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  Introduction

  The Advantages of Fishing Wet

  THERE ARE SEVERAL DISTINCT ADVANTAGES TO FISHING wet. No, I don’t mean being soaked from the rain or from falling into the river. I mean that there are benefits to fishing with wet flies and nymphs. In fact, compared to fishing with dry flies, I dare say that you will usually catch more trout using subsurface patterns.

  I love fishing dry flies to rising trout, but let’s be real: most of the time the insects are not hatching and the fish are not rising. This doesn’t mean that the trout are not feeding. They are simply eating the food they find below the surface of the water. And that’s the rub for anglers—except in rare circumstances, it’s impossible to see exactly what the fish are feeding on. This problem is even more challenging when we are fishing still waters and the trout are cruising far below the surface.

  Successful anglers who consistently catch the most fish spend time deciphering the mystery of how trout feed subsurface. They learn about a trout’s preferred foods and how it eats them. They use this hard-earned knowledge to refine their fishing tactics and design new fly patterns. The participants to the World Fly Fishing Championship are among the leaders in this studious approach to angling. Sure, controversy surrounds the idea of competitive fly fishing. But make no mistake: these anglers know how to catch large numbers of fish, and we can learn a lot from them.

  Most of the new fishing methods and patterns coming out of the World Fly Fishing Championship involve nymphs and wet flies. I don’t think this is because there are no new dry flies or streamers to create. It is because these anglers know that they will almost always catch more fish using small subsurface flies. They use this information to their advantage and so should we.

  This little book contains 101 terrific wet flies and nymphs, spanning more than a century of fly-fishing history. Some of these patterns are well known, but others have never appeared in print. All are guaranteed to catch fish.

  Enjoy these flies and discover the advantages of fishing wet.

  David Klausmeyer

  Spring 2014
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  CHAPTER ONE
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  Timeless

  Wet Flies

  

  Bergman Fontinalis
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  Hook: Regular wet-fly hook, sizes 10 to 2.

  Thread: Black 8/0 (70 denier).

  Tail: White, dark gray, and orange strips from duck or goose quill.

  Body: Gray and orange wool yarn.

  Hackle: Dark dun.

  Wing: White, dark gray, and orange strips from duck or goose quill.

  IN 1938, RAY BERGMAN PUBLISHED A BOOK TITLED TROUT. This fine book would anchor the angling libraries of fly fishers for many decades. There would eventually be several editions of Trout, and you can easily find a copy in a secondhand bookstore.

  In addition to being chock-full of sound advice for catching trout, Trout included illustrations and recipes for several hundred wet flies. Fly tiers still enjoy making these patterns, and these flies still catch fish. If you are inclined to try your hand at dressing a few vintage flies, Trout will keep you very busy.

  Ray Bergman really didn’t design this pattern, called the Bergman Fontinalis; it was the creation of his friend, Phil Armstrong. “Fontinalis,” of course, refers to the brook trout (Salvelinus fontinalis). Legend has it that once upon a time, the fins of small brook trout were commonly used as bait to catch larger fish. Classic wet flies such as the Bergman Fontinalis, Parmacheene Belle, Fontinalis Fin, Trout Fin—even the Royal Coachman—are supposed to imitate brook-trout fins.

  I guess this was long before the catch-and-release ethic. Hey, don’t blame me—I’m just reporting the story.

  With respect to making the Bergman Fontinalis (Sharon E. Wright tied this perfect example of the pattern), the fly actually has two tails tied side-by-side, similar to the two wings of the fly. As a result, you will need six individual strips clipped from duck or goose quills; make each separate tail using three of the strips.
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  Cowdung
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  Hook: Regular wet-fly hook, sizes 16 to 12.

  Thread: Orange 8/0 (70 denier).

  Tag: Flat, old tinsel.

  Body: Olive-orange rabbit dubbing. Some recipes recommend adding pinches of yellow and tan dubbing.

  Wing: Cinnamon turkey.

  Hackle: Brown.

  WHAT CAN WE SAY ABOUT A FLY CALLED THE COWDUNG? Actually, quite a bit.

  The name is not a comment about the color of the materials used in the fly, or some bit of odd, nineteenth-century humor. The Cowdung is actually an early attempt to match a terrestrial—or land-born—insect.

