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SERIES INTRODUCTION


We fly fishers are rightly proud of our long and distinguished literary tradition, but too much of that tradition has slipped out of reach. It is unfortunate enough that most of the older books are unobtainable, but as the sport’s techniques, language, and even values change, the older authors become less accessible to us even when we do read them. Fly fishing’s great old stories and wisdoms are often concealed in unfamiliar prose styles, extinct tackle terminology, and abandoned jargon.


The lessons and excitement of these older works will only survive if we keep reading them. By presenting the most readily accessible material from these authors, this series invites you to explore the rest of their work. Whether the selections in each book are instructive, entertaining, or inspirational, it is our fondest hope that they will whet your appetite for more of this lovely sport’s literary adventures.


It is one of fly fishing’s greatest attractions that the actual fishing is accompanied by a vast and endlessly engaging conversation. We have been conducting this conversation in print for many centuries now, and we seem always to have more to say. In this series, we invite you to sit back, turn the page, and give a listen. The conversation has never been better.


Paul Schullery


Series editor
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INTRODUCTION


Fishing literature has been blessed with many authors who celebrated the sport in lofty meditations on rivers, fish, and the inexhaustible joys of the fishing experience. Not particularly concerned with fishing technique or even with catching a lot of fish, they honored the sport for its gentler aspects—its arts, its crafts, its companionships, and its intimate connection with natural beauty.


William Clouston Stewart (1832–1872) was not one of them. He was instead their antithesis, the definitive type specimen for the title of his book: The Practical Angler. It wasn’t that Stewart was unsympathetic with the sport’s poetic chroniclers; his opening chapter revealed a naturalist’s love of the beauty of wild scenes. It’s just that his angling passion lay elsewhere—in being the most efficient and successful fish-catcher in the land.


By all accounts (including his own), he may have been just that. Fiercely competitive and relentlessly determined, Stewart exemplified the angler as harvester. The outspoken young Scotsman, reportedly a tea merchant by trade, was an energetic 24 when his book was published, and to read him one would imagine that he attacked trout streams rather than fished them. A contemporary is said to have complained that “a day out with Stewart was 24 hours of creeping and crawling.”


His “gut-’em-and-eat-’em” view of fishing wouldn’t endear him to modern trout-fishing conservationists, but it was those very skills that earned him his place in history. Anyone who regarded 12 pounds of trout as his minimum tolerable daily catch on even the hardest-fished streams must have something useful to tell us.


Some fishing books take a long time to soak into the public consciousness. But in 1857, when The Practical Angler appeared, it was immediately acclaimed as a significant milestone. The reviews were filled with superlatives reserved only for milestone works: “the best we have ever read on angling for trout with the artificial fly, worm, minnow, and other baits”; “the probable inauguration of a new era in the art of angling”; “decidedly the most successful effort which has hitherto been made”; “by far the most complete and practical work which has yet appeared on the subject, and there is little probability of its being superseded by any other treatise of the kind”; and “the most practical work in the language.” By 1921, when the book had had at least a dozen printings, angling historian John Waller Hills ranked Stewart—along with the anonymous author of the Treatise of Fishing with an Angle, Charles Cotton, and Frederic Halford—as one of the “four names which stand above others in the history of the fly.”


Stewart is now most famous for his advocacy of upstream fishing. Indeed, despite the best efforts of angling historians to explain otherwise, Stewart is often simplistically credited with “inventing” upstream fishing, as if he was the first fisherman ever to notice that the river he stood in went both directions. And historian Andrew Herd has pointed out that for all the acclaim Stewart’s book received, “a combination of outright opposition and natural conservatism meant that although the argument about upstream fishing was three centuries old, Stewart’s ideas took many years to take a firm hold.”


But Stewart’s contribution to fly-fishing technique wasn’t as simple as convincing the “downstreamers” (as they were called) to turn around and cast the other way. It was in his disciplined challenge to traditional practice. I suspect that many readers of his book were “converted” by Stewart only to the extent that they broadened their fishing style to include both downstream and upstream fishing. And though he didn’t personally care whether his flies floated or sank slightly, his upstream methods—and his advocacy of stiffer, shorter rods than the 12- to 15-footers of the day—helped lay essential groundwork for the rise of the dry fly in the next few decades (see Halford on the Dry Fly, in this series, for more on that development).


The great fun of Stewart is to read each of his pronouncements and test them against our own experience. In the face of today’s fabulous proliferation of highly specialized fly patterns, his philosophy of fly selection is almost shocking. His idea of proper imitation of stream insects had little to do with entomological accuracy and a lot to do with general bugginess and simplicity of form.


