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This book is dedicated to the memory of the early fly pattern creators of the Upper Midwest. In particular to Rusty Gates for his lifelong contributions in fly tying and fly fishing and never-ending efforts for conservation and preservation of the Au Sable River and northern Michigan.










FOREWORD



If you want to know the fishing in a new lake or river, you can read about it, watch videos, ogle pictures . . . but nothing will describe the fishing as well as the locally famous fly. A good fly reflects the unique character of the fish in a specific waterway, and often at a specific time of year. How is the fishing on a northern Michigan trout stream in late May? You can read all about that! There are videos, sure. And internet pictures aplenty. But you can just look at Rusty’s Spinner, with its deer hair body and outstretched hackle-tip wings, and imagine that perfect mixed May spinner fall, three or four different mayflies bouncing at dusk, a big fish rising in front of the logjam across the river . . . and you trying to steady your heart rate. That fly describes it perfectly.


The evolution of many of the flies you’re about to read about have occurred across generations of fly tiers. Some flies have jumped from one region to another. Undoubtedly Fran Betters’s Usual—an Adirondack classic—served as some inspiration for the Dust Bunny. But they are no longer the same fly. The unique requirements of vastly different river systems with eerily similar names (the Ausable in New York . . . and the Au Sable in Michigan) meant that the high-floating Usual needed to float lower, more like an emerger, and—with its now laid-back wing—could even be fished as a wet fly.


The world is full of one-hit wonders and internet rabbit holes that lead anglers to either (a) very cheap flies or (b) the “best flies ever.” But there’s more to it than that. The vast majority of the really good flies, like the Usual and the Dust Bunny, are the result of a tier listening to the fishery. A fly tier doesn’t impart style onto the fly . . . the river (or lake) does. And that is why this important book exists. Forget the “The Only 13 Flies You’ll Ever Need” articles. That may keep it simple, but it’s shortchanging not only your fishing, but also all that fly fishing has to offer. Fly fishing is a lifestyle composed of hobbies: photography, rod-building, collectibles, distance casting, literature. But the fly is the soul of it.


So, enjoy meeting some very good flies from my home region—I met some new ones myself.


Josh Greenburg


Grayling, Michigan


December 30, 2023
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The waters of the Upper Midwest allow anglers to pursue a wide assortment of gamefish with flies. Both coldwater and warmwater species are present. They can be targeted anywhere from the waters of the Great Lakes, to large rivers, to tiny creeks, and all points in between.
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INTRODUCTION


Where or what exactly is the Upper Midwest? An online search gives several different views. Essentially, it is part of the United States that includes Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, Ohio, and Wisconsin. Some maps also include Missouri, North Dakota, and South Dakota. To me it is primarily the states that touch the western portion of the Great Lakes: Lake Michigan, Lake Huron, Lake Superior, and most of Lake Erie. From a fishing aspect, we could say that southern Ontario is part of this, as the big lakes and several connecting waterways are shared by the US and Canada.


Traversing the area, it changes dramatically. The boreal forest in the north gives way to the deciduous forest as you move south. The deciduous forest turns to the prairie grasslands moving from east to west. In between there is farmland, as much of the area is supported by agriculture. There are large urban areas as well as extensive tracts of near wilderness. It is also an area of climatic extremes. Temperatures can vary from well below zero to over 100 degrees Fahrenheit depending on time of year and location.


The type of fly-fishing waters and fish species available also varies greatly. We can fish tiny creeks for wild trout, small ponds for bass and bluegill, large rivers for trout and smallmouth, on up to the open waters of giant lakes for apex predators like muskie and lake trout. As we will see, the flies and techniques to present them also vary greatly across this region.


The Upper Midwest played a significant role in the development of fly fishing as it is practiced today. We know that by the mid-1800s, wealthy “sports” began to adventure across the region and fly-fishing equipment was part of their gear. The rapids of the St. Marys River was a popular destination, with some trips continuing by steamer to the Nipigon River at the northwest corner of Lake Superior.


