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FOREWORD

Whether you realize it or not, if you fish with flies, you have more than likely already been influenced by Dave Whitlock.

Just look inside your fly vest, or pack, or whatever you use to sling your gear to the water. I did that, just the other day.

In my right pocket, I found my “hopper box,” and thumbing through that platter, I chanced upon a row of “Dave’s Hoppers,” and right below that was a row of “Whit’s Hoppers.” (I’ve found that the ones that have been chewed on a couple times actually work best, so they sit in the “go-to” spot in that box.) In the left pocket, I found a nymph case, as well as a small gaggle of streamer patterns … too many of which were concocted by Dave to list them all by name here, but suffice it to say, they account for many of the standards I turn to, over and over again, wherever I fish.

In my shoulder pocket, I found a handful of those nifty “Telstrike” indicators with a telltale post … another innovation from Dave that raises the game just that much higher. The more I thumbed around, the more Whitlock I found … but then again, that’s all just “stuff.”

Of course, “stuff” doesn’t matter if one doesn’t know how to use it, and Dave has done as much or more to explain how to fish, and more important, why certain “stuff” works, than anyone else. His Guide to Aquatic Trout Food and Trout and Their Food both sit on a permanent corner of my writing desk (right next to Strunk & White’s Elements of Style). While there have been many wonderful authors who have penned worthy, lasting lessons on the “how-to” aspect of fly fishing, I honestly don’t think anyone else has ever come as close to understanding and explaining the “why” of this sport—in scrupulous detail—as Dave Whitlock has.

And he has done so with artistic flair. What he is able to capture and convey through detailed, colored pencil drawings is unique and remarkable. Not only is he one of the preeminent teachers of fly fishing, he is also one of the great artists of the sport.

Several months ago, I stood in line by a booth at a fly-fishing show in Denver, to have Dave sign a copy of Trout and Their Food (granted, it was an extra). When he signed my copy (replete with an impromptu drawing of a brown trout and personalized inscription), he made the connection … you see, I’ve been his editor at Trout magazine (for Trout Unlimited) for the past five years. Naturally, once everything came into focus (I admittedly snuck up on him), we shared handshakes and hugs and all that … but he was that jovial and accessible and genuine with everyone in that line, before and after I showed up.

That’s just Dave.

I’ve spent many years working very hard, writing and editing for Field & Stream and Angling Trade and elsewhere, to get to a point where I felt at home as the editor of Trout. And it was one of my great comforts when I assumed that position (actually, it blew me away) to know that I’d be able to work with Dave Whitlock on a column that still anchors that magazine.

But I cannot adequately express how satisfying and rewarding it is to get to a point where you get to work with someone you’ve always considered a hero, only to find out that that person is even more genuine, and gracious, and kind, and authentic than you’d ever hoped they might be.

That’s exactly how I feel about Dave Whitlock.

When I’m working on issues of the magazine, it’s often about shuffling sentences and fixing grammar, and cutting words to fit the column inches of space we’ve allotted to put the whole package together.

And sure, when Dave’s pieces come in, I do my best to dot the “i’s” and cross some “t’s” here and there, but mostly, I just sit back and read. And learn. And I’m flabbergasted, every time, by just how much he’s seen, and experienced, and understands. I’m even more amazed by how much of an “open book” he is.

I mean absolutely no disrespect to any of the “young guns” out there pushing the boundaries with new techniques and theories. Heck, I’ve aspired to be one of them for over twenty years now myself (which unfortunately takes me out of the “young gun” category). But no matter how edgy, or tough, or smart you may well be, you need to take a hard look at the lessons Dave Whitlock can share with you, because he’s right, and on the money. Always. And his lessons will stand the test of time, for as long as people endeavor to catch fish with flies.

Most important, Dave has a remarkable conservation conscience, and he’s shared so much of his knowledge in the pages of Trout magazine for what amounts to pennies on the dollar. Just because he believes in the culture and the future of fly fishing, and he knows that without the resources, there is nothing for the angler.

So not only do I consider being asked to write this little foreword the highest honor of my writing career, I also speak on behalf of the hundreds of thousands of members and supporters of Trout Unlimited—who share that conscience and commitment to keeping our waters clean and our fishing great—in expressing our grateful appreciation to Dave for all he has done, and will do, for Trout magazine and beyond.

I hope you’re able to tap the wisdom found in the following pages, and catch more fish, and further enjoy the sport. I hope you’ll heed the voice, and I hope you’ll endeavor to follow Dave’s lead as a steward and mentor in fly fishing. You’ll never, ever find a better star to lead your way.

