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      Disclaimer: Fly fishing, like all other water sports, involves a certain degree of risk. It is highly recommended that you practice the sport in a safe way at all times, exercising appropriate and necessary caution. Using your acquired skills, judgment, and common sense is essential when in or around water, especially in areas where there are boulders, jetties, or strong currents. Always exercise caution when operating watercraft or when wading. If you are unfamiliar with an area, it is strongly recommended that you utilize the services of a professional guide or captain. And always wear a personal floatation device.

      Fish Consumption Advisories: Various state departments of health and environmental conservation maintain up-to-date health advisories pertaining to fish consumption. Please check with those authorities for the general and most current advisories.
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      This book is dedicated to all who share a passion for fly fishing, and to all who are intrigued by the edge of the surf line and the glorious gamefish that swim in salt water. And to my Labrador retriever, Bailey, who was at my side every step of the way throughout this entire project.

    

  


  Preface

  At Water’s Edge

  Some may refer to the condition as an obsession, but there is no doubt that I am addicted to salt water. Aside from the love of family, close friends, and my Labrador retriever, nothing quite touches my soul or invigorates my spirit like being physically part of a coastal ecosystem. Were I forced to chose only one water-based activity to pursue for my remaining days on this earth, it would be wading in salt water with a fly rod in hand, casting to some magnificent gamefish. It matters not the species nor where I fish but rather the scene and how the complete experience unfolds. Fly fishing is truly a sport that is all about the journey of discovery and not simply the destination where one arrives. There is something magical and captivating about being in the water with a direct connection between the end of your fly line and a creature of the sea. To set the hook and feel the vibrations of throbbing life move straight from the water to your hands is as good as it gets. The connection is holistically aquatic when the angler is standing in the same environment as the fish. After making the acquaintance of your opponent, you get to hold it, one hand gently beneath its belly, the other firmly grasping a thick tail. For a moment in time, angler and fish are one, until a quick sweep of a powerful tail propels it back home. From that moment on the connection cannot be broken. In my mind this is the pinnacle of sport fishing.

  When I was a kid growing up in New York City, I would often venture to City Island or Orchard Beach on the outer reaches of the Bronx to cast a baited hook as far as I could with the expectation of enticing any fish willing to eat my modest offering. Usually it was a piece of sandworm or bloodworm or a hunk of clam. If my grandmother had any leftover bits of fresh squid, shrimp, or scallops that weren’t transformed into some Neapolitan culinary masterpiece, I’d stick them on the hook, too. While I waited for flounder, tomcod, striped bass, or bluefish to bite, I would often contemplate the possibility that someday I might own a boat and be able to fish well beyond my longest cast, in places where I knew the trophies had to be. Surely, fish were out there in distant secret hideaways, not in here where I stood wishfully waiting for some straggler to intercept a deceptively free meal.

  Eventually the day came when I was able to afford my own boat. Rigged and ready for action, I pointed the bow toward the mouth of Port Jefferson Harbor off the Long Island Sound, mashed the throttle forward, and broke free of the shackles that had bound me to shore. Freedom from being landlocked was the gift this hull and engine would bestow upon me, an emancipation that would translate into more and bigger fish. I glanced back well behind the boat’s wake and waved goodbye to the shoreline, a big smile stretched across my face. My sights that day were set on a fabled offshore haunt in the center of the Long Island Sound, aptly called the Middle Grounds. I had heard all the stories of supersize striped bass and gargantuan bluefish that roamed the “grounds” and the nearby shoal, all too willing to eat one’s bait. Cow bass and gator blues would soon relent to my liberation from the land. Upon reaching this storied fishing hole I set anchor and began to cast, and cast

  . . . and cast. After several hours of fishing, not a single fish was tempted by my artificial offerings. Reluctantly, I pulled up anchor and slowly worked my way back toward port feeling defeated. Disappointment would mark my first offshore adventure.

