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To my dear wife, Barbara, who once quipped to Ed Koch that my love for her was second to my love of trout. I swear that the reverse is true but have little to offer as proof.


And to my parents, for their gifts of sport and art, and for the tolerance that allowed me to explore both in my own way.




FOREWORD


by Ed Koch


There are books, and then there are books—no matter what the category. This is one of the books, in a very special category—a fly-fishing book by a fly-fishing and fly-tying expert. Lloyd has done some thirty years of research on aquatic insects. His patterns are exact—and I mean exact—duplicates of the scores of naturals described in the book. If you can duplicate his patterns, you will catch (and release, I hope) more trout than you ever thought possible.


Ed Koch
York Springs, Pennsylvania




FOREWORD


by Norm Shires


How I wish our paths had crossed those thirty some years ago that Lloyd Gonzales refers to in his introduction to this book. It was then that he, as a youngster, was fishing the Yellow Breeches and beginning to study its abundant population of aquatic critters. It was about the same time that I began to study and photograph those same critters. The coincidence goes beyond that; he moved to the Pocono area of Pennsylvania, where he honed his fly-fishing and fly-tying talents on many of the streams of my youth.


My dad was a fly fisherman; thus I was introduced to the sport at a very early age (much to his consternation, I suspect, when I pestered him to allow me to cast his trey of wet flies). Back then, the art of fly tying was a closely held secret; dad would drive about thirty miles to buy his flies from the only person he knew that tied commercially. All we knew about back then were wet flies (fished three at a time), dry flies, and streamers. Nymphs, emergers, duns, spinners—never heard of them. Times have surely changed, and Lloyd’s contribution to the sport we love promises to change them even more.


Lloyd is often asked if he fishes with flies like the ones in this book. The answer is, without a doubt, yes. The flies in his fly boxes are exactly like the ones shown here. They may not be tied with the same care for obvious reasons, but they are the same patterns. Lloyd is a perfectionist like no one that I have ever known; witness the numerous rejected photos that were discarded because of some minor flaw in the tying that showed up in the photograph. In such cases the fly was retied and rephotographed. If there is one question that surfaces frequently, it is this: Will typical fly tiers take the time and go the extra mile to tie extended bodies, add distinct legs, hinge the abdominal portion of the fly, and do the other little things that result in a very realistic imitation of the natural insect? If they fish waters where catch-and-release is routinely practiced, where the fish are fussy or have seen and been fooled by the same typical patterns over and over, I think they will.


Norm Shires
Carlisle, Pennsylvania




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


 


Rare and unexpected gifts, like the invitation to write this book, deserve very special thanks. The personal debt of gratitude that I owe to the many friends, authors, and anglers that have helped me over the years is hard to express in a few public words. But, I will try.


Above all, my undying thanks go to two limestone legends, Ed Koch and Norm Shires, who have been the patron saints of this fly fisher. The idea to write a book was Ed’s alone, and the generosity he displayed toward a nearly forgotten face from the past is almost incomprehensible. His random act of kindness will never be forgotten. And Norm Shires, my colleague and collaborator, endured endless hours of tying and photographing flies around his kitchen counter with unwavering good fellowship and hospitality. It is hard to find words that adequately express my appreciation for his support and encouragement. These fine gentlemen carry the mantle of Vince Marinaro and Charlie Fox, and do so proudly.


Many thanks are also due to my editor at Stackpole Books, Judith Schnell, who gambled on an unknown and untested author, and who shepherded me through an unfamiliar process with uncommon patience and skill.


I also wish to acknowledge an unpayable debt to angling heroes who fish with us now only in books and memory. The exploits of angling immortals A. J. McClane, Lee Wulff, and Joe Brooks inspired my early angling fantasies in the same mythic way that Roy Rogers fired my childhood cowboy dreams. And, closer to home, Pennsylvania angler and masterful fly tier Chauncy Lively attracted my attention to fly tying at a time when I should have been doing my homework.


I would also like to recognize the literary gift of inspiration from one of the greatest living fly fishers, Ernest Schwiebert, whose books revealed the wonders of matching the hatch. Likewise, I am grateful for the contributions of those who followed in his wake—the hatch-matching teams of Doug Swisher and Carl Richards, and Al Caucci and the late Bob Nastasi. Without such creations as the Wiggle Nymph and the Compara-dun, my tying and fishing would both be poorer. And on the caddisfly scene, the singular contributions of Gary LaFontaine are valued as much as he is missed.


While acknowledging literary debts, I must say that whatever meager writing skills I can muster should be credited to my high school English teacher, Gloria Stewart, who encouraged me to think clearly, read critically, and write frequently (even if not always well).


And, on the professional side, I would like to take this opportunity to thank my comrades, brothers and sisters, of the two ski schools that have been a much-loved extended family for my wife and me over the past quarter of a century. Thanks, too, to my fellow examiners with the Professional Ski Instructors of America, who accepted an unworthy flatlander into their elite company, and among whose ranks I am growing old without having to completely grow up.


Finally, I would thank all of my fishing partners, past and present. In particular, much-belated thanks must go to the brilliant Steve McBeth, schoolmate and best friend, who shared my early fly-fishing experiences on the streams of our Cumberland Valley home. And, of course, thanks to Jim Coyne, my long-time Pocono compatriot, whose efforts to master the sport lead to many discoveries and fine adventures. And a note of encouragement goes to Don Sensenig, one of the finest skiers I have known and also a budding fly fisher of great promise.




INTRODUCTION


The opportunity to write this book was happenstance. There was no plan, no anxious expectation, no tattered manuscript shopped around to publishing houses. There was only a strange confluence of random and seemingly insignificant events. The incident that set all of this in motion was an erstwhile encounter with a pair of spectacular mayflies on a central Pennsylvania stream.


