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INTRODUCTION

My intentions when I started writing Trout Lessons were pretty straightforward. The plan was to give fly fishers some ideas for those days on the river when the usual stuff didn’t work. I envisioned a practical guide directed toward specific situations, such as what to do if you’re getting refusal rises to a fly pattern that the trout had been perfectly happy to take the day before under the same conditions. I hoped to examine a number of cases where the usual tactics had failed and then supply a checklist of possible technical solutions. I also wanted to discuss what to do if the river itself wasn’t acting normally. The most obvious example of that would be a river that is disastrously high and muddy with runoff. I should say I use the word “disastrously” here not so much from the river’s or even the trout’s point of view, but more from the point of view of a disappointed fly fisher whose expectations have been crushed.

When I look back now, I can say that I actually did accomplish what I initially set out to do. To be sure, there is the section on some techniques to try when the river is dirty and ideas for those days when the trout seem uncooperative for no good reason. There are also some interesting tips on using familiar fly patterns or techniques in unusual ways. But the biggest surprise in Trout Lessons for me was what emerged in addition to what I set out to do. As I gathered and wrote down alternative techniques to use when the usual fly-fishing tactics failed, I found that my own tactics weren’t as usual as I had thought.

I come from a generation of fly fishers who embraced technical solutions to angling problems. We believed that if you were observant and matched the size, color, and silhouette of an insect that the trout were eating and then skillfully presented that imitation to a trout in a way that made it appear like the real thing, you would catch the trout. I still believe that, and I think most fly fishers would agree that, to use the buzz-words, matching the hatch and a drag-free drift probably account for more trout hookups than any other fly-fishing method.

But that doesn’t mean that matching the hatch is the only way to catch a trout or that it has always been the prevailing fly-fishing strategy. Many years ago John Betts, who among his many fly-fishing talents is very knowledgeable about the sport‘s history, told me that there appear to be historical cycles where fly fishermen wholeheartedly embrace the more scientific match-the-hatch philosophy and then on the other end of the cycle embrace more freewheeling attractor fly philosophies. The idea that there is no single path to fly-fishing success and that some of our most deeply held fly-fishing beliefs may be affected by cyclical trends has always stuck with me.

When I was researching Trout Lessons I found myself more closely examining the way I fly-fish. I realized that I wasn’t always the hard-core match-the-hatch, drag-free-drift fly fisherman I thought I was. It started when I noticed how often I purposely added a little bit of a decidedly non-drag-free lift to the end of a dead drift and got a strike. But what I found more interesting was that even though I understood that the strike was probably induced by the lift, it took me years to recognize that subtle tight-line tactics had, paradoxically, become part of my everyday drag-free drift philosophy.

I wouldn’t say that because I sometimes use a lift, pull a dry fly under the water on purpose, or dead-drift a nymph on an “almost” tight line I am radically departing from currently accepted fly-fishing practice. But what I did finally understand while writing Trout Lessons was that I needed to consciously include thinking outside of the match-the-hatch, drag-free-drift box into my everyday fly-fishing strategy—if only because it opens a whole new realm of possibilities for catching difficult trout.

I think that when you read Trout Lessons you will indeed find the intended technical suggestions for what to do when the usual tactics fail; but I also hope the book will go one step further and encourage you to let go of any preconceived fly-fishing notions you may have and ultimately allow the trout and the river to inform you about the best solution to a given fly-fishing problem.

So with that in mind, I hope that the next time you discover a decidedly non-technical solution to, let’s say, a fly-fishing problem on a small mountain stream that it won’t just end there, but you’ll find a way to apply it or elements of it to a very technical problem on a spring creek the next year. That, to my way of thinking, would be total fly fishing.