  But a funny thing happened on the way in from the legendary fishing grounds that had just served up a major-league skunk. As the shoreline came into view, I noticed a long line of boats fishing directly off one of the beaches I often fished. I pushed forward on the throttle and steered in the direction of the growing fleet. Much to my amazement most rods on all the boats were doubled over, and those anglers who had not yet hooked up were casting. They were in their boats and casting toward the beach; a beach from which I had just escaped. Striped bass, bluefish, and weakfish were blitzing along the entire stretch of water precisely where it met the land and the sand. Despite my desire to seek new fishing haunts way out yonder, the temptation of fish literally at my feet was too great. I quickly joined in on the action Talk about the ultimate irony. With my dreamboat now underfoot—my platform to the deep blue sea—here I was casting toward a beach I had longed to flee. But catching a variety of prized gamefish at a rapid rate had me swallow my pride. The next few days found me back in the same location, at times fishing but a cast away from the sand, and waving to beachcombers as they strolled by. I remember thinking: I could have waded out this far. That great shoreline bite continued for about a week, until fish moved off the beach and into deeper water. I was glad then that I had a boat so I could follow those fish around, but the memories of that in-close fishing lingered and to a great extend were catalysts that molded the future direction of my angling habits and preferences.

  I have enjoyed some absolutely spectacular fly fishing from boats throughout the course of my angling career but, not surprisingly, I always find myself gravitating back toward the surf, flats, and shallow backwaters. I’ve grown to understand that I would much rather be in water than on it when fishing. A well-worn pair of favorite waders and wading boots patched with numerous silicone and duct tape repairs are testimony of that proclivity. That gear is a permanent fixture in the back of my truck.

  I spend most of the early season in the Northeast, wading, kayaking to surf and backwater locations, or exploring flats where I can simply walk into the water and cast to my heart’s content. When I visit other areas along more southerly stretches of the East Coast, similar scenarios play out. I still very much enjoy standing on the bow of a shallow-draft boat sight casting to cruising and feeding fish, but more often than not you will find me somewhere in the water. I am drawn there naturally and I believe it is part of my core genetic make-up. Perhaps my DNA helix contains a few throwback genes to a primal time and place when ancestors searched shallow water for sustenance. Although my contemporary motivation is recreational angling—not survival—that distant bond is renewed each time I step from the edge of land and enter the sea. The merging is always seamless and harmonious, and in naturally perfect transition. It’s as if that is where I was meant to be. With fly rod in hand, the magic that ensues knows no boundaries. It is a one-act play that keeps repeating over and over, never losing the impact of its similar but very different endings. Whether it is the Long Island surf, the mouth of an Alaskan coastal river, the flats of the Yucatan Peninsula, the beaches of Florida’s Sanibel and Captiva Islands, or any tidal waters in between, each fish caught in this manner makes the experience genuinely unique.

  But it is more than just about the fish. I feel rejuvenated around water—especially when wading in the liquid medium with a 9-foot 9-weight at the ready. My inner spirit responds instantly when summoned to the surf, the shoreline of a quiet back bay, or the enchanting allure of a tidal flat. I am very much enticed by the call of resident and migrating gamefish, and equally so by the timeless, seductive sounds of the surf’s graceful rhythms. Enveloped by salt water, I am connected to the influences of eternal and perpetual tides, a flow that has proven to be an extraordinary elixir. Through countless flyfishing exploits, I have grown in harmony with daily and seasonal tidal movements. My movements flow in concert with the height of a proxigean spring tide, the low water of a quarter-moon neap tide, and all the daily tides that endlessly flood and ebb. To follow fish from the edge of the surf line or from any wadable water has become my primary flyfishing quest. It is what I prefer to do over all other forms of angling. That pursuit has enabled me to develop a bond with the varied species of fish that frequent inshore waters. In the Northeast, I eagerly await their annual arrival in the spring and lament their departure in late fall. If I’ve not been satiated with the fishing and catching at that point, I often choose to follow the fish on their migratory journey south.