Thirty-some years ago I was in high school, and aside from suffering the usual throes of virulent adolescence, I was further afflicted with fly fishing (age has largely cured the former, but the latter still fluctuates between fervor and fever). At that time, Swisher and Richards’ Selective Trout had just been released and was causing something of a stir among the then-small fly-fishing community. Much of the fuss centered on the authors’ no-hackle dry flies. For me, the most immediately useful revelations were the photographs of mayflies. These gave me a visual reference for some of the common mayflies found on the streams of the Cumberland Valley in Pennsylvania, where I lived and fished. The only downside to this new information was that for every answer provided by these photographs a new question arose. Old puzzles resolved into new ones.
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Yellow Hex: The hatching of this Hexagenia dun (tentatively identified as Hexagenia rigida) from the Yellow Breeches coincides with the yellow drake (Ephemera varia).


My usual spot for observing or collecting mayflies was on the campus of Messiah College, which surrounded a pastoral stretch of the Yellow Breeches Creek. Evenings I would inspect the streamside lights, recording what I found there on a copy of Charles Wetzel’s “Trout Stream Insect Emergence Tables.” There were no real surprises until the last days of June, when an enormous mayfly—the largest I had ever seen—appeared in the lights. Its numbers increased throughout July and into August, when another similar mayfly, slightly smaller and much darker in color, gradually replaced it. I turned to Selective Trout for answers, but these were not forthcoming.
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Dark Hex: The hatching of the slightly smaller and darker Hexagenia dun (Hexagenia atrocaudata) from the Breeches coincides with the famous white fly (Ephoron leukon).


The only clue that offered any promise was the photograph of Hexagenia limbata—the giant Michigan mayfly. It was close, but I couldn’t reconcile the photograph with the twin giants of the Yellow Breeches. The earlier of the two was much lighter in color than the pictured insect and lacked the dark staining around the rear margin of the hind wing. The later-emerging mayfly was a better match but still so different that I wasn’t convinced I had found any answers. Even more baffling was that the authors indicated that limbata was primarily a Midwestern insect, with heavy hatches occurring in the streams and rivers that drained into the Great Lakes, such as the legendary Au Sable in Michigan. No one I knew had any knowledge of Hexagenia in the Yellow Breeches, yet I was reasonably sure, based on the keys found in Selective Trout, that both insects were members of this giant mayfly genus.


In those days, one of my fly-fishing haunts was the Little Run that flowed out of Boiling Springs Lake and into the Breeches at Allenberry. Ed Koch owned and operated a little fly shop that was situated at the head of the lake. His was the only local shop devoted to fly fishing, and he was the only famous fisherman I knew. After fishing the Little Run, I would often stop by the shop to pester Ed with questions about fly fishing or fly tying. He was always extremely patient with my inquisitive intrusions, whether or not I had a few dollars to spend on assorted bits of feathers and fluff. He was, and is, my idea of a fly-fishing gentleman.


One day late in the summer of 1973, I was in the shop talking with Ed about bugs and fish, and I mentioned the Hex hatch. He wasn’t acquainted with it and asked if I would collect some specimens for him. A few days later, dusk found me at my station beside the Breeches, plucking the large duns from the lights and placing them in a plastic vial. After I had gathered a half-dozen or so, I got in my car and drove to Boiling Springs. When I arrived at the shop, the windows were dark. I tried the door, but it was locked. Finding some paper and duct tape among the clutter inside my car, I wrote a note to Ed and taped it, along with the vial of mayflies, to the doorknob. In the fall I departed for college. I didn’t see Ed again for thirty years and didn’t know what had become of my little package of Hexagenia duns.


Recently, my wife and I came to reside in Boiling Springs. I had spent the quarter of a century that followed my premature departure from college living and, of course, fishing in the Pocono Mountains. Upon my return, I naturally resumed fishing in the familiar streams of my youth. Although much has changed, the fly shop still stands watch over the little lake. Now greatly expanded and owned by Emily Zeiders, the Yellow Breeches Fly Shop continues to be a hub of fly-fishing activity in this area.


On one of my visits, I was in the shop to purchase some tying materials and to order some hooks that were curiously absent from their extensive stock of curved and pointed metal. While there, I overheard Mark Altland, one of the knowledgeable staffers, discussing the Hex hatch with a customer. When I returned to pick up my hook order, I was armed with a few of my Hex ties, the annotated Wetzel tables, and a condensed version of this story. I shared all with Mark, almost expecting to get a dismissive look that said, “Yeah, sure you did, buddy!” Instead, Mark told me that Ed Koch still frequented the shop and that he would ask Ed if he remembered me. I was happy to be provisionally believed but expected nothing to come of the incident.


Later that week, my phone rang. It was Ed Koch. He asked if I would meet him at the shop and bring some of my flies. I was elated about the opportunity to meet and talk with Ed again. We got together and chatted for a long time, sitting in the shop’s comfortable little library. He was very enthusiastic about my fly patterns, and it pleased me to get the master’s approval. But I was surprised when he suggested—to someone he hadn’t seen in thirty years and only half-remembered—“You should consider writing a book.” This I took as a kindly, but casual, compliment until the more surprising follow up added weight to his suggestion. “My publisher might be interested.” These were serious words.


I was enormously flattered by Ed’s recommendation, but I also voiced immediate reservations. I was concerned that much of what I did in my fly fishing and fly tying might be too involved or specific for many anglers. My fly patterns were developed to solve problems and fill needs in my personal and, until now, very private fly-fishing style. At times I made adjustments to the tying or adapted the materials to suit the requirements of a fishing partner but never made an attempt to make these flies commercial or universal. Because of this, I worried that the flies and the type of (mostly Eastern) fishing they reflect ran contrary to the trends that seemed to be driving the popular patterns appearing in magazines and catalogs.


Ed’s steadfast encouragement caused me to reconsider these assumptions. It made me look at my private pursuits in a different way and from a new perspective. I came to realize that the lack of certain commercial or universal qualities was precisely the thing that made many of these patterns and techniques valuable in my own fishing. My next realization was that there was little likelihood that my approach would ever become the norm in either tying or fishing. This also meant that sharing these flies and techniques with others through a book should not diminish their effectiveness. In a rush of new awareness, I knew at once what this book had to be about. There it was, underlying and unifying my experiences and my creations—the thread that ran through all of it was pressure. My approach to fly fishing and the style that grew out of it was built upon a lifetime of fishing in pressured water. I knew what I wanted to do.


