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  Foreword




  When you really think about it, the essence of fly fishing for trout boils down to being in the right place at the right time. We can talk about fancy casting loops and cane rods, traditions and techniques, exotic adventures and stuffed memories on our walls until we are blue in our faces. But what really, truly captures the spirit of classic trout angling is standing knee-deep in a river and watching that water in front of you come to life in a way that transcends any hope or expectation you might have had when you pulled your waders on in the first place. Let’s face it: Dry-fly fishing is the top of the game. If you’ve seen and experienced an “epic” hatch, you know exactly what I am talking about.




  I spent my growing-up fly-fishing years in Michigan, plying rivers on the west side of that state for baby browns and rainbows, and I reached a point where I honestly wondered if anything larger than the width of my hand really lived in those inland waters. But one evening, I found myself casting at dusk under the Clay Banks on the Pere Marquette River when the gray drakes suddenly swarmed and fell from the sky. At that moment, everything in my fly-fishing world changed forever. All those fish I’d only heard about . . . long, fat, wily browns that I’d assumed to be folk legends were there indeed, slurping bugs with reckless abandon from the river surface. Now, more than twenty-five years later, I still dream about that specific hatch. It’s haunted me, and inspired me. I’m grateful, but I also feel cursed. Because now, I lose sleep wondering about what happens when the bugs fall from the sky on rivers farther away.




  Chris Santella is the consummate angler (and writer) who has seen and experienced more than most of us might ever dream about. The premise of this book is beautifully simple: He drops us in locales at the exact times when the bugs fall and the rivers boil, as seen through the eyes of those who live to be there and experience it, from the cicada swarms described by Scott Barrus, to fishing the Skwala stoneflies with Greg Thomas. There’s never been a book about being in the right place, at the right time, quite like this one. It is, indeed, the substance that fuels the most intense, and longest-lasting, fly-fishing dreams.




  —Kirk Deeter




  Editor-at-Large, Field & Stream




  Editor, Trout




  Introduction




  It’s always good to get out on the water to fly fish. But there are certain times when anglers can expect a very special experience—times when bugs are in the air, and trout throw all caution to the wind to chow down.




  Times when The Hatch Is On!




  These are the times anglers dream of through long, cold winters, times that anglers mark on the calendar in bright highlighter pen and try to plan annual trips around. They speak in hushed voices around the fireplace or over a pint at the local pub of the Skwala stone in April, the green drake and salmon fly in June, the blanket caddis and Hexagenia in July, and other epic hatches—moments when the fishing can be so good, it creates memories of a lifetime. Even the hatches that don’t come off create good times, as they’ve provided an excuse for friends to gather and partake of a shared passion.




  The Hatch Is On celebrates some of fly fishing’s most treasured insect emergences (and one mammal occurrence) and the incredible angling experiences these hatches create. To compile the book, I interviewed accomplished guides and fly tiers from around the country and asked them to discuss a favorite or memorable hatch, why it’s exciting to them, and how it’s informed their activities at the bench. The Hatch Is On is not intended to be the final word on BWOs or PMDs; instead, each essay reflects the experiences of the anglers in question. It’s my hope that the book will provide some insights into how talented tiers approach their craft, and some ideas for planning your next trout-fishing escape.
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  Blanket hatches are always impressive. But for those anglers lucky enough to catch a massive emergence of caddis flies, few dry-fly experiences can compare.




  I hope you can catch a few of these great hatches in the years to come!




  
Chapter 1


  Ants





  Ants thrive around dead trees, like those found at Crane Prairie Reservoir in central Oregon. BRIAN O’KEEFE
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  Ralph Cutter




  Ants are the world’s most numerous insect. It’s been estimated that for every human walking the earth, there are 7,000 ants. More than 1,000 species can be found in the United States. Despite their prolificacy, they may not be the first bug trout anglers think of tying on as they set out on the water. Sometimes they’re even overlooked by the most astute observers of insect life.




