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INTRODUCTION



The least understood element of a fly fisherman’s equipment is the leader. Anglers spend large sums of money on rods, reels, even lines, but place relatively little emphasis on the element of tackle that is second only to the fly in proximity to their quarry: the leader. The tendency to consider an off-the-shelf leader as acceptable is uncharacteristic of the sport of fly fishing. Fly fishermen draw distinctions among tens of thousands of fly patterns; no fewer than twelve different line weights, with dozens of tapers for each weight; and rods that range from relatively inexpensive to luxuriantly handcrafted works of art. Yet many anglers spend less than $5 on a leader and resent that it will not accomplish all the things expected of it. It makes little sense to weaken a wonderfully designed, if not extremely expensive, set of equipment by forcing it to rely on a cheap leader. Conversely, I have seen anglers with inexpensive rods, reels, and waders, but with a basic understanding of the leader and the way a fly drifts, anglers can consistently outfish the guy with the best outfit on the stream.

Just as no single casting style is best for all situations, no single set of rules applies to all leaders. There are a talented few who can perform a variety of casts with a single line and leader, with only minor alterations, but it makes little sense for the rest of us to frustrate ourselves in efforts to make leaders do what they were not designed to do. Once you learn why leaders perform as they do, you will be able to make modifications to accommodate differences in conditions or your casting style. And by understanding the mechanics of how the rod, line, and leader interact, and what factors determine how artificial flies act when you try to make them act like naturals, and then learning which of these factors you have the most control over, you can improve your chances of success.

The purpose of the leader is simple enough: to provide a low-visibility, low-impact transition from the fly line to the fly in such a way that will facilitate a presentation that is appropriate to the type of fly and its intended movement after reaching the water. The leader must be light enough to appear inconspicuous, yet strong enough to hold the fish. And it should allow you to fish the fly in a preferred and controlled manner with respect to drag, drift, and current. There are times when you want the fly to be dragged by the leader, as during a retrieve or wet-fly swing, and there are times when you want to avoid drag altogether, as in most dry-fly presentations. It is unrealistic to expect the same leader to be able to perform optimally in both of these situations; you select the leader that will best suit the circumstances.

A design feature common to most leaders is taper. The taper of a line and leader allows them to turn over in a smooth, controlled manner. In addition to line speed, the factors that control the behavior of a leader are the rate of change in diameter of the material, its stiffness, and its total length. These factors may be used to compensate for one another, as stiffness is a relative function of diameter and length.

There is no right or wrong to leader design, as individuals may be able to achieve the same results with different leaders, depending on the conditions at hand, the level of expertise, and the casting methods used. Leader materials are typically identified by the cross-sectional diameter, in either fractions of an inch or incremental X values, and the manufacturer’s breaking strength rating, in pounds. The leader’s behavior depends on its cross-sectional area, and its ability to hold a hooked fish depends on its breaking strength. Careful measurements indicate that the manufacturers’ listings of diameters are not entirely accurate, however, and the ratings of breaking strengths are conservative. Fly line and leader behavior in the cast also depends on other factors, including the coefficient of friction. Manufacturers have long marketed fly lines and leader materials in general terms of these characteristics, but they do not provide objective or numerical comparisons beyond saying that one line is a certain percentage slicker than another or that one leader material is stiffer or more supple.

This book started out as an attempt to characterize leaders and provide an understanding of them so that readers would feel confident enough to make their own from scratch, first following recipes of others, and then modifying them to fit their style. But as so often happens, the subject of the whys and wherefores of leaders became more than a simple matter. So the whole thing grew, and in the process, I, too, became a student, refreshing old notions and learning new ones. Initially, I was reluctant to introduce technical elements into a discussion of fly fishing, but I eventually came to realize that they were necessary in order to understand the factors that affect leader design and how these factors interact with the drift of the fly.

LeaderCalc came along for the ride as a natural addition to this work. Steve Schweitzer’s diligent efforts to compile leader formulas and present them in such a usable form provide the reader with a quick reference and a useful tool for putting the substance of this work to use. An earlier version of LeaderCalc was available free through Steve’s generosity, and when he and I discussed this text, we agreed that the two were meant to go together. So a newer version of LeaderCalc, with user documentation and some of Steve’s thoughts on leaders, is at the back of the book.