It may seem that I am saying that this book will only benefit those who fish in crowded conditions or that my Eastern orientation will regionalize or limit the application. I don’t believe that this is the case, although I certainly hope that those who share this common ground with me will find it useful. The unfortunate truth is that pressure is no longer just a local or even regional influence. If the waters you fish are not crowded, you are blessed. Even so, that blessing may only be a temporary reprieve. Today, few places are so distant or inaccessible as to be immune from the effects of pressure.


Pressure is a relative term and requires a relative or progressive strategy in order to cope with its challenges. When the salmon and trout are running in New York state’s Salmon River (or Alaska’s Kenai, for that matter), anglers are often forced to time their casts in order to avoid fouling with others around them. On intensely pressured special regulation streams, like Pennsylvania’s Little Run, casting more than a rod’s-length of line can be a luxury. In contrast, an angler accustomed to fishing a tiny tributary in complete solitude may feel an unacceptable degree of pressure upon encountering another angler. At some level, pressure is a concern even when you have the water to yourself. I have long understood the importance of considering the pressure that I created on the places I fished. As I point out elsewhere in this book, we create our own fishing pressure and carry it with us wherever we go. This is where the relativity of pressure comes to a point that is irreducible and inescapable. It is at this point that we stare into the waters we fish and meet our own reflection.


What I will attempt to share within these pages is an approach to fly tying as an important part of a strategy for dealing with the demands of pressured waters. I hope to help you unravel some of the tangled mysteries surrounding the thorny questions about fly selection and to provide a rationale for understanding when simple, standard patterns can succeed and when more complex or unusual flies have an edge. Through this process, I also hope to inspire you to investigate, to create, and to learn the lessons that the challenging trout of difficult waters can teach. And I will admit that I am humbled by this unexpected task, just as I have often been humbled by the teachings of my own trout tutors.


And so, dear reader, I hope you will enjoy this book and these flies. Most of all, I hope you will forever enjoy the blessings of brooks and rivers, tiddlers and trophies, solitude and communion. Fly fishing offers all of this and more. It is essentially and always a hopeful endeavor. You never know what will come from a modest meeting with a mayfly. They can guide you to encounters with trout, or they can capture past and future in a moment. Serendipity flies on ephemeral wings!


Lloyd Gonzales
Boiling Springs, Pennsylvania
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CHAPTER ONE


A Perspective On Pressure


 . . . anything that makes the fish harder to catch improves the sport.


—ERNEST SCHWIEBERT (PARAPHRASING G. M. L. LABRANCHE), 1955


Nobody goes there anymore. It’s too crowded.


—YOGI BERRA, COMMENTING ON RUGGERI’S RESTAURANT, 1959


 


 


Fish hooks boy . . . funny how that works. A youngster sets the hook on his first good fish and finds himself impaled for life, with no desire to be released—happily hoisted by his own petard. So it was with me, some forty years ago.


At that time, fly fishers were rare sights in the places I fished. The ease of spinning and spin-casting had “cornered the market,” and the tools of the fly fisher had become unpopular and obscure. The practitioners of the sport seemed to be members of some exotic secret society, their knowledge and rituals passed by some unknown process and spoken about in whispers. I can remember times spent sitting on the bank of a trout stream amid the early season throng of bank-bound anglers, all of us hoping that our lifeless lines would be suddenly jerked into animation by an unseen fish. In a moment of distraction, my gaze would drift along with the stream, and in the distance an apparition would catch my eye. There would appear an angler quite unlike the hapless fellows sharing the shore with me. He would be wading in the water, moving quietly along a stretch of stream inaccessible to the rest of us. His line would curl back and forth in a way that seemed to defy the laws that governed the fling and plop of our casting. And sometimes, in the most compelling of these instances, the angler’s rod would ease into a deep, dancing bend. The rhythm of my heart would start to quicken, and then, as if to heighten the mysterious nature of what I beheld, he would bring the object of all of our desires to hand and silently let it swim away. I longed to learn the secrets of this strange art. I wanted to know the things fly fishers knew.


Fast-forward to the present day. No one who had come to the sport in a similar way and at a similar time could deny that things have changed. The sport has become an industry, replete with all the baggage that change implies. Today’s initiate into the still strange world of fly fishing is often overwhelmed by a flood of information, advice, and expectations pouring out of magazines, books, videos, and cyberspace. What’s worse, perhaps, is that the crowds in and along the streams are no longer the temporary influx of Opening Day enthusiasts. Fish any stream with a reputation for fine fly fishing and your first challenge may be finding a patch of open water upon which to place your fly. The secret is out, the society is no longer exclusive, and some streams, once rich in fish and insect life and known to but a few, are in danger of being trampled to death.


It is hard not to feel at least a little ambivalent about the present popularity of fly fishing. After all, I doubt that anyone packs his gear and heads to the water hoping to find a crowd. It is not surprising that some longtime fly fishers complain bitterly about the spate of newcomers that cramp the space along their favorite streams. Some even rail against a particular book and movie, both innocent in their intent, as the source of all evil and the font of congestion. I, too, have cursed the crowds at times, and, while I enjoyed both the book and the movie, I cannot entirely dismiss their impact. I even confess that I have been tempted to discourage the newly afflicted by warning that fly fishing could ruin their lives; that they will expend inordinate amounts of time and money in pursuit of a quarry that will do its level best to frustrate them at every turn; that should they ever ascend to the pinnacle of fly-fishing skill and travel to some remote Shangri-la rumored to contain the huge, wild trout of dreams, their floatplane will no doubt be met at the mooring dock with that most useless of all fishing advice—“You should have been here last week!”


I have always restrained myself at such moments, knowing that I have no right to shatter the illusions of the innocent. Beyond this, I understand (however cliché it may sound) that there can be strength in numbers. And if ever we needed strength to protect our streams and rivers, it is now. Certainly, the prospect of fishing in solitude on dead waters is no fishing at all. Can we all agree on that much? And really, how can we fault others for being attracted by the same qualities that drew us to the sport, however long ago. At our best we can ask, “What took you so long?” and move over and make room. Or we can admit that the only sure way to lessen the pressure on our favorite streams is to stay home. If you are at all like me, that is one remedy too extreme to contemplate.