A lot of people have helped make this book possible. I owe a special debt of gratitude to the fly-fishing magazine editors who over the years have supported me by regularly publishing my articles. Portions of some of the chapters in Trout Lessons appeared in different, shorter versions in American Angler, Flyfishing & Tying Journal, and Fly Fisherman. Editing a fly-fishing magazine can at times be a thankless, but absolutely necessary, job. Phil Monahan, Dave Hughes, Kim Koch, and John Randolph have all improved my articles through their editorial skill and broadened my horizons both as a writer and fly fisher. Although Jim Babb, the editor at Gray’s Sporting Journal, wasn’t directly involved with any of the chapters in this book, his editorial skills and advice have made me a better writer.

Stackpole Books published my first fly-fishing book and every one that has come after it. The support of both David Detweiler and Judith Schnell at Stackpole has made everything possible. Amy Lerner and the other staff members at Stackpole make me look a lot better than I deserve to.

It has been my good fortune to fish and tie flies with a number of talented, insightful, and articulate anglers over the years. I would understand a lot less about the ways of trout if it weren’t for John Gierach, A. K. Best, Gary Anderson, Roy Palm, Jon Kent, Dusty Sprague, Bernard Ramanauskas, Angus Drummond, Ben Brown, Jackson Streit, and Kyle Hendricks.

In terms of technical support, this book would not be possible without the photographic contributions of Angus Drummond, Kyle Hendricks, and Dave Wolverton. Entomologist/fly fisher/author Rick Hafele, as is always the case, came to my rescue when I needed answers to entomological questions. Master fly tier Chris Helm supplied technical know-how for spinning deer hair and quality fly-tying materials. Debra Rose’s illustrations of trout riseforms added to and enhanced the text.

I would be remiss to not recognize the people that I’ve guided on the South Platte River over the past twenty years. Their support has allowed me to spend time on the water and make the kind of observations that are the key to any fly-fishing book. Although most of my fishing guests might not believe it, I learn as much as they do every time we’re on the river. I should also say that it would not be possible for me to guide at all without the help, support, and friendship of Tony Gibson and Colorado Fishing Adventures.

Finally, I would like to thank Eric Ishiwata, Rick Takahashi, Glenn Weisner, Wayne Samson, Dan Quatro, Charlie Craven, Rick Murphy, and Stan Benton for contributing their fly patterns and advice in Trout Lessons.

So many people have offered helpful insights during the preparation of this book that I’m bound to have left out the names of a few contributors. If you are one of them, please accept my thanks for your help.

On a more personal note, I’d like to thank my sweetheart, Jana Rush, who always finds time to copyedit, help illustrate a chapter, or run up to the river with me to take photos. I know a lot of people in the fly-fishing business, and we all agree it ain’t easy being our spouses. And it’s even harder when we’re trying to write a book. I’ll finish by acknowledging the unending support that my sister, Carolyn Reyes, and my mother, Bernice Engle, have always given me on my fly-fishing projects—no matter how quirky they appear to be.
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Nymphing

Developing a feel for the strike in fast water and slow



It’s midmorning on the South Platte River, and the action is clearly below the surface. For this river, at this time of the year, that’s not a big surprise. The guides have dutifully provided their clients with the standard Rocky Mountain guide’s two-fly, short-line, dead-drifting nymphing rig. And I don’t blame them for turning to the rig. Nymphing accounts for more hookups on heavily pressured western tailwaters than all the other fly-fishing techniques combined. Most of the guides probably had the rods pre-rigged for nymphing and hanging from a rack in their Suburban before they even picked their clients up. I don’t blame them for that either because most of us know what flies the trout will eat, and having the rods rigged saves time on the water.

I’ll do everything pretty much the same way for my fishing guest today, with one exception: I always rig the rods up when I’m on the river. That doesn’t mean that I won’t put on the exact same flies that I would have put on back at the truck or even at home the night before the trip. I just like walking down to the river, standing by it, and talking about how we think the day should go. I can’t say that my motives were always this pure. Twenty years ago I used to rig my fishermen up on the water so that I could hold the location. I was new to guiding then and only knew four or five places on the river where I could consistently put a fisherman on trout. My lack of confidence always made me anxious to get to one of my spots before the other guides or recreational anglers did. It wasn’t uncommon then or even now to actually see a fisherman race to a spot just because he thought another angler was heading to it.

