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Foreword





It has been my very great pleasure to travel much of the fly-fishing world the past forty years. At seminars, clinics, fishing lodges, and other places that we fishermen hang out, I have watched some of the finest fly tiers in the world. I have been tying since 1947, and when I see the talent that some of these people possess, I am truly humbled. But one tier stands out above all others, so far as I am concerned.

What is a truly accomplished fly tier? It is a person who can sit at a vise and turn out remarkable flies, either imitative or attractor, but with fine craftsmanship. De spite their skills, most such tiers are tying patterns developed over the years by others. But a truly great tier is more than this. In my mind, Bob Popovics is one of these.

I believe that Bob is the most innovative fly tier I have ever known. Some of my very good fly-tying friends are renowned throughout the fly-fishing world for their skill at the vise—and I envy their skill. But rarely do they conceive a totally new technique. This is where Bob Popovics excels. He has invented new tying concepts never before considered. His use of materials that were foreign to fly tying, and doing so in novel ways, has resulted in flies that are both fish catchers and innovative. Every time I see Bob and we talk fly tying, Bob shows me a new fly, technique, or idea about tying.

I first met Bob many years ago at a Saltwater Fly Rodders of America conclave when he was a very young man. We worked on his casting, and he has become a great caster. One of his most revered friends, Ed Jaworowski, is also a longtime and great personal friend of mine. Both of these men are among the best of fly casters and fly fishermen. Ed is one of the most talented men I know (anybody that can sing opera, drink beer with the guys on the beach, and teach Latin is a rare person, indeed). Ed is a superb photographer. He and Bob have worked for more than three years in developing this book. Ed wanted the world to know the fantastic work that Bob has done over the years in the field of fly tying.

But this is not just a fly-tying book, of which there are many fine ones. It is much more. I promise that if you thoroughly read this book, even if you never tie a fly, you will improve your fish-catching skills. It’s true there is much about tying in this book—supported by hundreds of Ed’s excellent photos. The instructions are as good as you can get. Many tying books skimp on some sequences and often skip over or leave out little techniques that are vital to properly dressing the fly. Bob and Ed include every step in pictures and words, and why each step is important.

In addition to tying the flies, there are explanations as to why these flies were developed—so that they will catch fish for the angler. Many fishing techniques related to the patterns are included—which alone are worth the price of the book. Let me just cite one example. The authors point out that different flies require different retrieves. Mullet, squid, and shrimp all act differently in the water, and you need to know how the pattern you tied should be retrieved.

Many professional tiers have copied Bob’s work, even to putting their own names on the flies. I believe that is the best compliment he could receive. Once you begin to use and digest this book, you will surely think it is one of the most important in your fishing library.

Lefty Kreh


Preface





This is not a book about how to tie saltwater flies. It deals exclusively with how Bob Popovics ties his own creations, collectively known as Pop Fleyes, and how he thinks about fly designs. Hence, you will find no instructions here for tying a Lefty’s Deceiver, Clouser Deep Minnow, or any of the many other important fly designs, which we also use and to which we all owe so much. Nor is this another “recipe” book, showing completed flies and listing materials needed to fashion them. Most especially, Pop Fleyes is not a tour de force, simply showcasing Bob’s considerable fly-tying abilities.

The theme of this book is creativity with purpose. It represents a way of perceiving, based on the premise that form always follows function. The “why” of every technique is paramount. No tying step is employed without some useful purpose, and when Bob says “stack the hair just this way” or “trim it at this point,” rest assured he has tried it every other way before deciding his method makes a particular fly float, sink, swim, act, or cast better.

Some thirty years ago, Butch Colvin gave Bob Popovics his first fly-tying lessons in Seaside Park, New Jersey. I had been tying trout and bass flies for fifteen years at the time, but my saltwater fly-fishing experience was slight and my saltwater tying experience virtually nonexistent. During the thirty years we have fished, tied flies, and traveled together, I have come to subscribe wholeheartedly to Bob’s way of thinking about fly design. My role has been largely that of a sounding board, offering reactions, criticisms, and suggestions for improvements. While I conventionally use the editorial “we” in describing the tying procedures, nearly all the ideas as described here originated with Bob. My text, written in collaboration with him, attempts to capture and convey those ideas.