  To an extent, the fish and I engage in similar passage. They travel well-worn routes in perpetual processions seeking food, natal breeding grounds, or more suitable habitats within which to thrive. I too am driven to those same waters to cast a fly and to receive much needed nourishment that can’t be achieved by simply drinking eight glasses of water daily. Each time I step from the edge and become one with the hydrogen oxygen compound, I am recharged and all in the world is good once again.

  —Angelo Peluso, at the Long Island Sound, winter 2013

   


  Introduction

  One of the most spectacular mass migrations in the entire natural world occurs off an iconic north Atlantic promontory known as Montauk Point. The event takes place in the fall of each year and is described by many who witness it as larger-than-life. Untold numbers of gamefish, baitfish, birds, and anglers all converge upon this piece of priceless real estate to partake in an annual ritual. For those fortunate enough to fish amidst this exhilarating grandeur, or to simply bear witness to the event, there are no words to adequately describe what takes place. I have often been there, a bit player in the scene, when the fly fishing is so good no superlatives do it justice. Many of the uninitiated may sneer at one’s recounting of a phenomenal fall day of fishing off The Point and charge the stories as being nothing more than fishermen’s hyperbole. But Montauk is a place where fantasy meets reality. At times it can be like the Disney World of fly fishing, an angling amusement park where dreams magically come true.

  Surf fishing is a rewarding pastime for anglers of all levels.
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  As unbelievable as the fishing is from a boat, it can be equally as astounding from the beach. Montauk is known in many circles as the Surf-Fishing Capital of the World, and it lives up to that reputation. The majority of surf anglers typically employ traditional gear: long surf sticks matched to spinning or conventional casting reels. But for each year over the past fifteen or twenty fall seasons, increasing numbers of fly rodders have lined up along the sand beaches adjacent to The Point, or have taken up positions on the rocks and boulders that are hallmarks of the area. The primary quarry are striped bass, false albacore, and bluefish that appear like clockwork and in mesmerizing numbers. Whether standing on the deck of a boat or perched upon an oversized glacial rock, you can often hear the fish coming well before you see them. It is usually the sound of fleeing, jumping, and skittering baitfish under attack—literally tens of thousands, perhaps millions, that reach one’s ears first. But even that advance warning is sometimes not enough to prepare you for the spectacle that shortly follows. The first time I saw it, I couldn’t believe my eyes: an acre or more of striped bass, mouths agape on the water’s surface, fins and tails exposed, tearing through balled-up and hapless bay anchovies. I was so captivated by the moment that my fishing buddy, who instantly hooked up with a bass, asked if I was planning to watch or cast. I chose to watch for a while, reveling in the majestic moment, and then I made a cast. It was almost as guaranteed a hook-up as one could ever expect in fishing. Similar sights and experiences unfolded that day with false albacore, bluefish, and combinations of all three species, a veritable hat trick of fly rod-friendly gamefish.

  Although the Montauk surf is unique in its class, it does not stand alone as a first-class fly-fishing destination. The entire length of the East Coast of the United States plays host to inshore fisheries that welcome the fly angler. From the tip of the rugged Maine shoreline to the fine sand beaches of south Florida and the Gulf Coast, opportunities abound for those choosing to target gamefish with a fly. Some locations are equally renowned as Montauk, but many are lesser gems just waiting to be mined. Each of the eastern coastal states, north to south, has its signature beaches that call to the surf fly angler to come visit. These are places such as: Maine’s Old Orchard Beach; New Hampshire’s Hampton Beach; the beaches of Cape Cod, Massachusetts; Rhode Island’s Block Island; Connecticut’s Penfield Reef; Long Island’s Fire Island National Seashore; New York City’s Jamaica Bay; Island Beach State Park in New Jersey; Delaware’s Fenwick Island State Park, Assateague Island in Maryland; Virginia’s Chincoteague Island, VA; North Carolina’s Outer Banks; South Carolina coastal lowlands; Georgia’s Tybee Island; and the pristine flats of the Florida Keys. These are locations where local and visiting anglers can find exceptional wade fishing with the fly rod.