  “My wife Lisa and I were out in a pram on Milton Reservoir [north of Truckee, California],” Ralph Cutter recalled. “We’d been fishing for three hours, and we hadn’t found a single fish. We’d tried nymphs, emergers, dries. Nothing. Meanwhile, a guy in a float tube about 100 feet away was playing a fish every five minutes. He seemed to be using something on top. I couldn’t bring myself to ask what he was using. Finally, Lisa asked. He said, ‘I’m using a Cutter’s Ant.’ I had been keyed in to what was supposed to be working, from a mayfly perspective. I’d momentarily forgotten all the dying, rotting lodgepole pines in and around the water—perfect ant habitat. It was a case where we needed to unmatch the hatch.




  “I think ants are the killer of all terrestrials. Being as abundant as they are, it’s only natural that they’re the insect that’s most frequently encountered by trout. I see them as a universal pattern, a go-to fly. They look like beetles and snails as well as ants. You can use them anywhere, though my favorite places to fish ants are lakes with dead and dying trees—whether the decaying trees are a result of beavers or Corps of Engineers–manufactured impoundments. Carpenter ants live in those trees, and they’re falling into the water year-round.




  “This being said, there are periods when you’ll see great swarms of flying ants when the bugs, carried on temporary wings, set out to find suitable habitat to establish new colonies. Living in Truckee, there are times—usually in early summer, during the first really warm days—when you can live by the ant hatch. You can hear them hitting against the windows of the house and see them splattering against the wind-shield. It gives anglers in the know a primal, Pavlovian response! My experience has been that the fishing is typically not great when the hatch starts. The ants are big, a size 8 or 10. At first the fish seem wary, almost afraid of them. But once they figure things out, the trout are on them, and they’ll continue eating artificials for a week or two after the emergence is done.”




  Ralph is the first to admit that the plethora of foam ant patterns on the market can work quite well. But these imitations float high on the water, and Ralph prefers his ants to rest a bit lower in the water. “I had an ‘ah-ha’ moment a few years back on Hot Creek [on the east side of the Sierras, near Mammoth Lake]. Carpenter ants were dropping on the water in large numbers, but the trout weren’t eating them as they floated past. I knew the fish were in there, and once I got a fly down a bit, the fish started killing it. The trout were waiting for the ants to drown. This highlights a common mistake many people make with a number of dry flies—they want bugs on top where they can see them better. The fish want them further down.”




  When Ralph set out to create what he hoped would be a better ant pattern, he began by looking at his subject from underwater. “As you view ants from below, you notice that they’re covered with little hairs,” he continued. “The hairs, or bristles, tend to trap little bubbles of air. These give the ant a silvery brightness from below, even though they’re black on top. Lots of the patterns I’ve seen use regular dubbing and lack this brightness, this sparkle—though that’s not always true of the foam ants, some of which have little pockets that capture air and glisten. I started experimenting with Antron, which traps air and has some sparkle. Antron doesn’t float very well, however, so I tied in some deer hair on the top half of the pattern Humpy style, a shell of sorts. The hollow-celled interior of the deer hair helps float the ant pattern in the film.




  “The tips of the deer hair are posted upright, and I wrap a few turns of hackle around them, parachute style. This hackle helps hold the ant in the film and dents the water identically to the dent of the legs [and wings, if present] of the natural. It takes me about a minute to tie, it has few parts, and it works. I named it the Perfect Ant—not because it’s even close to perfect, but because they say that practice makes perfect, and I certainly had lots of trial and error to come up with the pattern.”




  If there’s a lake that was custom-made for fishing ants, it’s Crane Prairie Reservoir, southwest of Bend, Oregon, in the shadow of Mount Bachelor. Crane Prairie was created in 1922 with the damming of the upper Deschutes River; hundreds of thousands of lodgepole pines were left standing as the waters flooded this 5-square-mile meadow. Many have sunk to the bottom, but a fair amount still stand. The shallow lake is home to some outsize rainbows, lovingly dubbed “Cranebows” by locals. These hard-fighting fish can push 10 pounds; fish approaching the 20-pound mark are seen most years. “I was fishing dragonfly nymphs [an important food source on the lake] near some lily pads on Crane Prairie,” Ralph recalled. “In a cove nearby, the surface of the water started moving. It was obvious a big hatch of something was coming off. I pushed over and saw swarms of ants spewing out of nearby stumps like a flume of smoke. Many were falling in the water, and the fish were beside themselves.”
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  Flying Ant BRIAN O’KEEFE
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  Cutter’s Perfect Ant BRIAN O’KEEFE