  There are several early references to the Cowdung, but here we will refer to The Sportsman’s Gazetteer and General Guide: The Game Animals, Birds and Fishes of North America: Their Habits and Various Methods of Capture, which was published in 1877. According to the authors, Charles Hallock and Henry M. Reeves, real insects called cowdung flies (they even give the scientific Latin name, Scatophago stercoraria, which you will readily find in an online search) were used as bait for catching trout. The larvae of the cowdung feed on the manure of cows, and the pupae hibernate in the ground. Upon emerging, some of the adult insects get blown onto nearby streams and become fodder for the fish. Anglers noticed how the trout readily fed on these insects and used what they thought was a matching fly.

  By today’s standards, the design of the Cowdung seems odd. We’re used to seeing grasshopper, beetle, and ant imitations that look somewhat like real insects; fly designers add legs, wings, and antennae to create better forgeries. Although the Cowdung is tied in the colors of the natural insect, it is made and fished as a wet fly.

  Before we leave the Cowdung, I should mention that there is also a fly called the Cow Turd. The Cow Turd was included in James Chetham’s Angler’s Vade Mecum, which was published in 1681. If you’d like to see an original copy of this historic volume, visit Chetham’s Library in Manchester, England. Chetham’s Library, which was founded in 1653 and is described as the oldest public library in the English-speaking world, has several copies of the Angler’s Vade Mecum. The library describes the book as “A compendious, yet full, discourse of angling.” How very British!

  Parmacheene Belle
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  Hook: Regular wet-fly hook, sizes 14 to 6.

  Thread: Black 8/0 (70 denier).

  Tag: Silver tinsel.

  Tail: Red and white hackle fibers or strips clipped from red and white goose quills.

  Butt: Peacock herl.

  Body: Yellow mohair, silk floss, or wool yarn.

  Rib: Gold tinsel.

  Throat: Red and white hackle fibers.

  Wings: Red and white strips clipped from goose quills.

  THE PARMACHEENE BELLE IS ONE OF OUR MOST FAMOUS wet flies. Even though it is relatively simple, it has just enough components that you will find several variations of this classic pattern.

  For example, some tiers include the tinsel tag, but others do not. Some tiers make the tail using hackle fibers, while others marry together fine strips clipped from prime goose quills. The body was first tied using yellow mohair, but today tiers will use wool yarn, floss, or even rabbit dubbing.

  A few tiers get their panties tied into knots over these differences, but I don’t enter into those arguments. I’m interested in tying and fishing good flies, and the Parmacheene Belle still catches fish and is included in the catalogs of many commercial fly-tying companies.

  Henry P. Wells created the Parmacheene Belle in 1876 in honor of the lake of the same name in Rangeley, Maine. Wells wrote an important fly-fishing book titled Fly-Rods and Fly-Tackle, which was published in 1885 and was even in the library of Theodore Gordon. The Parmacheene Belle was first mentioned in print, however, in 1883 in the book Fishing With the Fly by Charles F. Orvis and Albert Nelson Cheney. For more than 100 years, this beautiful little pattern has been included in fly-pattern books and studied in fly-tying classes.

  Sharon E. Wright, a leading student of heritage flies and tying methods, tied this terrific example of the Parmacheene Belle using real mohair, which was used on the original pattern. It is particularly appropriate that Sharon dressed this pattern. Her great, great, great grandfather opened the first commercial sporting camp, Angler’s Retreat, in the Rangeley in 1851. Her ancestor would be proud that she is preserving the Pine Tree State’s outdoor sporting traditions.

  Alexandra
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  Hook: Regular wet-fly hook, sizes 12 to 8.

  Thread: Black 8/0 (70 denier).

  Tail: Originally red ibis; you may substitute with red duck.

  Body: Flat silver tinsel.

  Rib: Small, oval, silver tinsel.

  Throat: Black hen hackle fibers.

  Wing: Peacock sword fibers.

  Cheeks: Red ibis, but you may substitute with red duck.

  THERE’S SOMETHING REGAL ABOUT A CLASSIC PATTERN named Alexandra, and the wing, tied using peacock sword fiber tips, certainly fits the bill.

  This lovely little fly, which was created sometime around 1860, was originally called Lady of the Lake: also not a bad name. There is some question about who first tied the Alexandra—W. G. Turle or Dr. John Brunton—so we’ll leave the answer to history; suffice it to say that one of these gentleman designed a beautiful, timeless pattern.

  The Alexandra was created as a lake fly; we can infer this from the original name Lady of the Lake. Remember that in her book, Favorite Flies and Their Histories, Mary Orvis Marbury devoted considerable space to the category of patterns called “lake flies.” Today, we would call them stillwater flies. In the late nineteenth century, most patterns, whether tied for fishing moving waters or lakes and ponds, featured bright colors and looked like nothing in nature. Today’s anglers demand patterns that imitate nymphs, larvae, minnows, and other forms of natural fish forage—and thus are usually dressed using drab colors.