CHAPTER 1



Drag and the Drag-Free Drift

Drag occurs when the flow of water in complex currents pulls the line and leader, causing the fly to travel in response to the movement of the line to which it is tethered, rather than the flow of the water it is directly in contact with. So drag refers to the unnatural movement of a fly in directions different from the path it would travel if it were not attached to a line. Fish can detect drag with great proficiency, and unnatural drift may be the single most common reason for the rejection of a fly.

The nirvana of fly fishing is the drag-free drift. It is something we all must strive for but cannot attain. The laws of physics will not allow it. But still, we try to get as close as possible. So when someone brags of having made a perfect presentation with a resulting drag-free drift, they are exaggerating—or, in other words, practicing what fishermen are best known for.

RECOGNIZING AND REDUCING DRAG

You can take a few moments when you plan a cast to try to minimize drag. Because currents are what cause drag, the fewer current boundaries your line must cross, the less drag will affect it. If possible, stand back some distance and observe the currents, identifying areas where seams and swirls and other complex currents exist. The idea of reading the water has been around for years, yet the emphasis on finding holding water and feeding lanes has obscured the utility of looking at current lanes and opportunities to reduce drag. Unfortunately, with the increased fishing pressure on many streams, stepping back for detailed inspection is often seen as an invitation for other fishermen to move into the area and take a shot. Patience and tact are often required in such situations, and the development of these fine arts is beyond the scope of this work.

If you have the opportunity, look at underwater structures such as logs, boulders, deeper channels, and weed beds, all of which contribute to variation in stream flow. Contrasts in stream flow at boundaries between currents define current lanes. These boundaries contribute to drag. Whenever possible, position yourself for your presentation in such a way as to minimize the number of current boundaries your line must cross. Carefully get closer to your target, or use a longer rod, which will allow you to keep more line off the water. Mending line, or flipping slack loops into it once it is on the water, can help reduce the effects of drag, and longer rods also make mending easier.

Drag can also be caused by vertical turbulence, where water passes over boulders, logs, or other irregularities in the streambed, or as a result of the friction between moving water and the streambed. Vertical turbulence can pull flies downward, exposing them to complex currents and destroying any chances of a dead-drift presentation.

Surface boils and swirls, or “lazy Susans,” are often good places to target with searching patterns, but here drag potential may be highest in multiple directions. Both novice fishermen and wise old-timers may seek out such places because large fish exploit “lazy Susans” for their bountiful food supplies, but it is not easy to present a fly here in a manner that acts like a free-drifting food item. Often the best approach in such a situation is to cast a foot or less upstream of such a feature, with plenty of slack in the leader. Then allow the currents to take the fly as they will. As soon as the slack is taken up, gently retrieve the fly and recast. This allows the fly to mimic the natural foods drifting into the vortex of the feature, and equally important, by retrieving the fly and recasting immediately, before severe drag is likely to alert fish to the fact that it is an imitation, you prevent the fish from visually associating your fly pattern with an unnatural drift. Another reason for retrieving the fly immediately is the possibility that it is being mouthed by a fish you have not detected because of the amount of slack in the line; you may have a fish on the line already.

DRAG AND FEEDING HABITS

Why do fish often rise to a dry fly, even leap from the water and come down next to the fly, but seemingly either miss it or flatly refuse it? Having heard many explanations, and having made up numerous excuses myself, I now place most of the blame on drag. It is unlikely that a trout realizes the fly is a fake and consciously refuses it. Trout do not appear put off by seemingly odd variations to natural foods, such as anal hooks or peculiar colors, and they are creatures of habit, pattern behavior, and instinct rather than intellectual preference. A more likely reason for a refusal is that drag intervened between the fish and the fly.

Trout have a keenly perceptive sense of motion that allows them to combine visual observation with influences of detected vibration and an almost gyroscopic sense of balance. All of these factors go into the timing of a fish’s rise to a fly. The rise or jump is timed based on the fish’s perception of the surrounding current and its own location with respect to the drift of the fly. Once the trout commits to the rise or jump, because of the speed and acceleration involved, it is difficult to change directions. If the fly is moving contrary to the predicted path, the fish cannot help but miss it. Drag from a leader and fly line is not natural, and the trout does not have the intellect or experience to figure out how to compensate. The trout rises or leaps to where the fly should be, based on its perception of the way the fly should drift. Often the difference between this and the actual drift is so close that the trout appears to miss or refuse the fly at the last instant. This is almost certainly the case when a trout becomes airborne and “refuses” a fly.

