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FOREWORD



I first became aware of Jake Villwock after seeing a blog post about a spring creek that I have fished since I was a kid. I was curious about this “interloper” and continued to watch his significant progress trying to figure out the notoriously picky, but very large, wild trout that I had spent the better part of forty years learning their ways and fine-tuning my tactics to a point where I was relatively competent at occasionally cajoling one of them to eat my fly.


Well, after a little time, Jake moved into my little village of Boiling Springs, Pennsylvania. I was already committed to guiding for the new owners of the fly shop in town, TCO Fly Shop. At that point I had already had a relationship with TCO that started back when they had a single shop in the Reading, Pennsylvania, suburb of West Lawn. So before long, Jake and I met face to face. We immediately hit it off and spent time on the water, hanging around the house and at the bar in the Boiling Springs Tavern, spending inordinate amounts of time talking about life, fishing, and fly tying, laughing and developing what would become a true friendship with mutual respect for not only the individual, but also abilities on the water and at the vise.


Like me, Jake leans toward single-mindedness when it comes to all things fishing. Be it tackle, tactics, fly tying, fly design, boats, and all the other things that make up an obsession to solve any angling situation that one may be fortunate enough to encounter. After all, we are fortunate to do what we do, and no one wants to do it better than Jake does. Jake’s ability to solve any angling situation is one of the things that makes him the consummate angler, fly tier, writer, and fishing guide that he has become.


Jake’s ability to present angling techniques and fly-tying instruction is well thought out, clear, and easily understood due to his affable personality, intelligence, and infectious enthusiasm for all things angling. Anyone who has spent a day on the water with him as a client or attended one of his angling or fly-tying presentations can attest to Jake’s ability to convey ideas and techniques clearly and in a manner that makes it all fun. After all, fishing is supposed to be fun. In his first book, Smallmouth Bass Flies Top to Bottom (Stackpole, 2021), Jake covers an enormous amount of information, not only about fly patterns but also the biology, behavior, and forage of the smallmouth bass. This book is the modern-day bible on smallmouth bass.


This volume, Favorite Flies for Smallmouth Bass, will continue Jake’s indelible contribution to the world of fly fishing for smallmouth bass. Jake’s thoroughness in researching patterns for this book will be instantly evident to the reader. After spending time with him photographing flies for this book, I can tell you firsthand that all the bases have been covered here. In a time when there are new fly-tying materials almost monthly and tying techniques that seem to be ever evolving, Jake has brought to the reader the most up-to-date and innovative bass flies out there today.


Eric Naguski










INTRODUCTION



Smallmouth bass have been pursued on the fly for over fifty years, yet for much of that time, they were considered a second-tier species compared to trout. For decades, fly anglers focused their efforts on coldwater streams and rivers, idolizing the pursuit of trout while leaving the warmwater gamefish, like smallmouth, to conventional gear anglers. But over the past decade or so, that perception has shifted dramatically.


This surge in popularity is due in part to a growing number of articles, books, and YouTube videos showcasing the power and beauty of smallmouth on the fly. But beyond the media, the real driving force is simply the experience itself. On the East Coast and throughout much of the Midwest, trout fisheries that are accessible by drift boat or raft are few and far between. Meanwhile, many of the same rivers and streams that lack trout are teeming with smallmouth bass—aggressive, acrobatic, and incredibly fun to catch.
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Smallmouth bass are a perfectly designed freshwater predator. Their tall back and powerful tail are built to close distance in a flash, pinning prey to the bottom or engulfing it whole. Every part of their body is made for speed, precision, and dominance in the water.
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Deer hair bass bugs tied by some of my amazing friends. The cicada was crafted by Jeff Rowley, and the mop-leg frog by Joe Jackson. Grateful to be surrounded by such talent.
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Fly lines play a crucial role in modern fly design. Choosing the right line is essential—it needs to match the specific application you’re aiming for. Whether you’re turning over a bulky streamer, presenting a delicate dry fly, or loading a fast-action rod quickly, the right fly line can make all the difference in how a pattern performs on the water.
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Author Jake Villwock hooked up with a feisty early spring smallmouth, battling both the fish and the cold temps





In my seventeen years as a guide, I’ve seen countless anglers who once turned their noses up at smallmouth quickly change their mind after hooking their first smallmouth on the fly. Personally, I came from a background of striped bass and trout fishing, but I had a dream of owning a raft and floating rivers for any species I could find. As it turned out, where I lived, smallmouth bass were the untapped goldmine. It only took a handful of fish to convince me that I was onto something special—floating remote, beautiful rivers that saw little pressure and discovering a predator that rivaled anything I’d targeted before.