  The Alexandra is ideal for novice tiers interested in experimenting with a classic fly for fishing, or who simply want to create and admire a lovely pattern. Rather than using real ibis for the tail and cheeks—a material you probably will not find in your local fly shop—substitute with narrow slips clipped from a duck quill, dyed red. The tail and body are easy to make using flat and oval tinsel, the throat is a small bunch of hackle fibers, and a few strands of peacock sword fibers top off the wing of the fly. How simple is that?
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  Watson’s Fancy
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  Hook: Regular wet-fly hook, sizes 14 to 10.

  Thread: Black 8/0 (70 denier).

  Tail: Golden pheasant tippet fibers.

  Body: Black and red floss.

  Rib: Narrow, round, silver tinsel.

  Throat: Black hackle fibers.

  Wings: Duck quills, dyed black.

  WATSON’S FANCY IS A CLASSIC ENGLISH PATTERN, AND you’ll still find it in the fly boxes of a considerable number of anglers. I suspect the version you see here, with the tail tied using fibers from a golden-pheasant tippet feather and floss body, is the American variety; English tiers are apt to use a golden pheasant crest feather for the tail and seal’s dubbing (or a substitute) for the body.

  Golden pheasant tippet feathers come from the neck of the male bird. These lovely orange feathers have strong black bars on the edges. You’ll find packages of these feathers, and even the complete golden pheasant necks, in your favorite fly shop. Select a smaller feather with a narrow, black band for tying the tail of the fly. Carefully strip a few fibers from the feathers, and tie the fibers to the hook to create the tail. Tie the butt ends of the tail fibers so that they extend to almost the hook eye to create a level underbody; this is essential for tying a smooth floss body.

  Once upon a time, tiers used silk floss for making the bodies on patterns such as Watson’s Fancy. Although you can still find silk floss, most tiers use flosses made of modern materials such as Rayon. These materials come in a rainbow of colors and are more durable than silk. Many English tiers, however, still use dubbing for making the body of this pattern.

  Make the wings after adding the hackle fiber throat. The wings require two slips clipped from matching duck wing quills. Place the slips together between your thumb and forefinger. Pinch the wings to the top of the hook shank, and raise the thread up between your thumb and forefinger. Wrap the thread back down the other side of the hook between your fingers. Tighten the thread, and make another “pinch wrap.” Remove your fingers to examine your work. If the wings are not directly on top of the fly, you can gently move them into position. Now you may wrap a neat thread head and complete the fly.
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  Yellow Sally
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  Hook: Regular wet-fly hook, sizes 14 to 10.

  Thread: Black 8/0 (70 denier).

  Tag: Flat gold tinsel.

  Tail: Yellow hackle fibers.

  Body: Yellow floss.

  Rib: Flat gold tinsel.

  Wing: Yellow duck or goose.

  Hackle: Yellow hackle fibers.

  YOU’VE HEARD THE ANGLER’S ADAGE: “BRIGHT day, bright fly; dark day, dark fly.” It is easy to imagine that the Yellow Sally, which is a very old pattern, anchored the end of the fly box containing patterns for fishing on bright, sunny days.

  Even though the Yellow Sally was first tied more than 100 years ago, you will still find it in many fly shops; it typically depends upon who in the store is responsible for purchasing flies. Younger anglers prefer patterns tied using a lot of rubber, foam, and flash, and this is often reflected in the flies they order. Many older anglers stick to the patterns that have withstood the test of time, and they’ll offer at least a few flies such as the Yellow Sally.

  The Yellow Sally is an excellent pattern if you’d like to try your hand at tying classic wet flies. Tying the tinsel tag and hackle fiber tail and wrapping the floss body and tinsel rib requires basic techniques. And you’ll tie the wing using only two pieces clipped from matching duck or goose quills.

  Note that the pattern recipe specifies using black thread. This is not entirely accurate. I usually follow the custom of listing the color of thread used to wrap the head and complete the fly, because stringing together a list of different threads would make the recipe cumbersome to read. However, on flies tied using light-colored ingredients, such as the yellow floss in the body of the Yellow Sally, make the fly using white thread and switch to black thread when tying on the wings and throat. If you do not follow this precaution when tying the fly, the color of the black thread will spoil the appearance of the body when then pattern becomes wet. It is also a good idea to wrap a layer of white thread on the hook shank before wrapping the floss body, so the color of the bronzed hook does not affect the color of the finished fly.
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