So here we are, left to deal with the changes that have occurred and facing an immediate future that, like it or not, is usually something other than the idyllic image of the contemplative angler plying the water in solitude. Pressured water is the medium in which most of us will play this game in the near term. Much of our continued success and enjoyment will depend upon our ability to work within this context. Our respect for these beleaguered resources and our respect for one another will both be tested if we are to continue to reap the gentle harvest of this ancient art.


Whether you are a fly fisher who seeks an escape from pressured water or one who revels in the added challenge it provides, it is important to recognize that either approach involves a strategy. Both acknowledge that this is the world in which we fish now. Today, an escape from pressure is largely either bought or earned. If you, like me, are an angler who suffers from a perpetual state of financial embarrassment, then solitude is earned with boot leather. That, and by holding what secret spots remain close to the vest and sharing them only with a trusted few. If, on the other hand, you are the sort who can afford to buy your solitude, don’t bother to ask me about such spots—unless you are willing to pony up an extra seat on your next wilderness excursion. We all must do what we can.


It is with the second strategy, confronting pressured water and accepting its challenges, that I offer my help. Of true wilderness I have tasted too little and would be out of my depth. Besides, in such places most of the help you would need comes in the form of a guide with a big, noisy gun and a keen eye for bear sign. The majority of my experience draws from places where the paths are deep and battle scars are more likely to come from the hooks of encroaching anglers rather than the claws of marauding grizzlies. But trout are no less worthy for being found in the shadow of civilization. This is particularly true of wild fish. They are treasures wherever they are found, and I value their opinion above all others. Wild trout will not tolerate the careless approach that is common among anglers whose senses have been dulled by fishing for hatchery substitutes. A wild trout that is educated by constant exposure to modern angling techniques, being “well-tried,” as the Brits say, is the most wary and demanding of all fish. On heavily fished public water where the average fish is neither large nor wild, the act of releasing a large wild trout brings a kind of satisfaction that only pressured water can provide.


I do not mention this to convince you of my point of view, nor in any way to disparage the value of experiencing wilderness. I only suggest that civilized waters have their own virtues and offer their own rewards. An angler who fishes the Beaverkill, the Brodheads, or the Letort may not find solitude, but unseen among the crowds wander the persistent ghosts of legendary anglers—Gordon and Hewitt, LaBranche and Leisenring, Marinaro and Fox. To fish in their presence, even if that is an act of imagination, is an honor. To fish well enough to fool the trout of these haunted waters is a test of skill and a rite of passage. A sense of history and respect for tradition are values too often lost in the crush of competition. That these streams are still worth fishing is a living testament to the legacy of the anglers that brought them fame.


The roots of our fly-fishing heritage run deep in my home waters in the Poconos and the Cumberland Valley. In those waters, history endures, and wildness is not exclusive to wilderness. Wilderness is an endangered species, driven into corners of our country and surrounded by the scars of development and exploitation. But wildness survives in surprisingly tenacious ways. It clings to scraps of undeveloped land. It conceals itself in suburban backyards and beside shopping malls and behind factories. Like a child playing hide-and-seek, it hides best where few would think to look. Amid the overwhelming angling pressure and the overflow of information, surprising secrets remain to be uncovered for those willing to dig a little deeper, and fascinating fish remain to be revealed to those who look behind the shroud of civilization.


I know a rough stretch of Pocono water where wild brook trout run to a size that would be hard to match in the woods of Maine. Wild, big-water brook trout are a faded memory in most of Pennsylvania, and these fish hark back to a time long ago when our state fish could be a fish of rivers as well as the brooks of its name. The water in which these fish reside is hardly unknown or unfished, but, because other sections of it are heavily stocked, the easy fish draw all of the attention. I know of no one (who has not fished it with me) aware of the brook trout, though I suppose that others could be reluctant to reveal the truth. In an unguarded moment, I have even discussed this situation with a member of the Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission, who expressed complete surprise (and perhaps disbelief) that such a place existed.


But the place does exist, and the fish survive as relics of the past because they are isolated in unusual ways from pressure and exploitation. Some of this has to do with the dangers and difficulties involved in fishing this stretch, but it is also related to circumstances that favor—sometimes in rather perverse ways—the particular needs of these exceptional fish. This water is also host to brown trout, mostly wild, and stocked rainbows that stray into this stretch from upstream areas. Yet unlike the usual outcome of the interaction of wild brook trout with these two alien species, the invaders have not been able to usurp the dominance of the native species. Peculiarities of brook trout biology (regarding their response to limits imposed on spawning habitat and by predation) and their tolerance to a condition that is less than optimal for the other species allows this situation to persist. Of course, the benign neglect of this area by irresponsible developers and insensitive anglers is also a major factor.
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River Brookie: This wild, eighteen-inch male brook trout came from an isolated section of a well-known Pocono river. An unusual set of circumstances allows brook trout to maintain their dominance in this section at a time when large river-dwelling brookies have long since disappeared from other Pennsylvania waters. Because the majority of the angling pressure is focused on other areas stocked by the state, this population is largely unknown.


There’s another Pocono paradise where the big water produces sly, wild brown trout that average about two pounds and four-pound fish are always a possibility. These big browns are as fine and strong and fussy as any I have encountered, and they seldom surrender to the casual angler. Here again, I am not describing water that is unknown or unpublicized, and stocking disguises the presence of these fish—a situation that fills me with conflicting emotions. Even though the numbers of wild fish decline in the stocked areas, few anglers other than dedicated locals seem aware that they exist at all. Probably tactics that are geared toward the dull pursuit of stub-finned, trough-reared pseudotrout do not fool many of the wild fish, or perhaps those that are caught are not recognized for what they are. This last possibility is a sad prospect in so many ways. It is one thing to catch an extraordinary fish; it is quite another to do so without any appreciation of the event. We only see what we know, to paraphrase Goethe.