  During my tenure as an avid fly fisherman and member of the outdoors media, I have had opportunities to talk with many other anglers up and down the East Coast. While the Southeast and Gulf Coast states have long and storied histories of saltwater fly fishing, the height of the sport’s popularity in the Northeast occurred with the recovery of striped bass stocks in the early 1990s. Solid year classes of fine fly rod-size fish were in abundance. Bass, bluefish, weakfish, false albacore, and Atlantic bonito made up the core of gamefish species that helped recruit new entrants into saltwater fly fishing and convert many freshwater fly anglers. All the while participation continued to grow in the traditional markets of the Southeast and Gulf Coast.

  The sport enjoyed a period of rapid and sustained growth. The only factor that contributed to a halt in that expansion was the Great Recession that gained momentum in 2008. Much of the recreational fishing and boating industries dropped back down into first gear or reverse, with the goal of capital preservation and surviving the economic crisis, and recreational anglers did somewhat the same. There was one notable exception, however. Despite all the down-trending red arrows, there was a slightly upward blip on the screen of one industry segment: surf and wade fishing in all its forms. The reasons were obvious. Many boat anglers were downsizing, selling, or going to smaller motorized craft and kayaks to achieve a more favorable economic return on their fishing time. Boat financing was virtually nonexistent, so credit was not available for boat purchases. Gas prices caused many anglers to cut back on longer trips, and employers were demanding extra time of their employees, to do more with less. The net effect of all this was that anglers were forced to make alternative fishing decisions. Many entered the world of surf fishing due to the relative ease of entry into the sport, while many of those who were already in the sport went looking for ways to supplement their fishing tools and tactics. Fly fishing the surf was the answer to those needs. The relatively low cost of entry into the sport and the ability to simply wade into the playing field were two of the most significant reasons for that phenomenon. Other contributing factors included technology and the impact it had on reducing the cost of fly rods and reels. It was no longer necessary to take a second mortgage on one’s home to buy high-quality fly rods and reels. And while there are still very high-end rods and reels on the market, many manufacturers have revamped their product lines and come out with affordable gear targeted at new entrants into the sport.

  When I took my first flyfishing trip to the shores of wild Alaskan rivers in the late 1980s, it was not unreasonable to spend $500 or more on suitable travel rods. Today it is possible to buy better rods for half that amount, and there are many manufacturers within the marketplace to choose from. The same is true of fly reels and lines. Additionally, and equally as important, much of the mystique has been removed from a sport that once perpetrated a belief that you had to be one part shaman and one part magician to cast a fly. Once anglers move beyond the purity of dry-fly fishing with gossamer leaders, they can discover the amazing world of fly fishing in salt water. And today, there are many more resources available to the aspiring fly angler than there were back when I entered the sport: clubs; instructional videos; descriptive books; Internet websites; even casting coaches. The fact of the matter is that if you are coordinated enough to hit a beach ball with a Louisville Slugger, you can easily learn to fly cast. From there all it takes is practice, a modicum of discipline, and a willingness to learn.

  Many saltwater boat and surf anglers are often reluctant to get involved in fly fishing for fear of failure. That is pure nonsense. The most important attribute of a good surf fly angler is to first be a good general angler. What that means is having an ability to read water; understand tides, currents, and weather; have in-depth knowledge of baitfish and gamefish, their movements, and their behaviors; and spend time on the water practicing the craft. Fly fishing’s primary purpose is to stimulate fish to strike a fraudulent bait made from feathers, fur, synthetics, and various combinations of those materials. Under the best of circumstances that is not always an easy task. The best fly anglers have learned to manipulate their flies to replicate a life-form and create the illusion that their offering is the real deal. While the process and tackle may be different, that objective is not unlike the process used by spinning and conventional fisherman casting plugs, tins, and an endless variation of plastic baits. Unfortunately, some neophytes—and even more experienced fly anglers—often get frustrated with fly fishing from the surf and revert back to other forms of tackle, limiting their use of fly gear to just bluebird and easy fishing days. That is a mistake. We learn as much, if not more, from the challenging days as we do from the great ones.