The famous lake-dwelling coaster brook trout, called “rock trout” back then, were abundant in northern Lake Huron and throughout Lake Superior. The largest brook trout ever recorded came from the Nipigon River in 1915. At 141/2 pounds, it will likely never be topped. Nearly eliminated, by the late twentieth century coaster brook trout had made a notable recovery due to strict catch-and-keep regulations.
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The coaster brook trout is a true Upper Midwest native that was found in Lake Superior and northern Lake Huron. The Province of Ontario has been successful in increasing populations in Lake Superior. In the US, the progress has been much slower.








When the railroad reached into the northern tier of Michigan’s lower peninsula in the later 1800s, the famed grayling rivers were opened to exploitation. Many notable anglers of the day such as Theodore Gordon made the trip from the Catskills to Grayling, Michigan, to sample this renowned fishery. Sadly, we know the final result of this and the Michigan grayling was extirpated by around 1910.


McCloud River rainbow trout were stocked into the Great Lakes in 1873 at Oscoda, Michigan. Subsequent stockings took place through the late 1800s and self-sustaining populations were established. Most rainbow populations in the Upper Midwest are migratory, moving from the big lakes to tributaries to spawn, hence we refer to them as steelhead, just like their oceangoing relatives. Today, there is natural reproduction of these fish as well as aggressive stocking programs. Fly fishing for steelhead contributes a significant amount to the sportfishing industry of the region.
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Steelhead are a premier gamefish for Upper Midwest fly fishers. They are found in all five of the Great Lakes and connecting waters. There is substantial natural reproduction of steelhead across the lakes along with aggressive stocking programs.








Brown trout were introduced in 1883 to Michigan’s Pere Marquette River. They proved much better adapted to the changing river conditions from logging and development than the brook trout that replaced the grayling. By around 1920, brown trout were the dominant trout species in the coldwater rivers and streams of the Upper Midwest. Browns did not respond well to the bright, gaudy patterns that brook trout anglers used. New fly patterns began to emerge focused on tricking wary browns. We will see this as we review patterns presented in this book.


Pacific salmon were planted in the Great Lakes during the 1970s to combat exploding populations of invasive alewives. This created a huge sportfishing boom that still continues today. There are naturalized populations of salmon across the lakes, although stocking still continues in many areas.


The abundant warmwater opportunities of the region were not overlooked by fly anglers. In 1881, Dr. James Henshall of Cincinnati, Ohio, published the Book of the Black Bass. A part of this book focused on fly-fishing techniques for bass, and Henshall created one of the first fly patterns designed specifically to target bass: the Henshall Bug. Interest in warmwater fly fishing became firmly established, as there were numerous close-to-home opportunities for many anglers. Fly fishing for bass, especially smallmouth, has increased significantly in recent decades.


Fly pattern development continued all through the 1900s and is still happening. The Upper Midwest has been a driving force, with many recognized “day-to-day” patterns and tying techniques coming from the region. In spite of all the advancements in tying and techniques, a number of these flies have stood the test of time and are still used in their original form.


Women also played a significant role. The fly-tying industry in the United States was started in Stevens Point, Wisconsin, by Carrie Frost. In 1919, Frost had over 150 area women tying flies for her. Also from Wisconsin, Helen Shaw wrote one of the earliest (1963), and probably still one of the best, beginner instructional fly-tying books, simply called Fly Tying. Michigan’s Ann Schweigert is also credited for a number of fly creations


Various tying techniques were developed and refined in the Upper Midwest. William Avery Bush developed the parachute style of hackling a dry. Clarence Roberts and/or Earl Madsen first tied deer hair parallel to the hook shank to form a body. Madsen is also credited as being the first to use rubber strands as legs in a fly. Dan Gapen is credited with the spun deer hair head on a streamer, creating the Muddler Minnow. The late Chris Helm was perhaps the best deer hair artist ever.
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The book Fly Tying, featuring Helen Shaw as the tier, was the first to show photos of individual tying steps. Shaw was a well-known commercial tier from Sheboygan, Wisconsin. She is often referred to as “the First Lady of Fly Tying.”
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Michigan’s Au Sable River system played a significant role in fly pattern development through much of the twentieth century and beyond. The area served as a natural laboratory for guides and tiers to test and refine fly patterns. A number of today’s most popular patterns got their start there.