Over the years, like anything in fly fishing, my flies and techniques have evolved to match changing conditions and increasing pressure. But it wasn’t always like this. As I mentioned, for a long time fly anglers largely ignored smallmouth. Thankfully, there were a few who didn’t.


FOUNDING FATHERS


Several anglers were instrumental in putting smallmouth bass on the fly-fishing map. While many deserve recognition—names like Lefty Kreh and Harry Murray among them—three individuals stand out to me, not just because of their influence, but because I’ve had the privilege of meeting and learning from them personally: Bob Clouser, Chuck Kraft, and Dave Whitlock.



Bob Clouser


A native of Middletown, Pennsylvania, Bob Clouser is perhaps the most recognized name in smallmouth fly fishing. He’s not only authored seminal books on the subject, but also created one of the most effective flies ever tied: the Clouser Minnow. With nothing more than bucktail, dumbbell eyes, and a bit of flash, Bob crafted a pattern that has fooled over a hundred species of fish worldwide.


On top of designing what will go down in history as the greatest smallmouth fly—the Clouser Minnow—Bob has created countless other patterns and developed innovative techniques to fish them. One that will always stand out to me is the Clouser Crayfish and the way he used to dead-drift it or fish it under an indicator. Another standout pattern is the Clouser Floating Minnow, which cleverly uses two of Rainy’s foam spider bodies and bucktail to imitate a waking baitfish. His creativity and understanding of smallmouth behavior continue to influence how we tie and fish today.


What makes the Clouser Minnow so special is its adaptability. Change the size, weight, or color and it can mimic nearly any baitfish in almost any water condition. In my own fly-tying library, Bob’s books sit side by side with my own, and I consider his contributions foundational. Despite traveling the world chasing countless species, Bob always returns home to fish smallmouth. There’s something about them—they’re one of the greatest freshwater predators on a fly.




[image: int_fig_005]

Some of Bob’s most iconic fly patterns—the Clouser Cray, the Clouser Minnow, and the Floating Minnow—have become staples in warmwater fly fishing around the world.






Chuck Kraft


Chuck Kraft, a legendary Virginia guide, fly tier, and innovator, helped define what smallmouth fly fishing looks like in the Mid-Atlantic. He fished frequently with Bob Clouser and Lefty Kreh and guided some of the most iconic names in fly fishing.


Chuck was known for his unique and deadly effective fly patterns—many of which he fiercely protected. From the Excalibur and Boga Bug to the CK Baitfish and Crittermite, Chuck’s flies were engineered with obsessive detail and tested over years. He even snorkeled rivers to watch how his flies moved underwater.


Chuck’s use of materials like Ultrasuede for lifelike movement and durability was groundbreaking. His Wonder Nymph gained national recognition in Field & Stream in 1971, and he continued innovating until his passing in 2020. To fish a CK pattern is to fish something born from decades of experience and passion.


The Kreel Tackle Company was the first company to manufacture Chuck Kraft’s tails for his fly patterns. Kreel Tackle was in business from 2000 to 2007. In 2010, with help from one of his longtime clients, Richard Wyly, Chuck partnered and began working with William Heresniak and Eastern Trophies Fly Fishing. Chuck and William worked tirelessly bringing Chuck’s tails back into production, far exceeding what Kreel Tackle had done in the past. Chuck Kraft passed away on March 9, 2020.