We assume that readers of this text will have had some tying experience. We therefore have forgone elementary instructions, such as attaching thread to the hook and whip-finishing the completed fly. On the other hand, to assist tiers in fashioning their own versions of these fly designs, we have made every attempt to illustrate Bob’s tying procedures with uncommon detail, trying to capture with still photographs the effectiveness of his Pop Fleyes videos. Whenever we felt that drawings could better communicate a point, we employed artist-angler Dave Hall to draw original illustrations. We include historical comments on the evolution of these flies, illustrations and discussion of natural saltwater baits, and random thoughts on tools and materials. Additionally, we’ve interspersed in the text fishing tips relating to the use of the flies, and photos of fishing them and fish caught on them. With no apologies to those who enjoy tying just for the sake of tying, we believe there is no point to all the effort involved unless directed to the end of fishing them, and we want to reinforce that point constantly.

In the end, this collaboration is, in part, a method of payment for all the help, ideas, and encouragement we have received from so many fly-fishing friends and acquaintances, past and present. In these pages, we hope to share some of our thinking about artificial flies and fly fishing. We hope that those who read and study these pages will adopt and adapt some of these ideas—and pass them on—and in so doing, derive more enjoyment and satisfaction from the sport.

Ed Jaworowski

Chester Springs, Pennsylvania
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DIGITAL IMAGING BY AL QUATTROCCHI, TORNADO DESIGN

An Atlantic silverside (top), a Surf Candy (middle), and the two images superimposed (bottom) to show how closely the Pop Fleye imitates the natural.




Chapter One





Designing Pop Fleyes

A BIT OF HISTORY

The flies illustrated and discussed in these pages represent ways of thinking about artificials as much as they do ways of tying them. Bob claims, “I never was successful with fly patterns when I tried to come up with something ‘clever.’ Any successes I had only came when there was a need to be answered or a problem to be solved.” The following two episodes, a bit of history, if you will, highlight the Pop Fleyes approach. More than simply slices of nostalgia, they illustrate our first rules of fly design.

About 1970, a year after being introduced to saltwater fly fishing by Fred Schrier, Butch Colvin, and some other members of Chapter One of the Saltwater Flyrodders of America, headquartered in Seaside Park, New Jersey, Bob started tying flies. A birthday gift of a vise and other basics was complemented with a few elementary lessons. Ken Bay’s Tying Salt Water Flies was his Bible and in many ways has been an inspiration for this book. As if a portent of the future, Mark Sosin’s Blockbuster fly, which used epoxy to protect its many thread wraps, and then Hal Janssen’s Hamada Silverside, an epoxy-covered balsa minnow, caught his attention. He “played” with epoxy, as he puts it, hoping to produce some sort of indestructible fly. Bluefish had always taken a great toll on flies, and quality fishing time was missed changing flies, since blitzing fish can come and go in a hurry. His earliest flies caught fish, but in retrospect, they were quite crude. He hadn’t even put eyes on them, since realism was not a concern at the time. They were purely utilitarian flies. Yet even then, Bob sensed that epoxy had more potential than simply making durable fly bodies, but he hadn’t yet learned to manage the drips, sags, and tackiness of the messy stuff to his satisfaction. He did note, however, the translucent effects gained from covering tinsel or hair with epoxy, but it would be a while before he would fully appreciate and explore the characteristics of the material that would lend realism, translucence, and form to his creations. He put his epoxy flies on the back burner and, for a while, focused his efforts in another direction.

Sitting in between fly-tying great Poul Jorgensen and fly-fishing legend Charles Waterman at a fly show in the early seventies, tyro tier Bob Popovics successfully addressed his first major tying problem. His work eventually caught the attention of celebrities, and this experience established a precedent that would eventually define the essence of his approach to tying.

Striped bass feast on large herring and menhaden (commonly known as mossbunker or simply bunker), and surf casters who were converting to the fly rod wanted flies to take the place of the large Atom, Creek Chub, and Gibbs plugs they cast. Design was all important, the problems many. Suitable materials for really large flies were not readily available, and no one Bob knew had ever seriously explored the area. The Joe Brooks Blonde series, the Harold Gibbs Striper Fly, and the Lefty’s Deceiver, a rather recent creation at the time, summarized the arsenal of most eastern anglers. They were all good flies, but bucktail and feathers couldn’t supply the proportions Bob required. Size, weight, form, action, and castability all had to be considered. Beginning from his long familiarity with and remarkable sense of baitfish proportion and shape, he first conceived what he required, then set about to solve the problems.