—Kirk Deeter

Pine, Colorado, 2017





INTRODUCTION

For a lifetime, I’ve been held spellbound by wildlife, especially those that live in the water. More specifically, I’m drawn to fish, both cold and warm water. The cold-water species—trout, char, grayling, steelhead, Atlantic and Pacific salmon, and whitefish—are particularly fascinating to me. Each species in these groups is so unique and interesting, not only in fly-fishing terms, but in their anatomy, color patterns, life cycles, personalities, where and how they live, and what they feed upon. Every single one has a story to tell us about its watery life. If we know this story for each fish, our satisfaction and respect for the experience increases every time we briefly capture and release one.

With this book, it’s my goal to share what I’ve learned about each fish and the flies that capture their interest. I hope to accomplish this by combining biological facts, my interaction with other flyfishers and writers, and my personal experiences of many days and years observing beneath the water, luring them to my flies and recreating their forms, colors, movements, and environment with my art. I’ll choose the words for the texts, but perhaps even more informing will be my work to portray them with my inks, paints, and pencils. I’ve drawn wildlife and fish since I was a child, but a truly life-changing event occurred in my late teens when I bought a swim mask and fins. These simple tools allowed me to clearly see and discover the incredible wonder of the underwater world of streams. I clearly recall thinking that it was like discovering another world! It was so awesome to me that I have devoted most of my life to writing about and creating art to try to adequately share that wonder with others.

I’m often asked what I like to do most with my work time. That answer might surprise many of you who know my life as a professional flyfisher—I love creating the art most of all, especially these days. The paintings in this book represent many of the most vivid forms in my life experiences with these wonderful cold-water species. I hope they reveal not only the fish’s form, colors, activities, and environment, but also the passion and respect I have for each of them.

When I was eight years old, I discovered fly fishing on a page of my granddad’s L.L. Bean catalog! I remember it had a wooden fishing pole with red guide wraps, and next to it was an open sheepskin-and-wool book with several dozen hooks that had colorful feathers attached to them. I asked my granddad what these were, and he replied that those were “flies for fly fishing—a rich man’s sport—not for us.” Ever since that day I’ve been in love with flies, their histories, their creators, and with creating them myself. I hope, with my fly renditions and words, to give these wonderful, functional sculptures the historic and classic understanding they deserve. There are rich stories and endless forms, materials, and colors among them, and I can’t tell you how much I’ve enjoyed this creative process.

One of the rewards I received while developing these families of historical and classical trout flies was the realization that they all remain timelessly effective to tempt trout and have never really become obsolete. The real beauty of flies is that they are our means, for a few brief moments, to make direct contact, capture, and behold the living treasures that live in the cold waters of our world.

For the last twenty-five years, Emily has been my loving companion in life, fly fishing, teaching, and all the aspects of my (our) work. She has been with me through many of the experiences I talk of in this book and right next to me helping to write and edit my articles, books, and videos. I couldn’t do any of this, including my artwork, without her invaluable partnership.

I hope after reading this book you’ll come to know and see these fish and flies as we do—and know us better, as well.
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PART ONE
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PROFILES OF TROUT, CHAR, AND SALMON
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Four most common trout showing their most significant marking and color patterns.

Rainbow: back—olive green; side and side of head—pink; stomach—whitish; spots—small, irregular black spots on head, back, sides, and dorsal and tail fins.

Brown: back—dark golden olive; side and head—yellow to bluish; stomach—yellow; spots—large black spots with distinct pale halos and crimson spots with pale yellow halos.

Cutthroat: back—dark golden olive; side—golden yellow and red; stomach—pale gold or cream; spots—small and black (larger and more spots on body near tail); fluorescent red slash on either side of head beneath lower jaw.

Brook: back—dark olive with gold worm-like markings; side—slate blue with distinctive parr marks; stomach—orange, black, and white; spots—pale yellow and crimson ringed with yellow and blue; lower fins—deep orange red with stark black and white leading edges.





CHAPTER 1

TROUT PROFILES

I’ve observed trout above and below the water surface all my fly-fishing life with unending fascination. Each species, its stream and still-water community, and even each individual fish, exhibits particular behavioral traits or “personalities.” If we are aware of these, I believe our trout fishing and trout preservation become more meaningful, dimensional, successful, and satisfying. So, I’d like to share with you what my observations and experiences have taught me about how to read a trout.

Trout are among our most beautiful fish, and catching and cradling one in hand or net, just beneath the water’s surface, never fails to thrill. As an artist, photographer, biologist, and flyfisher, my eyes have been trained to read each fish’s physical history—its species, age, and sex, whether it is a wild or hatchery fish, in which phase of its life cycle it is in, its general health, and more.