Dave Whitlock


Dave Whitlock was not only a pioneer of warmwater fly fishing, but also a conservationist, teacher, artist, and one of the sport’s most beloved figures. Dave helped reshape the sport’s trout-centric focus, proving that species like smallmouth bass deserved the same thoughtful attention.
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An early deer hair popper by Dave Whitlock—a true pioneer in smallmouth bass fly design.





I think of Dave every morning—I drink my coffee from a mug with his smallmouth artwork. A close friend of mine, Allen Rupp, learned directly from Dave and now continues tying his patterns commercially. Among Dave’s most important contributions is the NearNuff Crayfish, a pattern he once said he’d fish exclusively for smallmouth if he had to choose only one.
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Dave Whitlock’s NearNuff Crayfish is a timeless pattern that deserves a permanent spot in every smallmouth angler’s fly box. Its realistic profile and proven effectiveness make it a go-to when targeting bass in crayfish-rich waters.





Dave Whitlock’s legacy is woven into the very fabric of modern fly fishing, particularly in how he elevated warmwater fly fishing. His deep understanding of species like smallmouth bass reshaped fly fishing’s trout-centric focus, proving that warmwater species deserved the same careful attention to technique, presentation, and fly design. Through his roles as conservationist, mentor, artist, and ambassador of the sport, Dave earned his place on Fly Fisherman magazine’s “Mount Rushmore of Fly Fishing” alongside Joe Brooks, Lee Wulff, and Lefty Kreh. His influence continues to shape how we approach the sport today.


The NearNuff Crayfish is one of Dave’s most effective and versatile fly patterns. He said many times that if he was forced to fish one underwater fly for smallmouth bass, it would be the NearNuff Crayfish. That is high praise! Dave’s approach to fly design was grounded in careful study of aquatic ecosystems: he analyzed what fish eat, how they hunt, and the movements of their prey. The NearNuff Crayfish reflects this approach, making it one of the deadliest patterns for fooling fish in a wide range of water conditions.


What makes this fly so special? The materials used are simple—dubbing, flash, rubber, and hackle feathers—but it’s Dave’s precise arrangement of these elements that creates such a convincing imitation. When properly tied, these materials work in concert to provide the proper silhouette, shape, bulk, color, and feel to mimic a living crayfish. The weighted eyes help the fly get down to the bottom and ride hook-point up; the snag guard allows you to present it in heavy cover and structure; and then, the fly just looks and acts like a real crayfish. Stripped, twitched, or dead-drifted, the NearNuff Crayfish behaves just like the real thing, triggering aggressive strikes from fish that instinctively recognize an easy meal.


Another reason for its productiveness is its adaptability. Crayfish are found in nearly every freshwater system, and Dave designed this pattern to be fished in rivers, lakes, flowages, flats, and ponds. It can be tied in different sizes and colors to match regional crayfish variations, making it productive everywhere. Whether it’s smallmouth bass in rocky rivers, largemouth in weedy lakes, redfish on flats, or a big trout looking for protein-rich prey, the NearNuff Crayfish consistently produces results.


Keeping Dave’s patterns alive isn’t just about nostalgia—it’s about preserving a legacy that continues to help anglers catch fish and deepen their understanding of the sport. Every time someone ties or fishes a NearNuff Crayfish, they’re not just using a great fly, they’re carrying forward a piece of Dave Whitlock’s incredible contribution to fly fishing. And that’s something worth keeping alive.


A NEW ERA OF FLY DESIGN


As smallmouth bass fishing has grown in popularity, so too has the innovation behind fly design. From new materials—both synthetic and natural—to advanced tools and tying techniques, the evolution has been nonstop. Flies are now more lifelike and more durable than ever.


One of the modern innovators who continues to push the boundaries is Blane Chocklett. With his Game Changer platform, he’s revolutionized the swim-fly game using articulated shanks to create unbelievably realistic baitfish imitations. Blane, along with other forward-thinking tiers like Russ Maddin, James Hughes, and Mike Schultz, have paved the way for how we target smallmouth today.


WHAT THIS BOOK COVERS


In this book, I’ll break down smallmouth fly fishing into the three primary feeding zones: topwater, mid-column, and bottom. Each section will feature patterns designed for those zones, including my own creations and flies from some of the most respected guides and tiers in the country.


