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PREFACE

Another helpful book by Dave Whitlock! What a happy occasion for both beginning and advanced fly fishers. No one I know speaks in a more down-to-earth and genuinely practical way about the foods trout eat . . . and illustrates what he says with more graphic clarity and helpfulness. With Dave, artist, fly fisher, teacher, and writer always combine to give us a unique learning experience.

For those just beginning to fish with flies, this little book can be the portal to a lifetime of more satisfying time on the water, introducing the broad range of foods trout eat—and how we might best imitate them, for Dave is also a master fly tyer. And for fly fishers who have been on the water for some years, this book will surely expand their knowledge in a number of ways: exploring foods not frequently spoken about, the actions of live naturals, the habits of trout in relation to the foods.

This is a fisherman’s book. It is not a thorough treatise on all of the trout foods or even one that focuses primarily on the two most popular aquatic insects: mayflies and caddisflies. There are many books on those foods, several of which Dave has written himself—and the serious trout fly fisher will eventually want to study those carefully. What this book does is something unique. In word and extremely helpful illustration, Dave keys in on the major categories of trout foods: aquatic insects, crustaceans and other annelids, a wide group of terrestrial insects, and vertebrates like minnows.

His presentation is never divorced from the life of the entire ecosystem of the stream, or the weather, or the nature of the water. He looks thoughtfully at the life of trout, from birth to its rise forms; he examines how temperature affects a trout’s behavior, and how a fisherman can learn to “read” a trout stream.

In sum, in distilled form, readers will have the benefit of Dave Whitlock’s more than six decades of observation, experimentation, teaching, and time on the water. Kudos to Trout Unlimited for first printing this invaluable material. I can’t think of better shoulders to stand upon than Dave’s.

—Nick Lyons





INTRODUCTION

Fly fishing can offer a lifetime of great experiences pursuing trout as well as fishing for all the other species. Whichever fish you pursue, the first key to the best results and rewards catching fish on flies begins with knowing what they eat, how that food form lives, and then choosing or tying an imitation that fits the situation best.

Fish, especially trout, feed on an amazing variety of natural live foods every day. Along with immature and adult aquatic insects, they eat terrestrial insects; other invertebrates like annelids (worms), leeches, crustaceans, snails; and vertebrates such as small fish, rodents, and even young birds. By observing the water in which you plan to fish, you can determine what possible foods are present and in what abundance. If you can simply identify the size, color, and shape of what you’d like to imitate and then pick a fly that looks similar to it, you’re on your way. Then as you learn the actions of that food form in or on the water and learn to present and fish that fly accordingly, you’ll often find fish eager to take your imitation. And that is much more satisfying and fun than if someone else makes those decisions for you or if you just, by experimental accident, hook up with a trout. This process and understanding takes fly fishing to another wonderful level.

To begin this process with the most pleasure, stay within your comfort zone of curiosity and learning. Don’t over-complicate it but let time and success lead you to each level of identification. Each time a trout takes your fly, the rush and excitement will have you eager to add to your skills and knowledge of more fish foods and imitations.

By presenting this basic series of fish foods and imitations, my intention is to provide a sound platform from which you can begin learning this subject without its intimidating complexity. I’ve focused on each major food group that is important to trout and, for that matter, many other freshwater predator and omnivore fish.

Since flies are not real food, you should remember that once you tie on a chosen fly it’s up to you to give it lifelike movements in the water; this is needed to convince a fish with your skills of animation and line control that it is truly edible. This takes us back to the observation of live fish foods. This book can show and tell you about each food form and then, with that basic understanding, actually watching the behavior of these living critters in and on the water will make it so much easier to make your own flies act like the real thing. Some naturals merely float dead-drift; others flutter, wiggle, dart, crawl, or act in some other specific way.

It’s such a remarkable game we play with nature and fish every time we go out with our fly rod. No two days are ever alike, even if you’re blessed with almost seven decades of fly fishing, like I have been. The key to this fascination and to the deep respect we should have for trout is understanding how they live, how they react to their environment, and what they feed on day to day. I hope this book helps guide you to a lifetime of successful experiences in this joyful spirit of fly fishing for trout.

With pen, paint, and heart,

[image: e9781602396937_i0002.jpg]


March 2009





[image: e9781602396937_i0003.jpg]


[image: e9781602396937_i0004.jpg]


ONE

The Trout’s World





BIRTH OF A WILD TROUT
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The birth of a wild trout is an incredible climax to a long, complicated chain of events. Knowing these events makes the capture of a wild trout so much more meaningful and reminds me why such a fish is precious.