After a number of guide seasons, I began to realize there was a lot of water on the river that held trout. Most of it wasn’t the kind of deep, fishbowl guide holes where you could park an angler all day because it held fifty trout. This was more subtle water that ran through a little trough or twist that dependably held four or five trout. It was the kind of water most fishermen walk right by. I also realized that it just wasn’t worth racing anyone for a spot on the river. Whether you’re guiding or just out for a day of pleasure fishing, you have to always believe that you can find trout and take some risks to make it happen. That’s as much a part of fishing as the inevitable new fly rod.
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Since its popularization in the 1970s, short-line dead-drift nymphing has gained a steady stream of converts among fly fishers. A seemingly infinite number of variations of the technique have evolved since that time.



Anyway, on this day, right now on the river, I am in fact going to rig my fisherman up with the standard two-fly nymphing rig. We’re starting off with a gray goose biot midge larvae imitation that I know is pretty deadly this time of year. I’ve tied it in the point position with a flashy Barr Emerger knock-off about fifteen inches from it in the dropper position, although I will actually tie the emerger directly into the leader rather than dangle it off a true dropper. I’ll also have to add some weight ten inches up the leader from the Barr knock-off because the flies are too small to be weighted themselves. How much weight I attach to the leader is important. It needs to be just enough to get the flies down to the bottom, but not so much that the current can’t bounce it downstream in a natural fashion. Theoretically, if I set this up right, the artificial flies will dead-drift downstream in a way that’s natural enough to give the illusion of a real nymph, pupa, or larva that has inadvertently gotten kicked into the drift, or perhaps a nymph or pupa that is starting its dangerous journey to the water’s surface where it will emerge into a winged, air-breathing adult. The final element of the rig will be a strike indicator. In this case I’m attaching a small, hard foam indicator at a distance that equals the depth of the water plus two feet above the weight.


[image: img]

Basic short-line nymphing technique is achieved by holding as much fly line off the water as possible.
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As the flies drift downstream, follow the drift with the rod tip.
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Continue to follow the drift until the flies begin to drag.



If you’ve fished with me before, none of this is new, but I always go over the setup while I’m rigging it. If you are familiar with nymphing, you’ll know that there are an almost infinite number of variations to a two-fly nymphing rig. You can change the position of the weight or alter where you put the strike indicator. Your choice of the strike indicator itself can be anything from a piece of yarn to a puny little half-inflated balloon. Some nymphers add a third fly imitation. You can use a weighted fly rather than a split shot or substitute tungsten putty. It goes on and on, but in the end, no matter how you rig it, the principle of the technique is the same. You are trying to get the flies down to where the trout will see them in such a way that they appear and behave like the real thing.
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Beginning nymph fishermen often have trouble with the water tension cast used to flip the flies back upstream when the drift is complete. The key to executing the water tension cast is to allow the current to lift the weighted flies to the surface on a tight line before you begin the cast. PHOTO BY ANGUS DRUMMOND



After the rigging ritual I position my fisherman in a nice run, and since he is an experienced nympher we only briefly review how to high-stick a nymph on a short line. I mention that the key is to cast far enough upstream to allow the weight to pull the flies to the bottom before they get into the strike zone, which in this case is pretty easy to determine since we can see trout suspended and feeding in three feet of water about fifteen feet from us. I remind my guest that as his flies are drifting downstream toward the trout he should follow the strike indicator’s progress with the rod tip and lift the rod higher to take up the slack line. Once the flies and indicator are downstream from him he needs to lower the fly rod to add more slack line, which will extend the drift.