  It is my hope that this book will open up the entire world of fly fishing the surf and the enormous promise this form of angling can offer. One need only look at the coastal landscape from Maine to Florida to appreciate the full potential of the sport. If that isn’t enough motivation, then simple exploration of the waters of the Northeast, the mid-Atlantic states, and the Southeast will lead an angler to a goldmine of remarkable gamefish species. The list is impressive, and can literally keep a surf fly angler busy for an entire lifetime or two.

  What type of fish are we talking about? In the Northeast, the beach fishing headliners are striped bass, bluefish, weakfish, false albacore, bonito, and fluke. The Southeast, meanwhile, offers up snook, redfish, spotted seatrout, bonefish, permit, and even tarpon to the wading angler; while in the center of the East Coast, the mid-Atlantic states proffer not only their indigenous species of gamefish but become a tantalizing convergence point for northern species moving south and southern species traveling north. Match to that the incredible diversity of baitfish that flies can readily replicate and the formula for success is proven.
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  Productive surf- and wade-fishing locations can be found in your own backyard if you know what to look for.

  In the song, “Coastal Confessions,” Jimmy Buffett sings about being a tidal pool explorer from the days of his misspent youth. I guess you can say I am a tidal pool explorer too, looking for the next puddle of water that might hold fish or some existential truth about why some of us were put on this planet to cast flies. Given that all water has its appeal and unique attraction, this book defines surf in its broadest sense to include not only traditional ocean-facing open beaches but any water into which a fly angler can wade. That spectrum of water includes: flats, marshes, backcountry, harbors, bays, sound beaches, tidal creeks, river mouths, and any other places where one’s wading boots can find access. I’ve caught fish on flies in the best of places—idyllic and aesthetic settings—and in some of the least likely places one would expect to find any self-respecting gamefish. Regardless of location, all it takes is me stepping in the water, casting a fly, and hooking a fish to make any spot a magical one.

  The vision for this book was born not just from that acknowledgment but from the fact that fly fishing from the surf is a rewarding and at times highly effective form of angling. I do enjoy fishing from my boat and I do enjoy paddling my kayak, but I love fishing from the edge of the surf. And I find irresistible the connection the sport makes with our primitive ancestors who fished for subsistence. Long before there were boats, those ancient fishermen walked into the unknown to catch their next meal. Many did so with bone hooks adorned with fur or feathers—primordial flies. The use of an artificial fly technically extends back that far to those ancients who first crossed the great Bering Land Bridge from Asia to what is now Alaska. But the roots of more contemporary flies have an ancestry that traces back to early Macedonia. Those anglers too cast flies upon waters they waded. While those early anglers were driven by survival instincts, and we today by the sport and challenge of it all, those primitive roots still connect us to a great sport. So please join me now as we explore the world of fly fishing the surf.


  Chapter One

  Tackling the Surf

  Selecting a Fly Rod

  Whenever I suggest to my wife that she has one too many pairs of shoes, she gives me her patented laser stare and counter-suggests that we take a look inside my tackle closets and count fly rods. I will admit that I have a sizable collection of fly rods, and I remind my spouse that while she has only two feet, I need to be prepared to catch diverse species of fish under many different circumstances. My response is always met with a total lack of empathy. I have been fly fishing for most of my life, and it is only natural that I have acquired a variety of tackle over the years. After all, fly fishermen, like duck hunters, tend to be pack rats, and I do have a sweet spot for fly rods; there is a natural inclination to hoard them. Yet despite the variety and number of rods that I own, it is easy to distinguish the favorites and the ones that get called into action most frequently.

  Those rods either sit in the rod rack, at the ready with reels attached and line strung, or rest at the front of the closet within easy reach. There are three favorite trout rods that have seen more than their fair share of brookies, browns, and rainbows; there’s a freshwater bass-bugging rod that has become a great old friend; there are my trusty three- and four-piece Alaska and travel rods that have shared some exciting adventures; and lastly, my saltwater outfits for local waters. The last of those rod categories represents the most sizable part of my collection, and with good reason: much of my fly fishing is done in salt water, most often from the surf. That collection of rods includes two-, three-, and four-piece sticks.

