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Introduction


The knot is a very important part of the fisherman’s rig. No matter how superb the rod, reel, and tackle, if the knot fails the game is over. Talk to light tackle and fly fishermen about the biggest fish they’ve hooked and lost, and most of the time the fish escaped because the knot failed. Anglers will fuss over rods, reels, lines, lures, or flies, but ignore that most important link—the knot.


It isn’t necessary to know a great many knots, but it is important to know the few knots that will do the job. Instead of including hundreds of knots in this book, I have selected the knots that will work best in any light tackle or fly-fishing situation. I have been studying knots since the 1950s, and the ones I’ve chosen for this book are the knots I’ve fished, tested, and favored over the years.


Some things are true of all knots. No knot breaks until it slips. To build a knot that won’t slip, close the knot as firmly as possible. Sometimes a poorly designed knot that is firmly closed is stronger than a well-designed knot that is not firmly closed.


Here is a simple experiment that shows the importance of closing the knot as tightly as possible. Tie a Surgeon’s Knot with a strand of 15- and 12-pound-test monofilament. (If you don’t know how to tie a Surgeon’s Knot, instructions are found on page 31.) Pull only on the two longer strands to close. Grasp the two long strands, one in each hand, and jerk. The knot will easily break. Make another Surgeon’s Knot. But this time, pull firmly on the two longer strands and then on the two shorter ones. It makes no difference which lines you pull on first to tighten—just as long as you pull on all four strands. Now try to break the knot and you will see it is much stronger. In testing line, I have determined that you can lose as much as 40 percent of the strength of the Surgeon’s Knot if you tighten only the two longer strands, allowing the shorter ones to slip. The same applies to all knots; close them as firmly as possible.


I think it is misleading to list the strength of a knot. When I am teaching students to tie knots, I have them all tie the same knot from the same line on the same type hook. Then when we test each knot, the strength of the knots may vary by as much as 30 percent. The lesson here is that some students close the knots firmly and others don’t. Sure, some knots have greater potential strength if they are tied correctly. And that potential strength is what can be suggested.


Don’t try to tie a new knot while you’re on the water. Practice knot tying at home. Most new knots require little tricks—how to hold the line, how to make certain motions with the fingers. When you’re learning a new knot, your hands will seem clumsy, but with a little practice you’ll soon get the hang of it.


LINES


When it comes to lines, today’s fishermen are lucky; they have many options. Decades ago, we had to choose between silk and nylon monofilament lines. Old timers will remember those silk casting lines and having to remove and dry them each night so they wouldn’t rot. Then in the 1940s, Dupont invented nylon lines, which were transparent and didn’t rot. But they were stiff, wiry, and the early stuff caused lots of casting problems.


Now polymers have helped to improve nylon lines. Just like when you’re baking a cake, you might start with a few basic ingredients—flour, sugar, and butter—but if you add cinnamon, chocolate, some nuts, coconut, and vanilla, you change the cake slightly and make it more appealing. Polymers do the same for fishing lines. One polymer may make the line more resistant to abrasion, another makes it limper, and another gives added strength. Each manufacturer blends into a line a combination of polymers—such lines are referred to as copolymers. And they’re much improved over the original Dupont formula.


When fluorocarbon lines first appeared on the market, fishermen didn’t like them. We had used nylon fishing line for years and were familiar with its characteristics. Though fluorocarbon lines are similar in appearance to nylon, they behave differently. Fluorocarbon is less visible under water and sinks slightly faster. Nylon loses a little strength after it’s immersed; fluorocarbon does not. Fluorocarbon is more expensive and is more difficult to knot. Nylon disintegrates when it’s left outside, while fluorocarbon takes years to do so.


Manufacturers continue to experiment with polymers and other synthetics so that today’s lines keep getting better. They are currently researching the effects of gamma radiation on fishing lines. Some studies seem to have shown that nylon and fluorocarbon lines subjected to gamma rays are stronger and limper because the molecular structure of the material is realigned.


Hybrid lines are also making their appearance on the market. A mix of nylon and fluorocarbon, they offer the advantages and slight disadvantages of both materials. I think they will become more popular.


Braided lines are usually made from gel-spun polyethylene material and are considerably thinner than nylon and fluorocarbon lines. DSM Performance Fibres, the Netherlands company that invented gel-spun lines, has licensed them to other manufacturers. Some manufacturers do not make their gel-spun stock material but buy it and then add their own special treatments. Adding wax, silicone, Teflon, and other materials to the line makes it smoother, more resistant to wear, and easier to cast. Take extra care when making knots in braided gel-spun lines so that knots are tight and don’t slip and fail. During testing of braided gel-spun line, I have watched the line end slither through the knot and come loose as tension increases on the knots, and I am reminded of a snake threading through the branches of a tree.


The famous Bimini Twist will rarely break if properly tied in monofilament or fluorocarbon. But that is not true when the Bimini is tied with braided material. Two things to watch for when tying a Bimini with braided line: knots tied with gel-spun line tend to slip; and braided gel-spun line does not do as well in tight coils as monofilament and fluorocarbon. While some fishermen feel they need only a minimal number of twists to build a good Bimini, experienced anglers favor a 50- to 70-turn Bimini for battling strong fish. Anything less than that and they fear the Bimini will fail.


Max Garth, a pioneering Australian fly fisherman and scientist, has found a solution for gaining near or full line strength with braided gel-spun lines. Max researched the problem and in his experiments found that a knot in braided line can hold as strong as the rest of the line if you place a drop of Loctite 406 on the knot and work it in with a needle. Loctite 406 is as thin as water, and when a drop is applied and pushed into the knot, it fills the air space between the turns and locks them in place. If you can’t find this glue locally, try the Internet. Go to Google, type in Loctite 406, and you’ll find places to order.


Under tension, braided lines will stretch about 5 percent, whereas monofilament and fluorocarbon can stretch a good deal more. The angler fishing monofilament must learn to set the hook differently than with braided lines. Remember, it is a jerk on the line that usually breaks a knot. When a hook is set in monofilament, the line will absorb some of the shock that occurs if the hook is set hard. But because braided lines don’t stretch as much, a sharp jerk on the line can cause the knot to fail. With braided line, set the hook more gently.
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