Finally, I admonish him to keep only enough line out to get the job done, which in this case is the leader and about four feet of fly line past the rod tip. Other than that we briefly go over the tension or water cast that nymphers use to flip the rig back upstream. I tell him to remember to let the current pull the flies to the surface at the end of the drift before he uses the tension of the current to load the rod and flip the flies upstream in a way that is similar to a roll cast. He knows from experience that the key to this cast is to raise the fly rod to the one or two o’clock position before making the power stroke that sends the flies and weight winging upstream. Raising the rod like that lifts the line off the water and makes the cast easier and more accurate.
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Once the current lifts the flies to the surface and they are trailing downstream of you, lift the fly rod to the one o’clock position. This lifts most of the fly line off the water to facilitate the cast. PHOTO BY ANGUS DRUMMOND
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With the rod positioned in the one o’clock position, the tension of the current in effect loads the rod. All you need to do is apply the power stroke in much the same way as you would on a roll cast to launch the flies back upstream. PHOTO BY ANGUS DRUMMOND



So we go to work. The drifts are good enough to get a strike, but lack what I call the “concentration” that’s necessary to refine the subsurface presentation. What I mean by concentration goes beyond the angler’s own mental concentration to include all the elements in a short-line nymphing presentation that are necessary to optimize success. These elements include line management, rod management, fly management, and mental concentration. It doesn’t take too many more drifts before I begin to see what in recent years has become a subtle but familiar pattern among the anglers I take fishing. The weirdest thing is that on the surface everything looks right. The fisherman is allowing the flies to get to the bottom, he’s mending the strike indicator upstream whenever necessary to keep it over or upstream of where he imagines the flies to be as they drift downstream, and he’s following the drift with the rod tip. What he isn’t doing is staying in contact with the fly. Or, put another way, it’s the dreaded curse of the strike indicator.

THE FOTHERGILL NYMPHING TECHNIQUE

Let’s roll the clock back to the early 1970s when I learned to short-line nymph-fish in the Cheesman Canyon section of the South Platte River. Although a few fly fishers were using primitive strike indicators at the time, the majority of us were unknowing disciples of a modified form of Chuck Fothergill’s outrigger nymphing method. Fothergill described his method as an “upstream, dead-drift, tight-line, high-rod, weighted-nymph technique” in the 1979 anthology, The Masters on the Nymph, edited by J. Michael Migel and Leonard M. Wright Jr. He said that Lefty Kreh had once referred to the method as the “outrigger technique” because Fothergill’s habit of holding the rod high made it look like an outrigger and the name had stuck. As it turned out the name didn’t really stick but was ultimately supplanted by the more inclusive term, “high-sticking.” We just called it short-line nymphing at the time.

Although Fothergill’s original outrigger method used longer casts than the short-line tactics that evolved on the South Platte, Frying Pan, and other rivers, the goal of both techniques was to prevent drag by holding as much fly line as possible off the water’s surface. What interested us most about short-line and outrigger tactics was that weight was used to get the nymph imitation down to the stream bottom where the trout were actually feeding. The technique had clear advantages over the then-popular tactic of swinging a weighted nymph across and downstream like you fished a wet fly. Unfortunately, the imitation seldom sank deep enough to get into the trout’s feeding zone. The revolutionary short-line and outrigger nymphing tactics were highly productive and within a few years became some of the most effective, popular, and controversial ways to fly-fish for trout.
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The classic Fothergill outrigger nymphing technique relies on casting a slightly longer line. The connection between the leader and fly line is used as a strike detector.
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Short-line nymphing techniques modified Fothergill’s outrigger method by holding all the fly line off the water whenever possible and watching where the leader intersected the water or using a strike indicator to detect strikes.



Fothergill’s technique was executed by casting a weighted nymph across and upstream and then allowing it to drift drag-free downstream. To accomplish this you had to cast close in and then hold the rod high and follow the drift of the nymph downstream with the rod tip. The key was to have as little slack leader (or in rare cases slack line and leader) on the water as possible as your nymph imitation bounced and tumbled along the stream bottom. Holding the rod high and following the drift downstream with the rod tip allowed you to do this.