A further reason that these wonderful wild fish are not better known is due to the quirks of the Pocono fly-fishing culture. Large numbers of visiting fly fishers frequent the Pocono streams, and they tend to belong to two distinct camps. One camp is comprised of public-water anglers who crowd into areas where stocking by the state is the heaviest. These anglers generally have neither the time nor the inclination to explore the areas that offer the best wild trout fishing. The other camp consists of the members of the many private clubs that appear (to the visitors) to have locked up most of the best water and even much that was never very good. These clubs are expensive and exclusive and reward their membership by stocking massive numbers of large, easily-caught trout—sometimes into waters that are incapable of supporting them. One club, for example, stocks five hundred large trout biweekly into a short stretch of a small, acidic tributary. Obviously, with such an artificial abundance close at hand, few of the club members have much incentive to look elsewhere.
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Pocono Brown: A wild, twenty-two-inch male captured during an evening hatch on a favorite Pocono stream. This watershed hosts abundant wild trout of all sizes, but due to heavy stocking in the popular sections, few anglers are aware that a wild population exists. Angling methods geared toward stocked fish are unlikely to fool many of the sly and sizable wild browns in the lower water.


I don’t mean to be overly critical of either group. If casual and convenient angling is what appeals to a person, who am I to condemn it? However, it does explain how the wild trout get overlooked, and I will freely admit that I have been the beneficiary. And to be fair, I will also gratefully concede that some of the Pocono clubs have served the valuable function of protecting critical areas from development and other forms of abuse. In such cases, the fishing in the waters above or below would certainly be much poorer without this significant intervention. Where such protection exists, for whatever reason and by whatever mechanism, the benefits can accrue to the entire watershed, and the stream under discussion is an example of this. If size is not the primary consideration in the pursuit of wild fish, then the other end of this stream offers a different, but equally intriguing, experience. And sometimes the rewards can be even more unusual.


Far up in one of the headwaters of this stream, a waterfall forms a natural barrier between the dominant wild browns below and the brook trout above. Here the little browns are brilliant fish, closely rivaling the neighboring brookies in color. They are so liberally splashed with red that, in addition to spotting their golden flanks and staining their tails and adipose fins, many display crisp red spots on their dorsal fins. This dorsal peculiarity ranges from a single, central spot of red to twin rows of spots, and I have rarely noticed this on other browns. In fact, the only account I have found that describes these red dorsal spots comes from an eighteenth-century description of the brown or common trout, written by a French nobleman. Perhaps this trait is more common among native European strains. Certainly, the coloration of these browns betrays their German heritage, and they appear just as I imagine their forebears did in the streams of the Schwarzwald.


The even more colorful brook trout above the falls are not only wild but, in all likelihood, native. They are the original denizens of these hemlock-sheltered and laurel-shrouded streams. Their ancestral birthright entitles them to the protection that the falls provides from the attractive, but alien, browns below. The abrupt shift in population that the falls represents serves to accentuate in a dramatic way that the real contest isn’t about which species wears the most splendid coat-of-many-colors. An earnest struggle for territory exists, and the browns have conquered all but this last refuge. While the browns are clearly the victors, among that rival horde beneath the falls, in a miracle of role reversal, a solitary and stubborn brook trout can have its all-too-rare revenge.


For a short distance below the falls, a few stray brook trout mingle with the browns. There, late in the spring of 1993, my fishing partner caught the rarest fish I ever hope to see—a wild tiger trout. This cross between a female brown trout and a male brook trout (a true trout and a char) is sometimes produced by hatcheries, but even under hatchery conditions their hatching and survival rates are low, making them an expensive product to produce. Without hatchery manipulation, the odds against such a fish surviving are overwhelming, and records of its occurrence in the wild are hard to find.
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Headwater Gems: Brilliant little brook trout crowd the sanctuary above a barrier falls on a tiny Pocono headwater. Below the falls, strikingly colored wild browns hold sway over the rest of the stream.


Yet here, in this tumbling rill, was the hybrid progeny of that valiant male brookie who found himself trapped among the hostiles—our champion had sired a tiger. This little freak of nature was a coppery, dark-headed fish, the vermiculations from its father’s back descending along its sides to form the tiger’s stripes. While not as ostentatiously colored as either of its parents, it was, nonetheless, a strangely striking fish that imparted a lasting impression. We had no camera and no desire to kill the fish, so we released it after careful admiration. Later, I painted a portrait to commemorate the event for my friend. Actually, I painted the fish four times—until I was satisfied that the rendering matched my recollection. We carry a camera when we are on this stream now, though we have no expectation of ever catching another wild tiger to photograph. So it almost always goes. Memory is a poor camera, but a precious one.


Development and angling pressure have had an even older and more obvious impact upon my other home waters in the Cumberland Valley (though the Pocono region, which contains some of the fastest growing counties in the state, is currently running hard to catch up). But even among the suburban sprawl of this once mostly rural valley, interesting and unheralded fishing for wild trout still exists if you know where to look.


One example that comes easily to mind is a painfully brief, but classic, little spring creek. It is a portrait in miniature of all that makes these valley limestone springs so special. It is cold, clear, and cress-lined and produces trout in sizes and numbers that are all out of proportion to its diminutive scale. One of its more novel attributes is that the dominant population consists of gorgeous wild rainbows. Wild rainbow trout are rare in Pennsylvania. Falling Spring, a better-known limestoner that lies to the south, is famous for its rainbows, though it probably supports a nearly equal number of browns. Some wild rainbows are occasionally encountered in other limestone creeks such as Big Spring, the Yellow Breeches, or the Little Lehigh. And, of course the upper Delaware River has the most extensive population. But other than a very few isolated tributaries, that’s about it.
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Wild Tiger: The tiger trout is a cross between a male brook trout and a female brown trout and is sometimes produced by hatcheries. In the wild, the odds of one hatching and surviving are extremely low. This rare fish was found on an isolated Pocono headwater in 1993.