A fish cannot see food as it goes into its mouth. As a trout nears the fly, it has to rely on the expected drift and its own movement to catch the fly in its mouth. If the fly is at the water’s surface, there is a greater potential for visual distortion. Glare, ripples, and surface debris all are factors that impede the trout from catching a fly on the surface. If a trout pulls its head from the water or leaps to catch the fly, its vision is further distorted by the sudden change from water to air. If, in addition to all of this, drag enters into the equation, the chances of connection are further diminished.

But what about subsurface feeding? If a trout is relying on its perception of drift, how can it catch a moving larva imitated by a nymph or a minnow imitated by a streamer? And what about dapped or twitched dry flies or terrestrials on the surface? It seems that trout have multiple modes of feeding and pursuit. A dead-drifting fly is sensed as a food item at the mercy of the current, but for patterns that are fished with some implied or induced movement, be they wet flies, streamers, nymphs, or terrestrials, the trout must rely on active attacks. This requires a different mode of feeding, and a trout is not very good at switching between feeding modes quickly, let alone in midpursuit. That is why if you watch a trout feed, it usually feeds in the same way for a prolonged duration. When foods like relatively placid mayflies are drifting to the trout, it is energy-efficient to plan the interception of drifting foods, rise to them, and indulge, with a minimum of effort. If the food is more active, say caddis or hoppers, the trout must operate in a different feeding mode or wait for a meal that better suits its program.

In Caddisflies, Gary LaFontaine reported the results of research that showed, in general, that trout tended to feed in patterns with little or no opportunistic deviations. He stated that it took over one thousand encounters with a previously unknown food item before a trout would routinely take or imprint on a particular fly. Based on this, you should forget about notions of “creating a hatch” with some pattern that you decided to try out of the blue. If it works, it is probably just luck, or you may have accidentally mimicked the behavior of something the trout was used to seeing. But this observation is also important in considering that drag cannot readily be input into a trout’s response to a fly.

The change or transition in feeding programs may be responsible for the phenomenon observed when a prolific hatch occurs but is seemingly ignored by the trout in the area for the first several minutes, or even several daily cycles of the hatch. Some have observed that the trout are usually taking the subsurface emergers that precede the adult stage of the fly, and that is probably true; however, it is also likely that the trout are in the mode of feeding on subsurface emergers and are not as capable (for the most part) of switching programs back and forth from subsurface to surface feeding. Once the emergers are diminished and the trout are keyed on surface patterns, they may be as unlikely to go back to subsurface patterns until the supply of adults declines.

Some fishermen believe that fish that become airborne are often propelled out of the water by the acceleration they must use to collect caddis pupae rapidly rising through the water column. The observation that they sometimes come crashing down on a surface fly as they return to the water is presumed to be fortuitous. This implies a level of deftness that is difficult to attribute to even the most admired of fishes. And it goes against the notion that opportunistic feeding is not entirely common. Is it possible for the trout to plot a course to intercept one food item in ascension, then gymnastically adjust the reentry into water to pounce upon another food item?

All of this conjecture seems to be trashed by the 20-inch brown trout caught on a Yellow Humpy or a hopper, or even a #18 Adams, and found to have a small crayfish in his throat, yet to be fully swallowed. That is, until we consider how this guy got so big. First, he got so big by avoiding predators like himself or us for a few years while he grew up. He avoided predators by being smarter than the average fish. And he also got so big by being capable of switching back and forth from one mode of feeding to another. Is he the norm? If he were, we would not see pictures of people proudly holding 12-inch brown trout in spring creek settings. They would all be 18- or 24-inch predators. He is the exception; he is smarter or more adaptable than his fellows, but he was not smarter than the fisherman, or we never would have heard the story.

MINIMIZING DRAG WITH S CURVES

George Harvey, regarded as one of the great experts on leaders and drag, has experimented with leader design for over fifty years, using a variety of materials. In an effort to learn the relative importance of drag and leader diameter, he duplicated earlier experiments using live insects threaded with short segments of leader materials and allowing them to drift freely in the current over feeding fish. Harvey found no significant difference between the number of free-floating bugs taken with no leader material and those with even relatively large-diameter segments of leader material attached, provided their drift was unaffected. This experiment led to the notion that fish are more discouraged from taking a fly by its being dragged in an unnatural fashion than by the presence of a line attached to it. He discovered that slack in the leader in the form of S curves significantly reduced the impact of drag. The end results of his research are leaders that will induce a series of S curves, as the ultimate goal of the leader, rather than acting simply to transfer energy to get the fly as far from the line as possible. Toward this end, Harvey limits the use of very stiff materials in his leaders. A leader that is too stiff will not respond to small and complex currents. It will drag, and when the leader drags, the fly must drag with it.