  Given the assortment of rods in the marketplace, making a selection, especially for a first rod, can seem like a daunting task. I am often asked by aspiring saltwater anglers what one all-round fly rod would be the best choice for their surf-fishing needs. My response is always the same: a 9-foot 9-weight with a moderate or fast action. That selection is ideal if you can only have one rod for fly fishing the surf. A 9-foot 9-weight (9/9) is a versatile and effective fishing tool. Over the course of my surf fishing, I have caught a wide array of gamefish on that rod type: striped bass, bluefish, Atlantic bonito, false albacore, summer flounder, redfish, snook, bonefish, jacks, and a host of others. Further validation of that choice is that within the saltwater flyfishing community the nines are a resounding favorite among those anglers who fish the surf.

  The 9/9 is comparable to a utility infielder, in that the rod can be used effectively for a variety of gamefish and can handle many circumstances that you’ll encounter when fishing the surf. While that category of rod is my go-to tool, I will often choose other rods for specialty applications or simply to increase my fishing enjoyment. The scope of my saltwater surf fly-rod arsenal spans a range from 7-weight rods to beefy 12-weights, the core being the 8-, 9-, and 10-weights. There are times when I will select a 7-weight for seatrout, small bluefish, and shad; while an 8-weight can be a fun tool for early season striped bass in back bays or flats, when smaller baits and matching flies are the ticket. I will sometimes opt for a 10-weight to play catch and release with stout and powerful little tunny; an 11-weight can help overcome the wind-in-the face syndrome that often accompanies fishing the open surf; and a 12-weight is ideal for those times when I might encounter large gamefish such as tarpon in the surf. Yet, more often than not a fast-action 9-weight will be what I cast. Bear in mind there is no need to run out and buy one of each until you progress to a level where there is a specialty need. For all practical purposes, a 9- or 10-weight rod will suffice for most of your surf-fishing needs.
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  A fly rod is a very effective surf fishing tool.

  Fundamentals of Fly-Rod Selection

  It is usually the fly rod that grabs the attention of newcomers to saltwater surf fishing. Typically, the rod is selected first, then a decision is made on a matching reel. While both need to be purchased with the other in mind, the rod tends to get top billing.

  A fly rod’s primary purpose is to cast a fly line to which a leader and fly are attached. Unlike spinning or conventional bait-casting gear, where the weight of the lure or terminal tackle pulls line from the reel to make a cast, a fly rod is engineered to propel the weight of the fly line. Both rod and line are calibrated so that they are matched to maximize loading of the rod and the power-casting stroke. In the hands of a skilled and practiced caster, distance and precise fly placement can be consistently achieved.

  An equally significant function of a fly rod is to manage the fly line. Maintaining constant contact with the line, whether in flight or on the water, is critical. Lose touch with the line during the cast or the retrieve and you will lose opportunities to properly present a fly or to hook a fish. One example of crucial line control is when a fly is drifted in strong current, such as is often encountered around a jetty point or a sand bar. In those situations, it is imperative to keep the fly drifting in a natural manner with the flow of the current. The rod is used to mend line or reposition line back up current so that the fly assumes a natural posture and drifts unimpeded with the flow of water. Using the rod to mend line prevents a fly from rising unnaturally in the water column. This and other line control techniques will be discussed in greater detail later in the book.

  Rod, reel, and line all work in concert to cast and fight fish. (Photo credit: Laura Pisano)
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  Another of a fly rod’s principal duties is to strike and hook fish. In saltwater surf fishing, this typically occurs through the process of strip-setting, where the rod is lifted while simultaneously pulling back on the line to set the hook. Once the hook is secure, the rod then transforms into a tool to fight and land the fish. Contrary to the beliefs of some, a fly rod is a powerful fishing implement, and it can subdue substantial quarry when in the hands of an experienced angler. Many who are new to the sport are usually amazed at how much pressure can be applied to big fish hooked on a fly rod. Albeit from boats, big tarpon, tuna, marlin, sharks, and many other offshore species are regularly landed on fly rods. For the average surf angler, a fly rod is more than capable of fighting and landing inshore gamefish.