  Cutter’s Perfect Ant




  Hook: TMC 9300, #12–16




  Thread: Black 6/0 Danville




  Body: Black or rust Antron




  Legs: Brown hackle




  Shell: Black or red deer hair




  Thorax: Black or rust Antron




  Ralph Cutter operates the California School of Fly Fishing (www.flyline.com) with his wife, Lisa, from Nevada City and Truckee, California. He is the author of the award-winning Sierra Trout Guide and Fish Food; he and Lisa have produced the DVD Bugs of the Underworld.
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Chapter 2


  Blue-Winged Olives





  Most fishing on California’s Fall River is done from small prams. Downstream presentations are the order of the day, as fish are extremely leader-shy. JOHN SHERMAN
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  Bob Quigley




  “When I see a particular kind of cloudy weather in the spring or fall—and sometimes even in the summer or winter—I know it’s time to get to one of my favorite blue-winged olive streams,” Bob Quigley declared. “It might be the Fall River down in northern California or the Holy Water on the Rogue, not far from where I live in Oregon. The hatches can be so prolific, you feel like you should be getting them on every cast. But instead you might get only one or two. There are some days when they kick your butt.”




  Blue-winged olives may be the world’s most misunderstood mayfly—literally! Fisheries biologist and TroutNut.com founder Jason Neuswanger has noted that “Baetis is probably the most misidentified genus in the angler’s mayfly world. Many fly anglers see anything too small to imitate with a size 16 Adams and call it Baetis. In reality, Baetis is the most prominent of several very similar abundant genera in the family Baetidae. It seems every species in the family is perpetually being reclassified, and identifying any of them, even to genus level, is difficult.”




  If the angling family can’t agree on exactly what a BWO is, we do know that these small mayflies are extremely prolific on North American rivers, tend to show up in cooler months (especially in the West) on cloudy days, and are frequently neither green-bodied or blue-winged. In lieu of misnaming the bugs, Neuswanger suggests simply calling them “little [whatever color they are] mayflies.”




  Why do we associate BWOs with cloudy/rainy days? There’s been no shortage of speculation on this point. Some have posited that the duns emerge during lower light so their wings do not dry out. Proponents of this theory go on to point out that BWO duns tend to have darker wings in the winter/early spring, which would help absorb heat during cooler times, and lighter wings as warmer weather approaches, which would deflect solar heat. Others have proposed that BWO hatches vary little between sunny and cloudy days when the bugs are present, but that fish are much less active on bright days, perhaps fearing easy exposure to winged predators.




  “My earliest memories of fishing BWOs are when I was 13 or 14,” Bob continued. “I spent a lot of time with relatives in Idaho and Montana, and I recall fishing on Silver Creek, Henry’s Fork, and the Madison. I remember going into a fly shop in Sun Valley and getting some Adams-type patterns, with standard hackle. I learned the proper presentation methods, and they worked. The adrenaline rush of my first big fish on a Baetis—a 24-inch brown taken from a weedy channel on Silver Creek—was profound. I’ve done a lot of fishing since then, have guided and started a fly shop. Now I study the insects closer.” This level of observation helped bring the Quigley Cripple to light, a style of pattern that mimics mayflies struggling to break free from their nymphal shuck—and has been mimicked by many tiers since.
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“There's never been a book about being in the right place, at the right time, quite like this one.”
—Kirk Deeter, from his Foreword
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EXPERTS EXTOL
THE WORLD'S GREATEST HATCHES
AND THE FLIES THEY'VE INSPIRED

“Some of trout fishing’s greatest moments are experienced when a hatch comes off.
Santella vividly captures these moments, and the stories behind some winning fly patterns.”
—Conway Bowman, host of Sportsman Channel’s Fly Fishing the World and author of
The Orvis Guide to Beginning Saltwater Fly Fish) 01 Tips for the Absolute Beginner

FOREWORD BY KIRK DEETER
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