Thus one of the best ways to minimize drag is to present the fly on a supple leader that falls in a series of S curves on the water. The leader material should be flexible enough to bend with the crosscurrents in the water. The combination of suppleness and S curves allows the fly to move more in response to the water that surrounds it than the pull of the line. In conjunction with this, you can further reduce drag by planning an approach that minimizes the number of current lanes your line and leader will cross.

The formation of S curves aids in fighting drag by supplying slack line that can be taken up with minimal resistance by the drifting fly. When a fly pulls on a straightened leader and line, it must overcome the friction between the entire “tight” section and the water surface, and the current cannot pull the fly enough to move the whole length of line and leader without drag occurring. S curves provide slack so that only the length of the first half of the S resists the free flow of the fly; the other half of the S curve is actually in sync with the current and lets the fly drift relatively unencumbered.

As the drift proceeds, the line tends to lose these S curves and slack, and drag becomes an increasing problem. What usually happens, though you may not always see it, is that the S curves straighten out in sequence, starting with those closest to the fly, and progressing toward you. What happens in the leader with respect to the S curves may or may not be different from what happens to the line, depending on the design of the leader and the results of the cast. A well-designed and well-cast leader will hold S curves even as the line starts to straighten. This is because the leader’s surface area and mass are so much less than those of the line that it is less susceptible to the various currents. If, however, you follow conventional wisdom and make a perfect transition between the leader and line, in terms of energy transfer and mass, it is likely that the S curves in the total system will straighten out from the fly down the leader to the line. When this happens, it is possible, even likely, that by the time the S curves in the line start to straighten out, the leader may have already straightened, and drag will have begun to alter the natural drift of the fly. And effectively mending the line and leader is very difficult, especially with longer casts.

To achieve the longest natural drift, it is best that the S curves in the line-leader system not straighten out entirely sequentially. You can prevent this by interrupting the smooth energy transfer from the cast through the line to the leader, manifested as the loop in your cast, at some point before the end of the leader. Various leader designs can help in this regard, as discussed in later chapters.

The more slack, the less drag; the more S curves, the more slack. The size of S curves can be important with regard to the width of the current lanes that the line crosses. For a starting point, to be effective, the wavelength—the length of a complete S curve—should be, at most, half the width of the current lane it straddles. If it is shorter, there will be even more slack, and this is better, up to a point.

If the current lane is so small that it is impractical to cast S curves that are smaller than the width of the lane, you might consider approaching from an oblique direction, which will lengthen the distance across the lane, allowing you to use longer S curves. Another option is to cast from a position that is directly in the lane, eliminating boundaries altogether. Still a third option is to cast gently, but close to the target, so the visible drift of the fly is brief and the fish has less time to detect drag.
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An ideal cast incorporates a series of curves in the line to aid in fighting drag. In this case, the riffle has a series of current lanes of varying speeds, and the line crosses them in a series of S curves.
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After a short time, the line starts to straighten out and is pulled into a downstream belly.
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By the time the downstream bulge in the line is fully developed, drag has taken control of the fly.

The size and number of S curves are determined by the combination of leader design, casting mechanics, line weight, and the aerodynamics and hydraulics at the time and place where the cast is made. The interplay of all of these factors is far from simple. Among the important factors of leader design that affect the formation of S curves are the number and type of knots used, as each knot is a potential flex point or node in the curve.

Understanding what causes the formation of S curves is helpful, as these S curves are a very desirable feature of leader performance, especially when using smaller flies, as in most trout fishing. A combination of factors contributes to their formation. By understanding these factors and controlling them, you can further control the drift of the fly and reduce the effects of drag.