Species identification is usually the first information we seek once a trout is hooked. If it appears to be silvery in the water with hints of pink, white, and olive, it’s probably a rainbow. If it looks golden brown and yellow, it’s most likely to be a brown trout. Coloration of deeper golden orange with lower fins of red usually means it’s a species of cutthroat. A brook trout will reflect lower fins of orange or red and starkly edged in white and black.

After identifying the species, I usually try to determine the sex. For that I look at the head, especially the length of the lower jaw and general shape of the fish. Hen fish have short jaws that terminate with a compact, rounded nose and a slightly tapered lower jaw. The female’s eyes appear to be larger than a male’s of the same length. These characteristics give the hen fish a feminine look to me.

The male fish will have jaws that appear to be large and long and terminate with distinctive, hook-like upper and lower ends. The older and larger male jaws are so hooked, especially during spawning, that they are very fierce-looking. This testosterone-driven characteristic is known as the kype, and the teeth are usually large and relatively long. The male’s coloring takes on a deeper chromatic intensity than that of females that are taken from the same water during the same season. With the less pronounced jaw of young male trout, you determine the sex by the deeper, more intense colors and spot patterns prominent in males. Young females will be paler in color and with less distinctive spots.

Both sexes lose their silvery sheens and become much more intensely and darkly colored as they begin their spawning runs. It takes about thirty to sixty days after spawning for these adults to become lightly colored again. Fall spawners take longer than spring spawners to recover the coloring and weight they lose during spawning because winter temperatures reduce their metabolism and less food is available.

Today, unfortunately, not all trout are created equal. Some are naturally born as wild trout, while many are products of our efforts to create sport fishing in areas where wild trout are scarce or nonexistent. So, when I catch a trout, I also like to identify if it is wild, a hybrid, or a hatchery product and, if hatchery raised, how long it has carried over. Many flyfishers likely experience a variety of types of trout wherever they fish across North America and elsewhere.
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How to recognize hatchery and wild trout.

Top—Newly stocked hatchery trout (one to four weeks). Note the dull pewter color, soft, fat body, herniated rectum, fins and tail rays short and damaged.

Middle—Carry-over trout (three to twelve months in the river). Color starts to resemble resident trout, the body is more firm and lean, and the fins and tail are improving but still show scarring from hatchery life.

Bottom—Resident wild trout. Overall color is bright, body is very sleek and firm, all fins and tail are large and well shaped and often have white tips on the dorsal, pelvic, and anal fins.

To me a wild trout has a look of perfection. The shape, fins, coloration, and performance are very distinguishing to these old, experienced senses. A wild trout will likely jump more often and fight a longer, stronger, and more enduring battle than a hatchery fish of the same size and weight. It will also feel very firm. These differences become less apparent if the hatchery fish has had six to twelve months’ residence in the same waters as the wild trout. In the hand, a wild fish is beautiful! The brilliant colors, the markings, the eye expression, shape, and fins are perfection! If my first inspection has any doubt, I look to see if the fins are large and full; if there are few or no scars; if fins aren’t split, torn, and ragged; and if there are subtle white tips on the fins. That would indicate to me a wild trout.

Recently stocked hatchery fish will have an overall dull, pewter-gray sheen and will feel slick and soft. Their fins, especially the pectorals and dorsal, will be scarred, ragged, and stunted from rubbing on other fish and the edges of the fish hatchery, from being bitten by other trout, and from sunburn and fungus fin rot. Some hatcheries also clip a fin to identify them as hatchery fish. Fortunately, this fin-clip maiming is being replaced by tattooing the gill cover, branding, or indicator nose implants. As these fish log time in the stream or lake, they gradually lose the gray dullness and take on a brighter metallic and more natural color. Usually, however, the fin disfigurement never completely goes away.

It’s fairly simple to estimate the age of a trout. A trout less than one year old will seldom exceed six to eight inches and will have a row of oblong slate, pewter, or purple parr marks spaced along the lateral line. These marks usually fade and disappear with maturity. The exception is when trout are isolated in very small, very cold streams with little food base, where especially cutthroat, golden, brook, and brown, may maintain vivid parr marks and deep, rich color their entire lives. In old trout—between eight and twelve-plus years—coloration and markings become dull and muddied, and these old-timers tend to have more spots, thicker, rounded tipped fins, larger heads with longer jaws, and larger teeth.
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Brown trout colors (young to spawning).