  While most anglers have a preference for single-handed fly rods, some who fish the surf prefer a two-handed Spey rod or a switch rod, a hybrid between a Spey and single-handed stick. The inherent advantages of these rods are longer casts, a degree of enhanced line control, and enhanced fish-fighting benefits. The two-handed grips also allow for increased leverage with the back and forward casts.

  The Flexibility Factor

  One potentially perplexing aspect of fly-rod selection is that of action. It needn’t be. In its simplest terms, fly-rod action equates to the flexibility of the rod blank and how much it bends when under stress. That stress is a function of the casting process, specifically the back cast. A fly rod needs to load or store energy that is released upon the forward-casting stroke. That energy load provides the power to let the line travel its full course. The actions of contemporary, high-tech fly rods are measured in degrees of “flex,” or how the rods bend during the back cast. While one prominent rod manufacturer has developed a flex index for ease of comparing the action of its line of fly rods, there is no uniform industry index to compare flex between rod manufacturers. The true test comes with one’s own understanding of the dynamics of flex and comparison casting to feel the differences in actions. Fly-rod action is categorized in one of three designations: full-flex, or slow action; mid-flex, or moderate action; and tip-flex, or fast action.

  FulL-Flex

  Most of my freshwater trout rods are full-flex, having deep and sustained bends throughout much of the rod blank, butt to tip. That characteristic is beneficial for in-close fishing and for subtle presentations, a requisite in crystal-clear spring creeks. A full-flex rod is also forgiving to varied casting styles and offers gentle hook setting with delicate tippets. This style action is designed into classic bamboo trout rods and most small stream graphite rods. For all practical purposes, full-flex rods are not a preferred choice for the saltwater surf angler.

  Mid-Flex

  This action is somewhat of a compromise and provides for a versatile flex, one that begins about midway through the rod. It offers a blend of butt section strength that is beneficial when fighting big fish, and a moderate overall bend that contributes to easier casting. This type action performs well in most surf-fishing situations and is friendly to a range of casting strokes. It is an ideal action for the angler who may be limited to one rod for the surf, since it can respond effectively to varied fishing conditions. A rod with this action can easily transform from one that fishes big flies aggressively to another that tosses crustacean patterns to wary and cruising fish on the flats.

  TiP-Flex

  Fast-action fly rods have grown tremendously in popularity and are often the first choice among saltwater anglers. One of the principal reasons is that “fast” rods have all the action contained in the tip section. This action is much stiffer than either full-flex or mid-flex rods but has the capability to generate optimal line speed. That trait is often beneficial when quick, long casts are required, or when line speed is needed to overcome wind. Tip-flex rods are considered the most powerful of the three categories of actions and, while they can generate substantial power during the cast, they can, nonetheless, be a bit troublesome for newcomers to get used to. This action is a lot less forgiving than either of the two slower flexes. With practice and familiarity, tip-flex rods are ideal choices.

  What Piece Rod?

  Another consideration when acquiring a fly rod for surf fishing is sectional construction and the number of pieces to the rod. Science of design and new-age materials have allowed for multipiece rods to perform as flawlessly as one-piece rods. Custom one-piece fly rods can still be built to angler specifications but, to be candid, there is really no need for that unless you are fixated on not having any ferrules. Again, you need to consider whether you want an all-round, one-size-fits-all rod or a specialty rod. For fly fishing the surf, two-, three-, and even four-piece rods will fit the bill well. My personal preference is for two pieces, but three- and four-section rods are equally effective. The fact is that with today’s engineering—and that includes superb ferrule connections—multipiece rods perform as well as one-piece rods. An added benefit of multipiece rods is that they’re easy to travel with. With the quality of rods currently in the marketplace, and the number of top-tier manufacturers producing high-performance products, surf fly anglers should have no concerns about multisection rods.
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  Contemporary multi-piece fly rods are as efficient as one-piece rods.

