with your right hand and pulling the feather through the tips of the thumb and forefinger of your left hand as shown. As you pull to the right, maintain a tight and steady grip with your fingertips. Do this two or more times to produce a slightly narrower feather. This technique can be used with other feathers as well.
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	Now place the feather on top of the hook shank, and take a soft loop around the base of the feather to secure it.
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	This photo shows the feather tied onto the hook. Note that it’s secured right at the end of the tag. This view is from slightly above the hook to show how much narrower the feather is as a result of the technique demonstrated above.
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	The next step is to tie in a length of medium flat gold tinsel for the body ribbing as shown. This photo gives a good view of the tail feather from the side.
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	The body is tied from dyed mohair, a beautiful material to work with. This pattern uses orange mohair for the rear half of the body and scarlet mohair for the front. The mohair I used came in small bags and was packed loosely.
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	For this fly, wrap the mohair as a thick “yarn,” similar to the way you tied the body of the Black King, only in this case you wrap a single strand rather than the multiple-stranded yarn. If your mohair is similar to what is shown here, pull it into a strand as demonstrated in the photo. Don’t pull too hard, though, as the fibers might begin to separate.
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	Now attach it to the hook, just as you did the yarn on the previous fly. Bind the mohair forward on the underside of the hook, stopping at the midway point of the shank.
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	Trim the waste end of the mohair, and begin wrapping it onto the hook forward as shown here. As with the yarn in the previous fly, wrap with just a small amount of overlap at first, and then increase the overlap slightly to produce a nice taper to the body.
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	The original pattern for this fly called for gray heron for the hackle, but heron feathers are not legal to possess in the United States. A very good and almost indistinguishable substitute for heron is blue-eared pheasant. Select a fairly long-barbed blue-eared hackle, and fold it as for the previous fly. Then tie it in by its tip at the end of the first mohair section as shown.
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	Select a sandy red or red rooster neck hackle with long fibers, and fold it prior to tying. Then attach it right in front of the blue-eared hackle.
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	Following the red hackle, attach the scarlet mohair. As before, bind the free end to the bottom of the hook forward, ending about 1/4 inch short of the point of the barb. You need to leave a little more room at the head than normal, as you will be wrapping a fair number of turns of throat hackle to create a good, robust throat.
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