Many notable fly tiers had or have roots in this area. Moving down the time line a short list can include names like Earl Madsen, Ernie Schwiebert, Doug Swisher and Carl Richards, Gary Borger, Larry Dahlberg, Kelly Galloup, Russ Maddin, Tommy Lynch, Kevin Feenstra, Ray Schmidt, and a host of others I apologize for not naming here. The list could be long and extensive.


Perhaps the most difficult task in writing this book was trying to narrow it down to just fifty pattern designs. Due to the species diversity of the region, the significant contrast in types of water fished, and the various techniques employed, you’ll see that the list has gone well beyond fifty. Even then, there are many more patterns that could have been included.


The final pattern selection was based on several factors. First, I tried to be representative of the various fisheries around the Upper Midwest. I contacted an assortment of top anglers and guides to get their input as to various important patterns. Finally, I also factored in my own five decades of fly-fishing experience across the region.


As you review the patterns, you’ll see that some are quite old, while others are quite new. It seems we are presently in a renaissance of tying materials. The assortment of synthetic materials continues to grow, allowing a new era of creativity in fly design. The use of brushes has simplified the construction of complex streamer patterns. Hook designs have also advanced significantly, and there are more brands on the market than ever. The assortment of thread available for tying has also expanded, with stronger, thinner offerings available.


I’ve tried to present the most common recipe for each pattern. Where known, I have listed the originator of a specific pattern. The flies pictured are from different sources. Some are from the originator, some are from commercial sources, and I personally tied a number of them.


Every effort has been made to properly credit individuals for patterns they created. This was done through various avenues of research including previously published works, online sources, and discussion with tiers. Even so, this is not always 100 percent correct.


As we will see, there can be questions concerning even very notable designs. Both Al Caucci and Swisher and Richards were concurrently working to improve Fran Betters’s Haystack pattern. Caucci was first to introduce the Comparadun name, but it may be that Swisher and Richards came up with the actual design first. We may never know for sure.


If there is disagreement on any pattern origination or creation as listed, please accept my sincere apologies. These were based on the best information I could find. I truly regret if any of this is in error.


Hook and material substitution is certainly allowed where applicable and is a part of the creative tying process. The appendix gives additional information that was not part of the main body. This is mainly the review of several multistep tying techniques that many readers may not be familiar with.


You may or may not agree with the list of patterns I have selected. If a certain tier or pattern was left out, it certainly was not a deliberate omission and, again, I apologize for this. What is presented here is a comprehensive assortment of significant patterns that can be used across the region. The flies given here are all proven fish catchers and have earned the right to be part of a fly selection for the waters of the Upper Midwest.
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The Hexagenia limbata mayfly, known simply as “the Hex,” is one of the most recognized insects for Upper Midwest fly anglers. The Hex hatch is a key seasonal event in the area and brings some of the largest fish to the surface to feed. Kevin Feenstra photo











The dry fly has reached much of its present state of development through the efforts of Upper Midwest anglers and tiers. Many of the patterns, current material applications, and tying techniques had their origins in this region. Various early designs were generalist or attractors. But as fish species changed and knowledge of the entomology of the area grew, specific imitations began to appear.


The mayfly (order Ephemeroptera) rules across the region as the most recognized and imitated insect. They are abundant in all moving waters as well as many lakes. A full range of species is represented here, from the tiny Trico to the giant Hex. The primary mayfly species are shown with various stages of development represented. This allows many options to create flies for “selective trout.”


The various tiers show different paths to reach similar conclusions. Specific pattern templates are presented where by varying hook size and material coloration, a range of mayfly species can be imitated. Ed McCoy’s duns and spinners represent the latest in materials and technique, while Jerry Regan’s spinners give a link to the earlier designs from the region. This theme is repeated through the chapters.


Caddis (order Tricoptera) and stoneflies (order Plecoptera) are represented less. This is not to diminish their importance; they just do not share the same status as the mayfly in the region and their application is often more localized. Terrestrial patterns received their first specific recognition in this area. Night flies have turned into an art form all their own.


Finally, I want to emphasize again that I have tried to give all pattern recipes in their original form with as much detail as possible. Some of the descriptions are quite generic, so it will be up to the tier to select a usable item. Hook, thread, and material substitutions can be made if an item is not available. Let logic rule here—this is a part of the creative process of fly tying.
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Left to right: Modern Adams, Flat-Wing Adams, Parachute Adams
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