Rainbows are not the only trout to be found in this tiny creek, though they are the most numerous. It also has a fair number of sizable wild browns. And on one memorable occasion I caught a remarkable thirteen-inch male brook trout, securing my only species slam on this creek. As is characteristic of limestone-enriched waters, all of the trout in this stream are well-fed and robust, but the brook trout was so rotund that its shape was reminiscent of a humpback salmon. To further embellish an already satisfying experience, the brookie was caught on the last day of the season and was adorned by spawning colors already in full bloom.


The short course of this little spring creek terminates where it enters a warm-water creek. This confluence of dissimilar waters yielded another revelation that had eluded me during all of my earlier adventures on this stream. While the condition of these trout indicates the abundance of food available to them, the variety of foods is extremely limited. In fact, I usually imitate only one prey item in order to catch these fish. It turns out, however, that the fish have an interesting way of adding variety to their diet.


When water temperatures allow, the trout move into the sluggish, warm-water stream to feed among the bass, carp, and suckers. I discovered this during an unusually cool season when the little creek seemed nearly devoid of its usual inhabitants. On one of my visits, the only reward had been one tiny, parr-marked trout. Attributing my lack of success to clumsy fishing, I was about to leave when I noticed troutlike rises on the surface of the normally warm, larger flow. There I found the spring creek’s resident rainbows feeding on white millers. I had no imitation, but some extreme improvisation eventually allowed me to catch a few of the rising fish. I was struck by the sturdy resourcefulness of these fish and impressed by their ability to make the most of their situation. I was also embarrassed by my failure to recognize the potential of this situation, but the fish eventually imparted a bit of their character to the angler.


In my youth, I favored another tiny suburban limestoner, thoroughly abused by its location and neglected by anglers. In it, I found the remnants of America’s two original immigrant brown trout, the Von Behr and the Loch Leven, coexisting as apparently separate strains. These two were long ago blended in hatcheries to produce the muddy brown trout stocked in most places today. One could assume that the same would happen in the wild, but in that place and at that time, they were starkly different.


The Von Behrs, which crowded the riffle water, were golden-brown fish with characteristically brilliant red spots, blood-tinged adipose fins, and blue eyespots on their cheeks. The Loch Levens, which preferred the slack areas, were sleek, silvery fish, black-spotted with no trace of red, and looked very much like miniature Atlantic salmon. Many even sported the Atlantic’s X-shaped marks on their sides. Except for their spotted dorsal fins and the length of their jaws, they bore more of a resemblance to the salmon than to any brown trout that I had caught before.
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Spring Creek Slam: A fifteen-inch brown, a thirteen-inch brookie, and a fourteen-inch rainbow constitute an unusual species slam on a tiny Cumberland Valley spring creek. Rainbows are the dominant species and a fair number of browns share the water, but the brook trout is an oddity.


Both strains were remarkable, wild fish, made more so by their unusual circumstance. In odd and coincidental ways, these immigrant Germans and Scots mirror the human history of this rich valley. Despite their non-native status, I have always had enormous affection for wild brown trout, and I pursue them at every opportunity. Few, however, have made as lasting an impression on me as the residents of this unfortunate little stream. They have inspired lifelong questions about trout genetics and about the limitations of taxonomy in expressing differences between distinct populations. Such questions have even assumed current political significance in a time when we have been told that hatchery fish are the legal equivalent of wild fish when they are the same species.


The story of how the Loch Levens came to adopt this little creek is a curious chapter from the glorious past, circa 1930. But that story has already been told, and to recount it here would give too much away. To the best of my knowledge, the descendants of these fish are still there, perhaps still retaining their original appearance. I have recently tried to confirm this, but the section I fished as a youngster is no longer recognizable, let alone fishable. I will keep trying.


Forgive me for not referring to these streams by name—the few who know them well will probably recognize them immediately. Should you somehow stumble upon these places, I hope you will treat them with the respect due their history and their fish. In truth, the identity of these streams is only thinly disguised, and anyone who wants to do the homework should be able to discover their names. They are all public waters (at least in the portions I have described), and they receive no special protection, other than the unlikely nature of their existence or the difficulty of their fish and fishing. In fairness, I should also caution that a casual visit to any of them is likely to yield disappointment—they are not the sort of streams that surrender their secrets easily. I only mention them because I want to tease you with some of the possibilities that still exist for the fly fisher willing to invest the time and effort required to learn the secrets of home waters. I worry that I have already said too much about some of mine, but I also worry that secrecy is not always the best protection for frail resources. This paradox troubles anyone who cherishes a special place in this time of unparalleled pressure.
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Immigrant Browns: The German Von Behr (top) and the Scottish Loch Leven (bottom) shared a suburban spring creek without any apparent mixing of the two strains. The stream in which these fish resided was abused and ignored, but between its overgrown and littered banks an unusual story unfolded. The unique characteristics of these two original strains have been blended in the brown trout stocked in most places today, and relatively pure specimens exist only in isolation.


Despite the competition that we face today, there are still fine fish to be caught and wonderful waters to be explored. These are the rewards for the skill, effort, dedication, and special, intimate knowledge that grows from a personal relationship with the waters we love. The rewards do not come easily. I won’t even pretend that I can make it easy for you—I cannot. Yes, there is easy fishing to be found. You can chase hatchery trucks or fish pay-to-play parks or hire experienced guides to do the hard work for you. If you are severely overcapitalized, you can even fly off at a whim to places where the trout have rarely seen a fly. None of this is bad—guides and wilderness lodges, especially, have a respected and time-honored place in the traditions of the sport. But some of this is just plain lazy. Patience is a virtue of fishing; laziness is not. While I cannot make things easy, what I can do, perhaps, is clarify the process so that it is less confusing and so that less of your effort will be random or wasted. If there is one simple rule I have learned in my time on pressured waters, it is that success comes from a willingness to do things that others consider too much trouble. Simple, but not easy.