The simplest reason for the appearance of S curves in the leader might be that the segments of leader material are not straightened or have not been joined in a straight line due to the type of connection (knot or loop) used, and consequently, the leader is not straight when at rest. But straightening a leader before use is necessary to prevent tangling of the line and to facilitate controlling its behavior in the cast, so this factor may be minimized. Other causes include the wind and the action of the leader during the final instants of the cast. The type of cast plays a critical role in whether the leader will tend to straighten. If you accelerate the rod at the last instant and the line straightens out immediately before it hits the water, S curves will be minimized. Conversely, if this acceleration occurs an instant earlier, the leader will straighten out in midair and then recoil with an intensity proportional to the degree of acceleration, resulting in S curves—or a tangled mess if the cast is severely overpowered at the end. If, on the other hand, the cast is underpowered at the end, desirable slack may be generated because of incomplete turnover. This phenomenon likely occurs at least as often unintentionally or accidentally as deliberately, with many fish caught by fishermen hastily retrieving what they believe to be poor casts.

Another, more complicated, explanation for the formation of S curves lies in the physics of the loop and the line in the cast. An understanding of the basic behavior of a wave may help explain the formation of S curves in a leader. As the energy of the cast moves down the line, manifested by the loop, as the crest of a wave, it ideally will move smoothly through the air, as there are only minor changes or contrasts in the line to cause it to break up or dissipate. When the energy wave hits a boundary, such as the union of the line and leader, part of it is reflected backward a small distance, and part moves forward. The part that moves backward forms small S curves in the line behind the leader butt section. The energy wave moving forward is refracted at an angle different from that of the original loop, at a different speed, causing the wave to decay, and this creates S curves in the first segment of the leader. This process continues as the energy wave encounters each knot in the leader, forming a series of S curves. Thus the knots themselves are responsible for the formation of S curves because they are not perfectly linear and induce reflection and refraction in the energy wave, whereas the knotless tapered leaders available on the market will not form S curves with nearly the ease of a knotted leader. This can be demonstrated by comparing the behavior of leaders made by splicing identical segments of line with leaders that consist of a single piece of line of the same diameter, or by cutting and retying a knotless leader and comparing the number and size of S curves that result from casting it before and after the operation.

You can adjust the length of the segments of a leader to increase or decrease the size and number of S curves. The absence of S curves altogether may result in so much drag that the fish is alerted to the unnatural conditions and stops feeding. If the cast does not turn over, collapsing prematurely, you can correct the problem by altering the design of the leader or applying greater energy to the cast. If a cast does collapse, the leader is still likely to allow a reasonable drift because of all the slack in it, so you should allow the fly to run its course before recasting. If you try to immediately collect the slack from a poor cast, the awkward swirling of the line is more likely to alarm the fish than if you allow it to straighten out on its own. Again, many fish have been caught by accident in such situations.

ASSESSING CURRENT LANES

Reducing the effects of drag on the drift of your fly is easier after you have determined the locations of current lanes in the stream. Currents of contrasting velocities will pull the line and leader at different rates than the fly itself, inducing drag.

Once you have assessed the stretch of water and identified obvious lanes of contrasting current, you should try to determine whether smaller, more subtle lanes exist within the larger currents. There are a couple ways to accomplish this. First try to determine whether the water within a short distance, say 30 feet, is likely to hold fish. It is usually best to begin by working the water closest to you, then work your way out to more distant water. If you see a fish rising farther out and wish to pursue it first, that is your choice, but you may spook closer fish in casting and positioning yourself to go after the more distant target. The fish you alarm may flee toward your target and alarm the fish you are after. Unless the more distant target is rising to a very short-lived hatch, it is not likely to stop feeding in the time it takes to prospect the closer water.
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Always inspect and consider fishing the water closest to you. The downed tree and boulders here will direct deep currents and also provide cover for fish.

You can gain some very real benefits by first working the water closest to you and gradually increasing your casting length. You will obtain an understanding of the surrounding stream currents by watching the line drift after each cast. Cast with only the leader outside the tip-top of the rod and observe the drift of the fly and line within 10 or 15 feet of you. This will allow you to assess the leader’s adequacy in terms of length and minimal drag. Strip off 10 feet of line and cast farther. Observe the curves that form in the line as it drifts to see where the surface currents are moving fastest and slowest. If you cast straight upstream, only one current lane should affect the line.

As you lengthen your casts, the apparent contrast between these currents may seem to decrease because the line does not appear to move at different speeds between you and the target. This means that drag is already acting on your line to a greater extent. Having made this determination, you can add more slack line to the cast by inducing more and bigger S curves with an abrupt stop at the end of the cast. You can also modify the drift by mending the line once it is on the water.
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Surface bumps indicate submerged boulders that result in a number of intersecting current lanes both at and below the surface.