Stewart was what we might today call a “presentationist,” far more concerned with the careful stalk and the delicately placed “cast” of flies than with any rigorous theory of fly pattern or color. The small engraving of three flies on page 69 has provoked and mystified generations of anglers, many of whom may at first disregard Stewart’s reliance on so few patterns as naïve—but then find themselves returning for another look at those simple, perfect, seductive little flies and thinking troubling thoughts about their own overloaded fly boxes.


Stewart was an all-round angler; his advice on worm and minnow fishing was as cogent and revealing as his fly-fishing instruction. But for this new edition, I’ve selected only the fly-fishing material, and because many things have changed in the century and half since Stewart wrote, a little interpretation might help you get the most from it. One recent writer said of Stewart’s book that “it is as modern today as when it was written.” That will certainly not seem true at first glance. Heavy solid-wood rods, snelled flies, silk lines, gut leaders, and huge kills of fish hardly seem modern. But the book is in fact modern in its fundamentals, and they are why it is still essential reading.


To read this book is to witness one of fly-fishing history’s great debates in progress. I find it most rewarding if read in the same argumentative mood that Stewart wrote it. As much as I enjoy his entertaining and authoritative sarcasms aimed at “amateur” anglers, I’m sure that nobody so confident could always be right. Where did he ever get the idea that the wind only blows upstream or downstream and hardly ever across stream? How could anyone be so sure that trout are not bothered by noise? How could someone so wise in the ways of fish, and so well-read in angling literature, imagine that he or anyone else would ever really solve all the riddles of angling? And who, with even the slightest appreciation for what makes fishing rewarding, would even want all those riddles solved?


I remember my own first encounters with older fishing books, and how distracted and flummoxed I was by unfamiliar terminology, obscure place names, and references to people I’d never heard of. I hope that this 150-year-old prose will intrigue you with those things rather than interfere with your enjoyment of the book. There are really very few terms that might actually be indecipherable. A “loch” was obviously a lake. “Gut” was silkworm gut, the organic material extracted from the innards of the immature stage of the silkworm moth and stretched into convenient sections of leader material that looks surprisingly like our modern monofilaments. A “cast,” depending upon the context, may have been the actual throwing of a fly, or it may have been the rig of three or four flies attached to the gut leader. “Gutta percha” had nothing to do with “gut”; it was a type of natural latex. “Pools” were slow water, and “streams” were fast. You shouldn’t have trouble intuiting the meaning behind the terminology.


For all the acclaim Stewart has justly received, it may be time to reconsider the heart of his contribution to fly-fishing wisdom. I never read his book without being even more impressed by his passion for understanding. Whether this or that theory was correct, you can tell that each one was based on the kind of intense scrutiny of the natural world, and an extraordinary level of applied empiricism in his own angling experiments, that may be the most inspiring thing about his book.


Like many keen angling observers before him, Stewart read much in his Scottish rivers beside the traces of trout. He saw the effects of pollution spreading disastrously as the Industrial Revolution reshaped society. He saw both the gain and loss from railroads that brought more and more anglers to each stream and lake. And it becomes clear, now and then, even in this most determinedly practical of manuals, that he saw the beauty and wonder that, perhaps more than anything else except our inexhaustible hopefulness, are what draw anglers “to wander, rod in hand, along the grassy margin of the stream, and spend their leisure hours gaining a fresh store of health, while endeavoring to lure the sportive trout from his native haunts.”