A wild trout, by my definition, has been naturally reproduced by the physical pairing of trout that have naturally reproduced in the wild for several generations. The life of a wild trout begins when prospective parents become mature and laden with eggs or sperm. This first occurs when the male is two or three years old and the female is three or four. The variation in sexual maturity helps ensure that the parents’ genes will not be identical. It is also one of nature’s ways of neutralizing weak, recessive genes.

Each family of wild trout has a specific seasonal spawning time. For the most part, in the northern latitudes, brown trout and brook trout are fall and early winter spawners. Trout native to the western slopes of the Rockies, such as rainbow, cutthroat, golden, and Apache, are late-winter to spring spawners.

About two weeks to a month before spawning, adults gather and stage an upstream movement toward the area where they themselves were born. Some trout pair during this staging while others pair later, near or at the nesting site. The movement to the spawning gravels may be as short a distance as a few hundred yards to many hundreds of miles. It’s been established that approximately 70 to 80 percent of wild adults find precisely the area where their parents made the redd (nest) and deposited them as eggs. The remainder go elsewhere, not because they’re lost, but, I believe, because they’re programmed by nature to ensure genetic diversity and species distribution.

When the adult pair reaches the spawning area, which is usually in the shallow gravel area at the tail of a pool, they look for a significant concentration of gravel the size of a marble to that of a walnut. The female makes a trial dig with her tail to test her ability to dig and, even more significantly, to ensure that there is good percolation of water through the gravel. If there isn’t, the eggs she deposits there have a very poor chance of incubation. Eggs need a steady flow of constant temperature and oxygen-enriched water to resist fungal attack and freezing. A wild female can choose these perfect areas, while often a hatchery-domesticated female has lost her natural ability to do so!

Next, the female digs a depression in the gravel, with strong tailthrusts, that is about the size of her body depth and length. As the digging occurs, two other amazing things happen. Directly below her, moved by her tail and the current, a mound of correctly-sized gravel occurs, which is simultaneously washed and cleaned of harmful suffocating silt, sand sediments, and fungus.

Lying in the depression, the female is then joined by her mate. Tensing her body into an arch, she begins a series of 50 to 100 egg ejections into the depression as her mate, pressing close to her, sprays them with milt (sperm). A few small, pale amber eggs are washed downstream, but most settle on the depression or are caught below in the gravel-mound crevices. Other males, immature trout, minnows, and sculpins will immediately move in to eat as many of the eggs they can. The male will try to chase the relentless egg thieves away. Every few minutes the female will dig more gravel just upstream, again causing cleaned and sized gravel to wash back into the rear of the nest, covering up the exposed fertilized eggs. Over a period of just hours to a couple of days she continues the series of digging, depositing, and covering until all 2,000 to 6,000 eggs are laid.

The female and her mate expend an enormous amount of energy and body weight to accomplish mating. Lying fully exposed in shallow water, they are constantly harassed by other males, egg-eating predators, and trout predators like coons, mink, herons, bear, otters, and man. Their bodies, even if they survive, are physically stressed, cut, bitten, and bruised.
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	The female trout picks an area at the tail of a pool that has good gravel, water percolation, the right-sized stones, and is easy to dig. She builds her nest.

	Having dug a depression the length and depth of her body, the female is joined by her mate. She lays a series of eggs and the male fertilizes them. Some eggs will be eaten by predators while others are deposited in the crevices in the gravel of the nest.

	After the egg-laying, the female leaves but the male remains to guard the nest or mate with another female. Eggs will incubate for several months before hatching.



The female will leave the nest soon after the eggs are deposited, but the male may remain longer to protect the eggs or find another mate. Fungus often attacks the tired and stressed parents, bringing a slow death or long postnatal recovery. Of the eggs that are laid, fertilized, and covered up, another 30 to 50 percent are lost to predators. Any eggs that were not covered or eaten soon die of the sun’s ultraviolet radiation.

In the next 60 to 90 days (depending on water temperature), the soft, rubbery eggs will incubate. Those that lie in dead-end crevices will suffocate or be devoured by fungus and bacteria. Gravel-mining predators like stonefly nymphs, Dobson fly larva, crayfish, leeches, madtom catfish, and sculpins, continue a non-stop search for surviving embryos. The remaining eggs will hatch into delicate, yolk-sac laden, transparent, larva-like fry.