Immature stream trout—small size with parr marks and simple but vivid spots

Mature stream trout—vivid colors and intricate spot patterns

Mature lake or sea-run trout—light- or chrome-silver color

Mature stream trout—full, rich spawning colors

Old trout—on the verge of dying

Different habitats result in trout that look different. This is designed to give them the best camouflage for that particular environment. Trout residing in relatively shallow, very clear and fertile freestone streams and rivers will have the most coloration, spots, and bright markings. If there is an abundance of crustaceans and aquatic insects to feed on, they will be even more colorful—outside and inside their skins. Trout raised in typical dark, crowded, concrete hatchery raceways will be a drab pewter from back to belly. Trout living in silty streams will be pale colored, and those living in large clear lakes and oceans and those just returning from the sea will be almost colorless or silvery and possess few paler and smaller spots and markings.

In each type of water, trout simply adjust their coloration to mirror their environment so they are more difficult for air and water predators to detect. The scales, though tiny, are thousands of precisely positioned light-and-color reflecting and absorbing units that constantly function in all conditions to protect the trout. The back will always resemble the color of the water or stream bottom, making it harder for predators looking down from above to see them. Their sides will be most like the underwater coloration concealing them from aquatic predators at the trout’s eye level. The underside is usually light colored, helping them to blend into the silvery appearance the water surface has when viewed by a predator from below.

When trout, char, and salmon begin their spawning activities, they become more colorful, especially the males. Pinks turn to red; reds to deep crimson or purple; yellows change to deep-cadmium yellows and gold; and oranges and reds to burnt sienna. They often develop additional spots and can even change spot color from typical black to orange or red. By the completion of the spawning, the head, side, and fin colors may fade into shaded, dull overtones, and their lower sides and stomachs can become pewter or black. After spawning and when food becomes abundant, these same fish will slowly return to their normal colors, sometimes taking two to three months. Because this spawning period takes so much physical strength, it is sometimes two or three years before they attempt the next spawn, especially older trout and char and migratory fish such as steelhead, Atlantic salmon, and sea-run trout.

[image: images]

Trout sex ID.

Top—female. Head has relatively short jaws with large eyes near nose. Colors are more pearly and pale with smaller spots than males.

Bottom—male. Head has smaller eyes set well back from nose and long, pointed jaws with a distinctive hook on lower jaw. Overall color is vivid and chromatic, and the spots are larger and more distinct than those of females.

A trout’s health is easy to determine by shape, luster, skin condition, and flesh color. Healthy wild trout are firm feeling, have a definite luster to their scales and coloration, and their shoulder-thoracic area is somewhat larger than their head circumference. They are also active, long-winded fighters. When fish feel soft, or have lesions on their bodies, white spots on their gill filaments or fins, eye cataracts, are skinny, or have flesh that is gray and mushy, they have health, food, or postspawning problems.
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Eye-to-eye with a trout (top to bottom).

Trout in excellent condition—Eye is alert, moving, and pupil is focused.

Trout experiencing fatigue—Eye is fixed, pupil is dilated, and mouth is open and gasping.

Trout near death—Eye is lifeless, pupil is fully dilated and dull, and mouth is fixed open.

As an artist and flyfisher, I’d say that a trout’s eye is the most important part to analyze. To determine a trout’s existing or immediate physical condition—make eye contact with it. If the pupil seems to be focused and moves forward or down as you cradle the fish in your hands, it is fully conscious, alert, and ready to be released. If the pupil seems large and looks straight out, not down, it is likely in mild fatigue or shock and should be rested underwater, in hand, moving it gently back and forth into the current. When the pupil again becomes small and alert, it should be ready to release, but only if it swims off willingly. If the eye has a dull, “fish-eye” dilation and does not respond when you move the fish’s head and it is breathing erratically or not at all, it is probably in deep shock and oxygen starvation and is dying or dead. Usually little can be done to save your fish at this point.

You can try patient, underwater respiration in flowing water and gentle body massaging to help restore oxygen intake. To avoid this critical condition, try to land the fish promptly with a catch-and-release net, keep the fish in the water, remove the barbless hook quickly and underwater if you can, and after it has a minute or so to rest and revive, let it swim out of your hands or net into a calm flow area. If you want a photo, hold the fish underwater until the photographer is focused and ready and then quickly hold the fish up for only a few seconds. As I’ve advised before, never keep a fish’s head out of water any longer than you can keep yours underwater. Never toss any fish back into the water. It can cause additional survival problems with predators, water hazards, and disorientation—and it is disrespectful.

Each trout becomes more of an interesting treasure if we can recognize its individual characteristics. Each one is unique and has its own story to reveal. When I catch a trout, being able to identify the fish’s age, stage, and condition can help me understand the population profile of the fishery and gives me a measurement of my fishing skills. If at the end of a day I’ve taken wild trout and/or well carried-over fish, it gives me great satisfaction and means I’ve probably used pretty good techniques.

With every painting of a trout I create, I take all these characteristics into consideration so that when you look at it, the painting will hopefully tell a story about its life.
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