THE ALMOST TIGHT LINE

Unless you read very carefully this sounds pretty much like the way fly-fishing writers and guides have been describing the various incarnations of short-line nymphing with or without a strike indicator for the past thirty years. And it is a very good description as long as you don’t forget the way Fothergill originally phrased it. He described it as an “upstream, dead-drift, tight-line, high-rod, weighted-nymph” technique. I’ve added the emphasis to tight-line because that’s a crucial detail that nymphers have forgotten. The early descriptions of the various short-line, dead-drift nymphing techniques instructed beginners to watch the leader/fly line connection or where the leader entered the water or, best of all, the fish itself to detect strikes. But that was really only a starting point. The more perceptive nymphers realized that if they kept the line just a hair shy of tight and guided the flies as they drifted downstream that they could feel strikes.

This was new territory when it came to detecting strikes. A strike wasn’t totally tactile like when a trout hit a streamer fished on the swing, but it wasn’t purely visual strike detection either. It was a combination of watching the leader or the line and being perceptive to the subtle changes that can indicate a strike on a tight line. Some nymphers who picked up on detecting subtle strikes by feel actually got to the point where they relied less and less on visual cues. Other nymphers who practiced good technique may not have even realized that they were relying on detecting strikes by feel. They were sometimes dumbfounded when they somehow just knew to set the hook and discovered a trout was on. Some of them even considered it a kind of mystical gift, but the more likely reason for their success was they were maintaining the line just shy of tight because they believed it was facilitating a dead drift. It turns out it was also helping them detect strikes even if it was a close to subliminal sense.

Lazy nymphers like me took it a step further. While some nymphers were spending half their time changing weight and rigs every time they moved to a new run, I just kept the same amount of weight on unless conditions changed radically. If my flies were hanging up on the bottom in a slower-moving run, I simply lifted the rod tip and helped or led the flies through the run by applying just a bit more tension on the leader. If the water was a little deeper or faster, I cast farther upstream to allow the flies more time to get to the bottom. Although I didn’t know it at the time, when I led my flies through the run I was employing a fundamental principle of what the European tournament nymphers in the 1980s eventually coined as Czech or Polish nymphing. And, at the time, so were a lot of other nymph fishermen.
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When short-line nymphing without a strike indicator, maintaining an almost tight line aids in detecting subtle strikes.
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European nymphing techniques lead the heavily weighted nymphs through a run on a tight line or almost tight line. PHOTO BY KYLE HENDRICKS



That’s why I was surprised when Czech nymphing hit the scene in the United States and everyone thought it was such a new, radical way to nymph. But then I realized what had happened. When I learned to nymph in the 1970s, none of us used strike indicators, so we had to learn how to detect subtle strikes by feel. When strike indicators eventually became popular, we incorporated them into our nymphing rigs because they did help us visually detect strikes. But we never lost our sixth sense of detecting strikes by feel. At least in the early days of strike indicators, it was easy enough to maintain that sixth sense because the first strike indicators were little more than the addition of a brightly colored tag to the leader or the fly line tip. Some nymphers painted their leader knots in highly visible fluorescent colors. Others threaded a 1-inch long section of orange fly line into the leader. The idea was that it would be easier to detect strikes by watching the brightly colored indicator than watching the sometimes difficult to see leader/water interface. And since the indicators didn’t really float, we still had to keep our casts short and fish a tight line to get a good drift.

BUOYANT STRIKE INDICATORS

The introduction of buoyant strike indicators changed all of that. Buoyant strike indicators actually floated like corks (the first ones really were corks), and nymphers quickly adapted to them. Most often they employed a kind of hybrid short-line rig where the buoyant indicator was placed one-and-a-half times the depth of the water above the weighted fly or the weight attached to the leader. The extra leader length between the weight and strike indicator was a hedge against the drag that was bound to occur if the indicator was set at the depth of the water. The extra slop allowed the angler to prevent drag by mending just the indicator upstream while the weighted fly continued its drift along the bottom. The good news was that strikes were easier to detect, the bad news was that the slack caused a delay in the detection time that could result in a missed strike or a foul-hooked fish. And there was one other more subtle change. Nymph fishermen began to lose physical contact with their flies. Strike detection was becoming all visual.