While in the gravel, the egg sacs of these tiny hatchlings are slowly absorbed by ingestion as they grow into three-quarter- to one-inch-long fry. At the completion of this growth, the fry must escape their gravel tunnels before they use up their yolk reserve and swim to the surface to gulp in air and inflate their swim bladders. If their swim bladders are not inflated before the clock runs out, they are exiled to a short, non-swimming life along the stream bottom. As they attempt their swim to the surface, predators await to make a quick meal of them.

When the fry emerge, if the parents have not deposited the eggs in shallow and slow enough water or if a tailwater is generating high water or the stream is in flood stage, they have little or no chance to safely reach the surface in the strong current. The last emergence obstacles—predators and swimming to surface—take a big toll on the 20 to 30 percent of the fry remaining.
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	Newly laid eggs absorb water and soon double in size and develop a tough, rubbery shell. Gravel predators mine the nest for fresh eggs.

	Eggs incubate in gravel, develop dark-eyed embryos, and then hatch into larvae-like, egg-sac fry.

	Fry that have absorbed their yolk sac must make their way up through gravel, penetrate the surface of the stream bed, and swim to the surface to gulp air to inflate their swim bladders. They can then swim and feed as wild trout.



Experts say that even under the most ideal conditions only about 10 to 15 percent of the eggs deposited reach the successful swim-up or free-swimming fry stage! Of those, less than 50 percent survive the first year of their lives. Consider this: every minute of a 24-hour day, the fry are in peril of being eaten or killed. Add to that the burden of finding enough food to survive and grow another day.

A wild trout that grows large enough for us to enjoy fishing for is simply far too superior, precious, and rare a treasure to kill. Wild trout are genetically and environmentally nature’s distillation to its finest, most specialized degree of capability to reproduce future wild generations.

So when you are fortunate and skillful enough to catch a wild trout on your fly, treat it thoughtfully with respect and kindness, and carefully release it so it may continue its destiny to grow larger, stronger, and reproduce more generations of wild trout.





STREAM LIFE WITH A TROUTI

Stream trout live in an incredibly different environment than you and me. When I began experiencing their world as they do, my respect and knowledge of them increased greatly, and so did my success in fly fishing for them. To accomplish this, I enter their world and quietly spy on them. To submerge in the chilling 50 to 65 degrees Fahrenheit water where trout live, and to see and breathe there, I equip myself with a neoprene wetsuit, hood, gloves and booties, weight belt, face mask, snorkel, and swim fins.

When I first put on all this gear, I feel as if I’m in some sort of spacesuit. But as soon as I go below the surface and into the stream’s swift current, the equipment restrictions seem to disappear. I’m now truly in a different world and suddenly my emotions and heart rate rise rapidly. I feel the pressure of the transparent liquid atmosphere against my face and body, and it quickly becomes comfortable and almost soothing. Sounds that seem greatly amplified surround me and as I stare, wide-eyed, I can see colors and objects clearly for six to ten feet. Objects farther away are in hazy focus and muted colors, eventually forming a blur in the water’s turquoise-green tint. Everything seems to be rushing toward and past me. Even shafts of light in the water column and the bottom below me seem to race by. After a minute or so my body begins to warm up, my heart rate slows, and my breathing becomes slower and deeper.

At a distance I see the first trout. It appears to be a shadowy green form gliding just off the bottom. As quietly as I can, I move closer. The fish begins to take on more body and color details. Then at a point determined by the trout’s caution of me, I can move no closer. Its 10-inch or so length seems in constant, effortless motion as if it were soaring above and into the water’s current using some invisible energy source. Yet for me to remain in a position to observe it, I must kick hard with my fins and hold tightly to the bottom rocks. But then, of course, my body is neither shaped nor lubricated to eliminate the water’s force and friction as the trout’s is so well-designed to do.

When I’m in the environment of trout, I never cease to be amazed by and learn from them. As the minutes pass, I become less emotional and begin to see the fish and their world more objectively. I begin to see more like a trout. I can best describe the experience as being in a watery wind storm with the unrelenting force of the current and with all sorts of tumbling objects that suddenly appear out of the upstream haze and speed toward and past me. Leaves, twigs, strands of algae, stems of aquatic plants, silvery pearls of air bubbles, insects . . . all drifting and tumbling in one direction and in all levels of the water column.