You’ll get not only recipes and photos, but also insights into when and how to fish each fly. Many of the contributing tiers have included their own words explaining the design and tactics behind their patterns, so you’re getting knowledge straight from the experts.


Topwater fishing has evolved from big, bulky deer hair poppers to sleeker, more effective foam and articulated bugs. The mid-column “swim fly” game is now defined by neutrally buoyant baitfish patterns fished on intermediate or floating lines. And at the bottom, where many big smallmouth feed, we’ll dive into crayfish, hellgrammite, leech, and stonecat imitations.












TOPWATER
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The size and color of your topwater flies are crucial, depending on the conditions and the size of the flies the bass are feeding on. Be sure to have a variety of options.





For many anglers, topwater fly fishing for smallmouth is the ultimate experience. There’s a mindset in warmwater fishing that mirrors the way trout anglers match the hatch on various streams. Topwater fishing for smallmouth, however, is much more than just tossing a popper out and hoping for the best. Mayflies, cicadas, damselflies, grasshoppers, frogs, wounded minnows—these are just a few of the food sources smallmouth will target at different times of the year.
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Early mornings are a great time to wade out and find rising fish in the summer months.





But when it comes to smallmouth, it’s often not so much about what they’re eating, but how and where they’re eating it. Are they stationary in the middle of the river, rising to sip mayflies? Are they at the tailouts of riffles, leaping out of the water after damsels and dragonflies bouncing around trying to find a mate? Or are they tight to the banks, hiding under trees, waiting for something big—a cicada falling from the branches, a frog jumping off the bank, or even a mouse in the shallows?


There’s a unique thrill to floating down a river, scanning the shallows for a rise, a silhouette, or a fish suspended just under the surface, glowing in the sunlight. That’s the beauty of topwater fishing for smallmouth. Once you find them, it’s electric. Watching a fish confidently rise to sip your fly at a painfully slow pace, seeing a smallmouth explode on your popper inches from the bank before you even move it, or sight-fishing to a large fish in the shallows, gently placing your fly just feet in front of it—soft enough not to spook it, but loud enough to grab its attention—that’s what topwater fishing is all about!


While topwater is usually a summer game, there are times in the spring and fall when it can be just as effective. Frogs are prevalent in the spring, and during the fall, baitfish can sometimes be the only thing on the menu. So, if the conditions are right, you can be throwing topwater flies for smallmouth from May all the way through October!


There are so many topwater flies out there today for every scenario. In this section, I’ll highlight some of my favorites for each situation; dive into the stories behind their design, the people who created them, and the materials needed to tie them; and share some techniques on how to fish them effectively.
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Charlie Piette’s iconic fly, Ol’ Mr. Wiggly, has taken the warmwater scene by storm. It’s a simple yet deadly pattern that proves just how effective less can be.





Ol’ Mr. Wiggly


(Originator Charlie Piette; tied by Jake Villwock)


It’s no surprise that this fly is at the top of my list of favorite flies for smallmouth bass. Ol’ Mr. Wiggly is an absolute must-have for summer smallmouth fishing everywhere, and it was designed by Charlie Piette of Tight Lines Fly Fishing Co. in Wisconsin.






	
Hook: #6 Ahrex NS156


	
Thread: Chartreuse Danville 140


	
Tail: Tan/chartreuse Sight Cast Marsh Legs


	
Sighter: White Chicone’s Fettuccine Foam


	
Accent legs: Black Nymph Sili Legs


	
Body: Tan Thin Fly Foam (2mm)


	
Front legs: Tan/clear Sight Cast Marsh Legs








Today’s smallmouth have become wise to the old heavy, loud poppers of the past. Nowadays, we spend more time focusing on smaller, lighter, and quieter presentations to entice a strike from larger smallmouth. The loud, splashy presentations of traditional poppers almost never work anymore. When conditions are right, such as higher water levels and slightly off-color water, bigger and louder flies are still effective. However, in the low, clear summer flows we often encounter, smallmouth become highly aware of their surroundings, and loud presentations are no longer the best option.
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