From the point of view of most guides the buoyant strike indicator was a godsend because the technique allowed them to get clients with little or no fly-fishing experience into trout in a relatively short time. A client could be placed in a run that was known to hold a lot of trout and then taught to master the drift in that one location. When it came to detecting strikes, it didn’t matter if the client was late or even missed a bunch of strikes because he’d certainly hook up on at least a few fish. Although this may sound like a restrictive day of angling to experienced fly fishers, it certainly helped get novices into trout, which is part of a guide’s job, and that successful first fly-fishing experience might motivate the client to explore the sport in all its nuances. It wasn’t all bad.

Things get a little more complicated when you talk about experienced nymphers using buoyant strike indicators. No doubt, a buoyant strike indicator makes long-line nymphing practical. It’s one of only a few techniques where you can cast a long line and still get close to a drag-free drift. That’s because the buoyant indicator acts to suspend the fly just enough to allow a successful drift. As it turns out, the best of all worlds would be to learn to short-line nymph-fish using no-indicator techniques that help develop the touch that is the basis of advanced nymphing practice; once those skills are present then, if necessary or desired, add the buoyant indicator to the rig. In this way fishermen would develop the critical ability to detect a strike by feel and maintain that sense more easily once the buoyant indicator is employed.
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Initially, nymphers used non-buoyant indicators such as (from top), an orange piece of fly line slipped over the leader, a brightly colored Amnesia leader butt section, or simply an orange fly line to help detect strikes.
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Buoyant strike indicators can suspend a nymph imitation off the stream bottom. They made strike detection easier and long-line nymphing possible. The buoyant indicators also made strike detection almost totally a visual endeavor.



That’s where my generation of nymph fishers differs from many current nymphers. We all had some exposure to detecting strikes by feel simply because it was hard not to feel a strike once in a while when nymphing without an indicator. When the buoyant indicator appeared, the appeal was almost universal. Everyone switched to them. It didn’t take too much practice to get a good drift, and the buoyant indicator really did help detect more strikes than just watching a non-buoyant indicator. More fastidious nymphers who were willing to constantly adjust a buoyant indicator could actually suspend a weighted fly just off the stream bottom or at any level in the water column where the trout were holding. That kind of suspension rig made detecting strikes easier because there wasn’t a weight bouncing on the stream bottom between the trout’s strike and the indicator. Another way of looking at it is that a suspension rig gives you a tight line at least between the indicator and the fly.
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Buoyant strike indicators made long-line nymphing possible.



What’s interesting now is that we have a couple of generations of nymphers who have only learned to detect strikes by watching a buoyant strike indicator. That’s why they are so fascinated by the highly effective European tight-line techniques where you feel and see the strike through the line. And that’s a step in the right direction because if you want to move to the next level of nymphing, you will need to develop your facility for detecting strikes through the line. I like to think of it as developing your lateral line.

Most fly fishers know that many fish species have what is called a lateral line. It’s used to detect danger, find prey, and in the case of schooling fish keep them from bumping into each other when the school turns. A fish’s lateral line is unlike any of our human senses. I’ve heard it described as a “long distance sense of feel.” The trout in effect feels you when you’re wading carelessly because your movements create a pressure change that is transferred through the water to its lateral line. You can apply the same idea of a long distance sense of feel if you consider the leader and fly line as your own lateral line that when properly tuned allows you to almost instantaneously detect strikes. The key to developing your lateral line is the tight line. Or more precisely, the just shy of a tight line. And the way that you achieve that almost tight line is through fly-rod technique. It’s what the guide forgot to talk about when he was hammering on you to watch the strike indicator and yelling, “Strike! Strike! Strike!” every time it moved a smidgen this way or that.
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FLY-ROD TECHNIQUE FOR NYMPHING

Good rod technique is the basis for controlling the tension of the leader as the nymph bumps its way along the stream bottom. The best way to understand this is to consider the anatomy of a short-line nymphing presentation. Typically the cast is made across and upstream with a weighted nymph or a weight attached to the leader. When the weighted nymph first hits the water, it takes time to sink to the bottom. This sink time will vary depending on the depth of the water and current speed.