Looking at the stream surface from below gives me the illusion that I’m watching a time-lapsed sequence of swiftly moving skyscapes. But there’s something drastically different about the sky roof of the stream. I can only see a relatively small irregular circle of very distorted blue sky, clouds, and shoreline trees. And most of the underneath surface of the stream is an equally distorted reflection of the stream bottom!
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Trout swimming in a clear, sunlit stream can see shallow objects and colors clearly; distant objects fade into the color of the water.




If this is what a trout sees when it looks upward at the stream surface, how can it see objects moving above the surface well enough to leap through the surface and eat them? My most educated guess is that trout have extremely keen eye and body coordination and that they are “in the zone” all of the time. I’m so often amazed as I watch trout magically leap through and above a heavily riffled, fast-moving stream surface to snatch flying caddis, mayflies, damselflies, and dragonflies . . . and even my dry flies! Trout seem to have a sense that biologists have yet to discover. If you’ve viewed the water’s surface from below, you’d probably agree that it seems like trout have extrasensory perception.
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Amazingly, trout can see objects like small insects flying in the air above them through a small distorted window, and they have the ability to leap through that surface and catch them. They also use this same ability to detect airborne and land dangers.




When I’m lucky enough to find several trout holding just off the bottom, I am always transfixed by their behavior and their curiosity to the objects drifting toward them. The younger fish are the most active, zooming forward, right, left, down, or up to meet the objects at least halfway. Older trout are much less excitable and much more conservative with their observations as well as the distances they will move to intercept drifting morsels. More on that later.


TROUT’S SIGHT BELOW AND ABOVE THE SURFACE


	Light rays penetrate surface of stream through a 96-degree arch angle. This is usually known as the trout’s surface window.

	This surface window is distorted by how wavy or rough the surface.

	The area blind to trout varies 10 degrees from surface (plus or minus 10 degrees) according to how smooth the surface.

	If the surface is smooth, trout cannot see objects at a 10-degree angle above the surface.

	Surface area beyond the 96-degree cone of vision is a reflection or mirror of the bottom.

	Trout can see objects clearly in the water column.
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My advice to anglers: Always keep in mind that stream trout live in a constantly moving watery atmosphere, and they have highly evolved senses to detect and catch foods. Get into the water with them so that you can visualize their world as they experience it. Through that understanding you’ll become a more successful angler.





STREAM LIFE WITH A TROUT II

The surface reflections of a trout stream reveal some of its subsurface secrets, and one of the most intriguing and perplexing is the variation of water speeds from top to bottom.

As water flows down the gradient of a steambed, it moves with variable speeds depending on the degree of the gradient and the friction it encounters as it flows downhill. The steeper the gradient, the faster the water moves by a particular point. At the same time, as the water moves by that point, the speed of the vertical column of that water can vary considerably from the surface down to the stream bottom. It’s very important to understand these vertical speed variations to better comprehend the reasons that fish live and feed where they do and how best to present and fish your flies.

Vertical current speeds, or current speeds from the top to the bottom of the water column at one point, may vary from, for example, three miles per hour at the surface to nearly zero next to the bottom. This variation is a simple function of water moving fastest where there is the least friction, which is at the surface where air offers the least resistance. As water encounters water and the resistance of the non-moving objects of the stream bottom, it slows down. The rate of slowdown is proportionate to the roughness or irregularity of the bottom. For instance, sand will offer much less resistance to water flow than will coarse rock, large rubble, or bottom-rooted aquatic plants.
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Can you identify the aquatic trout foods shown in the enlargement?


	mayfly nymphs

	leeches and aquatic worms

	crayfish

	cased caddis larva

	scuds and sowbugs

	minnows

	snails

	stonefly nymphs

	sculpins and darters

	midge larva and pupa



The top diagram on the facing page shows vertical current speeds and their effects on trout, trout foods, and subsurface flies.

Current speeds are proportional to the stream’s gradient and the friction that water is subjected to as it moves downstream and encounters air, water, and stationary objects. Generally, the fastest current will be at the surface, slowing vertically as the water nears the stream bottom.
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“Whitlock has done a great job of translating the science of
trout-stream biology into the art of fly fishing . . . a must-read
for anyone who wants to become a more complete angler.”

—Charles Gauvin, President, Trout Unlimited
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