At times, this can leave us with a sad and wistful longing for the good old days, when men were men and trout were trout, and the only thing between them was a tight line stretched over virgin waters. With all the negative pressures bearing upon our sport today, I suppose it is forgivable if we succumb to such whining. But before you become too greatly discouraged, let me offer some older words which are not my own:


A million boots have plowed the sand and pebbles of this stream bed, a million flies have whipped its surface. It is old, old fishing landscape, scarred with its human contacts, familiar and friendly and kind to the childlike frailties of anglers. It will accept you and take you to its heart. But it will challenge your fishing skill today, as it never challenged anyone’s a century back. Its fish are inured to the grosser solicitations of mankind; only the most deftly placed lure, the subtlest and most inobvious persuasion will win them.


The words belong to Howard T. Walden II, author of Upstream and Down and Big Stony. They are from an article he wrote for The Sportsman, dated April 1937. There is a kind of strange solace in these words, for they add the perspective of the ages to the problem of pressure. The difficulties facing trout and trout anglers may increase with time, but they are not new. Each generation of fly fishers must confront the pressures of their time and devise new ways to master their situation while retaining the delights that have always attended our sport. When we face these pressures squarely and defeat them on our own terms, the rewards are as sweet now as they were then. And the communion we feel with our fellow anglers at such times is as ancient and timeless as the lovely fish we seek.




CHAPTER TWO


Principles of Fly Selection


I seldom write about angling in primitive areas where good trout fishing is easy to come by, because object lessons are on difficult streams.


—A. J. MCCLANE, THE PRACTICAL FLY FISHERMAN, 1953


 


 


A great trout rises, and a fly is presented in its line of drift. The fly passes untouched. The trout rises again. Perhaps the timing was off. The trout rises, and a steady countdown begins—“one alligator, two alligator, three alligator . . .”  until the enumeration coincides with the rise. Now the countdown begins anew, and at the appointed moment the fly is delivered. The trout rises on cue—to a natural fly, inches from the artificial. The process is repeated. So is the outcome. Is it the fly? Maybe it’s too large (or small or dark or bright). A change is made, and the new candidate is delivered on the count. The trout no longer rises. Two . . . three . . . four more casts cover the spot. Nothing. Dejected, the unhappy warrior moves silently upstream, scanning for a new prospect, a fresh hope. What went wrong? Should he try the first fly over another fish? Was the presentation flawed? Should he study the naturals for clues? Questions without answers. Doubt rises, and in the abandoned water below, the trout rises . . . again . . . and again. Damn!


These are the things that vex our days and the fish that force us to question our assumptions and compel us to try harder. And, for the truly obsessed among us, these are the fish whose coy rejection keeps us coming back for more.


It would be sad if trout had no defense against the onslaught of our age. To their infinite credit, this is not the case. Somewhere in their miniscule brains lies the uncanny ability to learn from and adapt to our increasingly sophisticated attempts to fool them. Of course, these defenses depend, more and more, upon being given the opportunity to learn. The advent of the catch-and-release ethic in our sport plays an important role in facilitating that education. In many heavily fished waters, trout are subjected to an almost constant barrage of artificial flies of every description. In the face of this parade of phonies, some fish seem to have developed an immunity to the allure. These fish can appear to taunt us with their acquired resistance. Even when they choose to rise to the fly, they can turn away at the last instant, leaving nothing but an insulting disturbance on the surface.


Pennsylvania’s Cumberland Valley is home to many such supremely schooled fish. The names of many of the streams that drain this limestone-laden region are famous. The Letort, Yellow Breeches, Big Spring, Green Spring, Falling Spring—names that recall waters winding among elodea and watercress beds, beneath willows and sycamores, and alive with beautiful, fat-bellied trout and their handsome avian associates: kingfishers, great egrets, and great blue herons. As kids, we called this place Cow Valley, although that appellation is less appropriate now that the farm fields of our youth are rapidly being replaced by housing developments and strip malls. Then, as now, many of these fabled waters contained specially-regulated sections where catch-and-release produced fish that were particularly jaded and generally uncooperative.


I could often be found on one of these sections, flailing away at some hypereducated trout that was thumbing its spotted nose at every fly in my arsenal. On one such occasion, a grizzled old veteran of the fishing wars sidled up to me, apparently amused by my vain attempts to slap the fish into submission.
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Letort Spring Creek: This classic limestone spring creek is world-renowned for its large and finicky brown trout. It epitomizes the challenge of spring creek fishing and has inspired many thoughtful anglers over the years.


“Giving you fits, isn’t he?” he asked with a sly grin. I grunted something in reluctant acknowledgment of his unwanted attention and continued casting. But the voice of experience came again. “That old boy is too smart to be fooled by your flies anymore.” I said nothing and set about whipping the water with renewed fierceness. “Toss him a big fat nightcrawler, and I bet he’ll take it.” Now I was irritated. The very mention of worms was insulting.


“That isn’t legal,” I replied curtly.


“Yep,” the old man agreed, “that’s why he’ll take it.” I redoubled my efforts and eventually the old guy wandered off, shaking his head in a knowing way.


I can be motivated by a form of spite—there is no surer way to spur me on than to tell me that I can’t do something. My greatest successes and my greatest failures spring from this stubborn resistance. “We grow too soon old, and too late smart” goes an old Pennsylvania German expression I remember from my youth. With the belated grace that comes with age and experience, I now recognize that the old fisherman was offering me a secret that I was too impatient to accept. He wasn’t suggesting that I break the law or that I should resort to worm fishing. Rather, he was quietly trying to get me to take a moment to reflect upon the reasons for my failure and to understand the nature of my opponent’s defenses. Here a stubborn fish and a stubborn fisherman were locked in an obvious stalemate; the fish wouldn’t take, and I wouldn’t quit. The wise old guy wanted me to see that the fish’s familiarity with flies had bred contempt and that only the unfamiliar offering stood a chance of breaking the deadlock.


In the intervening years, I have learned, time and again, the lesson that my unwanted mentor had tried to teach. Long before I left Cow Valley, I was using this strategy to fool the cagey trout that swam its springs. The idea was not to break the laws that govern those specially regulated waters, but to break the rules by which the trout of those waters discerned the fakes that drifted above and around them on a daily basis. The essence of the strategy I’ve come to use so frequently on difficult fish was contained in an old fisherman’s unwelcome advice.