If you are fortunate, you may encounter a fish or two in this process. Maybe one will come along that is big enough to make you forget about that riseform 50 feet upstream. If not, you have still gained a better understanding of the dynamics of the stream, and these are what determine the best approach to take to minimize drag when pursuing a distant target.

Current speed varies as water flows around obstacles like boulders. Water is incompressible, so waves form when currents of contrasting speed and direction collide or when water collides with an object in its path. Water flowing directly into the upstream side of a boulder in midstream will be slowed by the collision and spread around the obstacle, and water flowing alongside the boulder will be squeezed in its path by the deflected water. The water in current lanes near the boulder or one of the banks will be slowed by friction from these side constraints. Current lanes that slide alongside the boulder coalesce on its downstream side. If the stream is flowing with enough volume or gradient, this will result in a turbulent vortex. Otherwise, the currents will slide around the boulder, coming together in a slow eddy or pocket of water with almost no downstream component. The result is a complex situation of slow water immediately upstream of the boulder, with current lanes increasing in speed toward the middle of the path between the boulder and the bank.

In the case of a single large boulder in the middle of the stream, two areas of little or no downstream flow are produced: one upstream and one downstream. The upstream low-flow pocket is a crescent-shaped wedge where the water sometimes bulges upward. This is a prime target area for large fish, as it is the first (upstream) low-flow holding water where a fish can wait for food. Because trout are competitive, the largest ones are often found here. The other pocket of low-flow water is the triangular wedge behind the boulder where the currents coalesce. This is also a prime spot for trout, as food often swirls in the small crosscurrents.

The diagrams show the currents in the case of one boulder. The situation is more complicated when there are many boulders of various sizes. Here the currents are superimposed on one another, deflecting each other and causing more slack-water areas than there might be with individual independent boulders. This is called pocket water, because pockets of slack water are scattered throughout.

Once you have identified the major and possibly minor currents between you and the distant fish, think about whether your leader is properly configured to deal with these currents. If not, make adjustments before your next cast, or you may spook the fish and never get a second chance. Next, determine the best approach. Count the number of major and minor current lanes that lie between you and the fish. Try to design your approach—your position and the direction from which you will cast—so that your line and leader cross the fewest possible current lane boundaries. Each of these boundaries represents a potential source of drag, and minimizing the number of lanes crossed is critical to reducing overall drag. This is the reason for the success of classic upstream dry-fly presentation—it minimizes drag by reducing the number of current lanes to one. If you can quietly move a few feet in one direction or another and thereby reduce the number of lanes your line will cross, do so. When wading, move your feet carefully to minimize vibration and disturbance of the streambed and the current.
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The case of a single large boulder in midstream illustrates simple current lanes in two dimensions and current tubes in cross section. In this case, the slowest current is found along the banks and immediately upstream of the boulder, and the fastest current is found approximately midway between the bank and the boulder.

Once your cast is made, follow the drift carefully. The old advice of following your fly with the rod is really only half true. If your leader is well designed, the fly will drift fairly well so long as you properly cast the line with adequate S curves to accommodate contrasting current lanes. You should follow the end of the line, rather than the fly, with the tip of the rod. To prevent the line from pulling against the fly, keep the rod tip lower at the upstream end of the drift, slowly raising it as the fly passes your position, then lowering it again as the fly drifts downstream. This will keep the fly in the same current lane in a relatively straight path. Extending your arm a foot more during the drift may enable you to eliminate one or more lane interfaces that your line will drift across. As the line drifts, you can assess the effects of drag by watching the S curves changing shape. Seeing the S curves start to straighten is a warning sign that drag is occurring or that you have a fish on the line.

You may add to the length of the drift by feeding out additional line as the fly drifts downstream, but it is best to do so before the line starts to drag. Once the S curves in the line start to straighten, drag has already occurred. Any remedies used after drag has started are less likely to be successful in continuing a dead drift, because the leader has probably become too straight to absorb the effects of more drag. This is not to say that you should abort the drift at this stage and recast. Traditional wet-fly tactics rely on the transition from dead drift to the arcing tail of the drift, often with fish hitting the fly as it begins to drag. Wet flies are usually being fished in the near-surface film of the stream by this time, even though they are wet flies. The real distinction between a wet fly and a dry fly is often no more than the traditional direction of the initial cast—upstream versus downstream. Always fish out the whole drift.
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