As a rule, the deeper the water or the faster the current, the farther upstream you’ll need to cast to allow the nymph to get to the bottom by the time it enters the strike zone. An alternative to casting farther upstream is to change to a more heavily weighted fly or add more weight to the leader, which will allow you to cast a shorter distance upstream with the same effect. The strike zone begins when the weighted fly drifts downstream to the point that you can hold the rod tip directly over it. At that point the leader should then be at close to a 90-degree angle to the water. It ends at the point downstream when you can no longer maintain the 90-degree angle while holding the rod tip directly over the fly. This doesn’t mean that you won’t get a strike when the flies get to the bottom a little farther upstream or drift a bit farther downstream. In fact, as you gain more experience, the odds are that your strike zone will expand. The strike zone just represents the area where you will most easily be able to detect a strike by feel.
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You can visualize the strike zone by imagining that you are standing in the center of a large clock with an hour hand that’s about the length of your fly rod plus your fully extended arm. The strike zone begins when the hour hand is at about ten and ends when it’s at two (see diagram). As the fly drifts through the strike zone, you raise the rod to take up slack and maintain the 90-degree angle until it reaches the twelve o’clock position. At that point, you lower the rod as the drift continues away from you to the two o’clock position.


USING THE ROD TO DIRECT THE DRIFT AROUND THE NEAR SIDE OF A ROCK

[image: img]

1 Dead-drift the nymph into the prime holding water in front of the rock.
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2 Use the rod and a tight line to direct the drift around the near side of the rock.
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3 Once the nymph is in position to drift around the rock, continue the dead drift.
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4 Continue the drift around the entire perimeter of the rock. PHOTOS BY ANGUS DRUMMOND



Maintaining this 90-degree angle at the leader/water interface gives you close to complete contact with the fly. There is virtually no slack leader on the water, and you are compensating for the current by following the fly’s drift downstream with the rod tip. This allows you to quickly sense a strike or when the fly gets hung up on streambed rubble. And believe me, you will get hung up on the bottom plenty, especially in the beginning. You can learn to walk your rig over the obstruction and continue the drift by lifting the rod tip a bit while still maintaining close to a dead drift.

If the weighted fly or weight you’ve added to the leader is just a bit too heavy, which is by far preferable to being a bit too light, you may find that you have to lead the drift just a little. That simply means that you’ll move your rod downstream just a bit faster than the current to prevent the flies from hanging up, and when necessary walk the fly over or around any obstructions with a mini-lift or two.

Finally, don’t be afraid to use the rod to help direct the drift around in-stream rocks or adjust a drift to exactly where it needs to be. Initially, some nymphers are hesitant to try this because so much emphasis is placed on the dead drift that they believe any momentary adjustment that disrupts it will ruin the entire drift. And make no mistake, you will actually be ruining the dead drift for that moment or two when you make a mini-lift or adjust a drift, but the rewards will far outweigh the disruption of the drift.

DETECTING STRIKES

The traditional advice for detecting strikes when high-sticking a short line without a strike indicator is to watch the leader and water interface or, if you have a little more line out as Chuck Fothergill originally recommended, to watch the fly line and leader connection. If the leader or fly line and leader connection stops, hesitates, or does anything unusual, you set the hook. What they don’t tell you is to consider holding the fly line in your line hand rather than clamping it down against the cork with your rod hand. This, at least when you’re learning to nymph, enhances your sense of feel and adds it to your sense of sight, which is already watching the leader and water interface for strikes. The increased sensitivity will often allow you to feel strikes before you ever see them, and you’ll immediately sense when a streambed obstruction is impeding the fly’s drift.
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