Paul Schullery














CHAPTER ONE


Introductory


Angling, or the art of capturing fish with rod and hook, appears perfectly simple to those unacquainted with the subject; and unlimited patience is not unfrequently looked upon as the only qualification necessary for success. That this is an error is shown by experience; there being numbers of the very best anglers who are by no means celebrated as possessing this virtue, while numbers of the most patient followers of Isaak Walton are very far from having rivalled his success. Few amusements require more skill, or afford more room for the exercise of ingenuity; and practice will render a greater proportion of individuals successful shots than successful anglers. There can be no better proof of the difficulty of excelling in this art than the fact that, out of the thousands who practise it, very few become proficients; and since the pleasure of a pastime depends to a great extent upon the field it affords for the exercise of skill, angling is well worthy of the attention of sportsmen. Numbers of those who try it—believing it to be very simple—and meet with little success, give it up in despair, consoling themselves with the idea, that want of patience was the only reason why they did not succeed, and revenging themselves by abusing it ever afterwards as the “slowest” and most monotonous of all amusements. Whenever any one is particularly bitter in his denunciation of angling, it may pretty safely be concluded that he has tried it unsuccessfully. It may have been chagrin arising from this cause that made Dr. Johnson propound the definition of angling, so often quoted by those of this class, that “angling means a rod with a fly at one end, and a fool at the other.”
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There is one qualification which he who wishes to become an angler must not only possess, but must exert to the utmost, and that is observation. He may have all the other qualifications necessary—neatness of hand, quickness of eye, energy, and perseverance—but to become acquainted with the habits of the fish, the places to which they resort in search of particular kinds of food, and the influence of the weather upon them, requires keen observation, and great experience. With observation, most people may become anglers; without it no one will ever achieve great success. A knowledge of the habits of the fish is the most important element of success, as the study of their habits is by far the most interesting part of angling. This much may be said in favour of angling, that it is more generally within reach than most field sports; and as the value of an amusement increases in proportion to the facility of enjoying it, in this respect all field sports must yield the precedence to angling. It is an amusement free alike to all, and practised by all, from the peer to the peasant. No sooner does spring arrive, clothing the banks with verdure, and the trees with foliage, and restoring once more to nature its joyous look, than there is a rush of all classes to the river side, to wander, rod in hand, along the grassy margin of the stream, and spend their leisure hours in gaining a fresh store of health, while endeavouring to lure the sportive trout from his native haunts.


To the lover of nature no sport affords so much pleasure. The grandest and most picturesque scenes in nature are to be found on the banks of rivers and lakes. The angler, therefore, in pursuit of his vocation, enjoys the finest scenery the country offers, and the season of the year most suitable to his pastime is that in which nature is clothed in her most brilliant colours. Who, with any appreciation of the beautiful, can wander rod in hand along the banks of some lovely river in May or June, without feeling in body and in mind the influences of the scene. From fertile meadows, decked with the daisy and the primrose, the angler passes to where the river runs between banks yellow with the “gold flowered broom,” where the breezes smell of violet and wild thyme, and bear the sweet music of the birds from the neighbouring groves. Or, eager in pursuit of sport, he may take his way to some Highland stream, and see nature in her grander, but not less beautiful aspect. Here he may be found treading the heather while inhaling the bracing mountain air, or sailing on some loch, whose banks present a rich variety of woodland scenery, while in the background the dark blue heath-clad mountains complete the landscape.


With every appreciation, however, of the beauties of nature, which the angler sees in such abundance, we must candidly admit that the pleasure of the day always bears some proportion to the weight of the basket brought home, and that fine scenery is but an indifferent compensation for an empty creel. None but those who have experienced it can conceive the satisfaction of returning home well laden with fine fish.


Some fish afford much more sport in their capture than others; but for whatever kind necessity may compel the angler to fish, its capture will always afford him amusement, provided he has not been accustomed to anything superior. The juvenile cockney who bobs for gudgeon and eels in the dubs and ditches in the neighbourhood of London, and whom a trout of a pound weight would scare out of a year’s growth, plies his lure as unremittingly as the sportsman who captures the monarch of the streams in some noble river, such as Tweed or Tay.


Of all the inhabitants of the fresh water, no fish is looked upon with such favour by the angler, and none affords him such varied and continuous sport as the common fresh-water trout. This is owing to its being the most difficult to capture of all the finny tribe, not excepting the salmon itself, to the sport it affords when hooked—the trout being stronger than any fish of its size—to its fine edible qualities, and to its being the only fish in Scotland, with the exception of the salmon, that rises freely at the artificial fly. The salmon, indeed, might dispute pre-eminence in the angler’s regard, were it not for the circumstance, that good salmon-fishing can only be had at a price beyond the reach of the great majority of anglers; and in water open to the public, there is little chance of a salmon arriving before close time.


Five-sixths of the angling community in Scotland confine themselves entirely to trout-fishing. Such being the case, we shall not swell these pages by giving instructions for the capture of the other inhabitants of our streams, such as pike, perch, eels, etc.


In some parts of England, trout have almost disappeared, and the angler has been compelled to have recourse to meaner sport; but in Scotland trout are more plentiful than any other fish, and trout-fishing is within the reach of all. The difficulty is not to name a river where good sport may be had, but to name a river in which good sport may not be had, if properly gone about. During August and September this season (1856), a professional angler has been residing in Edinburgh, going in the morning to Almond Water, and returning in the evening with large basketsful of trout, the proceeds of which maintain himself and family. Yet Almond Water is a byeword with Edinburgh amateurs, who think it barely worth fishing. But Dryden, the “professional” alluded to, says there are few waters which contain more trout, and he is of opinion that there are at least a hundred stone weight of trout in one pool near Cramond. He is also of opinion, that during the proper season, twenty pounds weight of trout might easily be taken in the Water of Leith above Balerno.
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