WHY THE FLY MATTERS


Pattern versus presentation is the basis of a fairly old debate among fly fishers. Despite the durability of this debate, I have a hard time believing that any experienced fly fisher would come down strictly on one side or the other. Dismissing either seems limiting and narrow-minded and ignores the important relationship between the two. Some presentations are greatly enhanced by the choice of fly, and vice versa. There are situations where an inverse relationship exists between the two; conditions requiring difficult presentations may be less demanding of the fly, and conditions allowing simple presentations may demand more of the qualities of imitation. But this doesn’t negate the importance of either; it just weighs them in the light of circumstance.


On the other hand, we are all shaped by the waters we fish, and our attitudes may merely reflect the character of those waters. This is an understandable provincialism, and we need to overcome these place-specific prejudices in order to be successful on waters of another character. I feel fortunate to have been schooled by home waters with very different dispositions. Pennsylvania is a diverse state, and the limestone springs of the Great Valley are a sharp contrast to the rough-and-tumble streams that fall from the Pocono Plateau. From a fishing standpoint, about the only thing these places have in common—other than trout and a few hatches—is a certain level of fishing pressure. From a fly-tying standpoint, however, the common ground between these two different geographic regions is that both have inspired many developments in the design of flies and continue to do so. The connection between fishing pressure and the evolution of fly patterns is no mere coincidence. In fact, it is a valid generalization to say that the evolution of the fly is a pressure-driven phenomenon. Put another way, the fly becomes more important in direct proportion to the amount of fly-fishing pressure an area receives. This in no way serves to diminish the importance of presentation, but it does establish that, while presentation may be the most important aspect of fishing effectively on lightly pressured waters, presentation coupled with astute fly selection is the formula for success on heavily-pressured waters. We should embrace all the skills of fly fishing if we want to be adaptable anglers. So, if we can agree—at least for the moment—that pattern choice can be important, let’s investigate a few fundamentals that regulate the selection of an appropriate fly.
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Pattern and Presentation: Presentation is an essential fly-fishing skill, and on some waters it is most important. But when trout are fixated on specific prey or are subjected to heavy fly-fishing pressure, fly selection cannot be ignored. Under these conditions, knowledge of the trout’s prey and the imitative or beguiling elements that convince the fish to take the fly is a critical part of a successful strategy.


Trout see what they need to see. Trout are simple creatures and respond to simple stimuli, no matter how layered their responses may become through experience. It is normal and even entertaining to anthropomorphize trout, but it is a mistake to let this contaminate our appreciation of their nature. Stimulus and response determine a trout’s feeding pattern, and risk and reward motivate the trout to continue or alter that pattern. If a single distinguishing trait is used to identify and capture prey, and the trout is consistently rewarded, then it has no need to further complicate things.


Let me provide a rather notorious example. Visitors to Boiling Springs are fond of feeding bread to the ever-present population of ducks, geese, and swans on Boiling Springs Lake. Many of these visitors find their way to the Little Run, which is the outlet channel of the lake. There they feed the trout, which are clearly visible in the shallow water of the run. If you are fishing when this occurs, the fish that had been treating your favorite flies with disdain suddenly behave like pigs at a trough, jostling each other to get at the free meal. The fish that reside below the little footbridge that crosses the run are so accustomed to this handout that they will often rush to take up positions at the mere appearance of someone standing on the little span. At such times, something white wrapped on a hook may be the only subterfuge required to fool the fish—the sight of something white falling to the water is sufficient incentive to send several fish charging to intercept it.


Of course, this lowly tactic is well-known to anyone who has spent much time fishing the run (I was first introduced to the ploy more than thirty years ago), and sooner or later, most of the fish get exposed to bread flies. With exposure, the response of the fish changes. Several fish may still rush the fly, but now they will usually turn away at the last moment. Under these circumstances, subtle refinements of the fly are required to make it more convincing. I will refrain from describing these refinements for fear of being accused of promoting the use of junk flies. The point is that the fish have learned from experience that the simple white-equals-food equation is no longer reliable. Their needs dictate that they find a way of distinguishing between white food and white nonfood. And even though trout have no ability to conceptualize the difference, they are remarkably adept at finding a distinction when they need to.


The primary job of the fly is to make a positive appeal to the trout’s scan. To succeed at this task, the fly needs only to show what the fish needs to see. As long as this requirement is met, it doesn’t matter what else the fly does or does not represent. In this way, a very simple fly and a very elaborate fly could be equally effective provided that both possess the traits that satisfy the trout’s identification process. It would seem, then, that all one needs to do in order to create an effective fly is to determine the key characteristics and incorporate them into the pattern. Sounds simple, doesn’t it?


It can be. When the quarry of the moment is an uneducated trout that is conducting a nonspecific food search, most flies will succeed if they can be presented without alarming the fish. Here, the job of the fly is simply to offer a general suggestion of food. If that naive trout is a wild fish, approach and presentation will far outweigh the importance of fly design. If the trout in question has been recently stocked, has missed a few feedings, and has had time to overcome its initial trauma and disorientation, then even approach and presentation are not critical. A familiar plop on the surface of the water may be all that is necessary to ring the dinner bell. For the unfortunate stocker, as the pangs of hunger and the pressures of competition grow, most any fly (lure, bait) stands a good chance of being tested for palatability. This vulnerability leads to what Vince Marinaro called the “slaughter of the innocents.”


In contrast, when the targeted trout has been educated by fishing pressure and is fixated on a particular food form, most flies will fail no matter how careful the approach or presentation. Now the job of the fly is to present specific characteristics without calling attention to any elements that may have negative associations. Educated trout are sophisticated scanners. Usually no single key can unlock their jaws. They are protected by a combination-lock sequence. Penetrating these multilayered defenses requires the skills of a master locksmith. This is when fly selection becomes an artful blend of knowledge and intuition. Determining which qualities of a fly have positive or negative functions is no longer simple, although we can assume we are onto something when a trout takes the fly. When numbers of trout take the fly, either they were all keying on the same traits, or the fly possessed elements that satisfied the various criteria of different fish.
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