  A Matter of Materials

  Fly rods are primarily constructed of bamboo, fiberglass, graphite, boron, or composite materials. Like many of my generation, my first fishing rod was a bamboo cane pole. Rigged with a length of line, bobber, hook, and minnow or worm, it was an effective tool for panfish and small bass. I would even use it in salt water for snapper bluefish. But would I use a custom bamboo fly rod today for saltwater surf fishing? No! Some anglers do as a novelty, but in general classic bamboo rods have no place on the saltwater surf-fishing scene. While there is a robust bamboo market for custom freshwater rods, the harsh saltwater environment can be disastrous for that rod-building material.

  Fiberglass broke onto the rod-building scene as the material of choice after World War Two. The Shakespeare Company was the first to commercially offer fly rods made from fiberglass with their “Wonder Rods.” And wonders they were at the time, being strong, durable, light, and inexpensive when compared to custom bamboo rods. A testament to their durability is that I still have my first bass-bugging Wonder Rod and it performs as well today as it did many years ago. Fiberglass is still used in rod building. Despite the introduction of more advanced materials, there is still a handful of traditional surf anglers that prefers fiberglass over other materials. Many of these anglers claim that the softness of the rod flex enhances the action of plugs. Within the flyfishing community there are also those who have a soft spot for glass rods. If you happen to be one of them, some good fiberglass fly rods are still around that can be put into service for surf fishing. Fiberglass is also used as a supporting material in graphite rods, adding strength to an already durable material.

  Graphite is far and away the most popular rod-building material in use today and is ideal for saltwater fly fishing. Over the years it has evolved to the point where the current generation of graphite rods features some of the strongest and lightest ever made. Without getting too far into the science and engineering of graphite, fly rods made from that material have progressed from epoxy-based resins to thermoplastic resins, and most recently to nano-resins. Simply, those advancements translate into stronger rods, constructed of less material, generating lighter weight.

  Some manufacturers offer composite blends of boron and graphite. Boron fibers are light, stiff, and compress less under the stress of casting. Those characteristics result in increased strength and power. Most applications of boron are to the butt sections of rods, adding to the fish-fighting capability of those fly rods and the ability to more easily lift line off the water during the initial stage of the back cast.

  In the final analysis, the number of rod sections to choose from comes down to personal preference. If you are in the market for your first surf fly rod, either a 9- or 10-weight graphite rod, or graphite/boron blend, with a mid- or tip-flex should be high on the list. The choice of two-, three-, or four-piece rods is more a function of portability than performance, so that comes down to individual choice. When deciding on your purchase, make certain to test cast the rod before buying. Under ideal buying conditions you should cast the rod with a reel similar to the one you will use, so you can gauge balance, with a matched fly line. A simulated fly should also be attached to offer a degree of resistance that better approximates real casting conditions.

  Selecting a Fly Reel

  In what seems like the very distant past when freshwater trout dominated the flyfishing scene, a fly reel was considered nothing more than a line storage device. Smaller trout and even bass weren’t viewed as much of a threat to the simple pawl and click drag mechanisms. But as fly fishing expanded and large steelhead and rainbows, Atlantic and Pacific salmon, pike, muskies, and exotic freshwater gamefish were targeted, reels took on a different purpose. That change was further stimulated by saltwater fly fishing, where bigger, stronger, and more diverse species were pursued.

  Big fish required that the fly reel transform into a vital flyfishing tool that not only stored line but aided in the process of fighting fish. Stronger and more durable drag systems were designed, some totally hermetically sealed to prevent corrosion damage from unforgiving salt water. Fly reels have since become as scrutinized as fly rods during the purchase process. Reels are sized to the lines they accommodate, allowing for not only the line to be spooled but also for adequate backing. Depending on species fished and amount of backing required, reels can typically adapt to one line size up. For example, a reel designated for a 9-weight line and 250 yards of backing might also handle a 10-weight line with less backing. Furthermore, different type lines have varying diameters, and depending on the line selected, more or less line might fill the spool. But for general use, one should stay within the parameters defined by the manufacturer specifications.
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