For generations, fly size had always been determined by hook size. A size 12 Royal Wulff was understood to be tied on a size 12 dry-fly hook; a larger fly required a larger hook. A size 2/0 or 3/0, the largest practical hook most people could then comfortably cast, limited fly size to perhaps 6 inches. Bob decided to think like a bait fisherman. Instead of attaching all materials directly to the hook, the traditional approach, his concept was for a fly largely tied apart and then attached to the hook, not unlike the idea of inserting a hook into the front end of a large natural bait. He placed two fly-tying vises about 18 inches apart and stretched a heavy piece of monofilament between them. He held a tuft of short bucktail along one side of the mono with his left hand, and by repeatedly bringing the bobbin and thread up the near side of the mono, dropping it behind the mono, and then pulling it tight, he secured the bucktail to the mono. He continued attaching successive tufts of light blue and purple hair along the mono for a distance of 8 or 9 inches. He repeated the process on a second piece of mono, using white bucktail. Then he attached two dark hackle points to the end of a third strand and slipped braided silver piping material over the mono, leaving the tail protruding. The three mono strands were tied together at both ends and the front ends attached near the bend of a large hook. The top strand, with the colored bucktail, formed the back of the bogus bait, while the white hairs formed the belly. The silver middle line added flash and gave some rigidity to the fly. To complete the body, he wrapped heavy chenille around the hook shank, added large glass doll eyes, then additional bucktail and some herl to maintain the front taper. He even coated the final wraps with epoxy, which in retrospect also seems portentous.
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An early Big Bunker Fly, over 11 inches long, tied thirty years ago. It required extensive tying procedures but broke with traditional thinking.
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Early epoxies, now brown with age, featured painted eyes and painted feathers representing gill covers.



Some laughed at the fly, but those who didn’t asked, “Why didn’t I think of that?” The original Big Bunker Fly was not tier friendly, for it involved a lot of tying, much more so than the Blockbuster or Hi-Tie, and a lot of material. The chenille retained a lot of water, and the glass eyes were heavy. Also, if a thread was broken, the fly would start to unravel. But techniques in the design were groundbreaking. Huge size, by early standards, was achieved without the materials available today. More importantly, it represented a departure from traditional thinking. No longer limited by material length and hook size, here was a bona fide striped bass fly nearly a foot long, with a three- to four-inch-wide profile. This creation, albeit unwieldy, pointed in a new direction. The fly could still be cast comfortably about 50 feet on a number 11 rod, and Bob laughingly confesses to only one flaw in his plan: “I couldn’t convince any of my surf fishing buddies to tease a 40-pound striper to the surface with a live bunker or herring and then pull it away from the fish at the last instant so that I could cast a fly to it.”

Jump to the mid 1980s. Bob again began experimenting with the idea of making more durable fly bodies. He determined this time to master epoxy, to learn how to control it for predictable results. Bob resurrected the old epoxy flies and set about to produce more realistic baitfish imitations virtually impervious to teeth and possessing translucence, but he first had to master the techniques of working with epoxy. This time his experiments produced his first viable minnow imitations. Various tiers were experimenting with epoxy back then, but none of the efforts had gained wide acceptance from fishermen. Epoxy was still used either simply to protect thread wraps or to cast rigid bodies of crabs or other baits. The first practical epoxy Pop Fleyes were born when Bob incorporated the hard material to shape a realistic, translucent minnow body and wedded it with hair, which gave movement. The key lay first and foremost in manipulating and constantly sculpting the body with a bodkin until the material gelled and set.
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In the early days, we experimented with all sorts of epoxy flies.



Eventually, at the Fly Tackle Dealer Show held in Boston in 1989, we showed an assortment of early creations to magazine editor Dick Stewart, himself a great tier. His reaction was terse and enthusiastic: “Write them up for me.” The spring 1990 issue of American Angler and FlyTyer revealed the first photos and tying instructions and featured them on the cover. We called them Pop Fleyes, concocting a combination of the beginning of Bob’s surname and a stylized spelling of flies, based on the dominant eyes. Shortly afterward, as other patterns were born, we adopted the name for the whole series of creations, and the original epoxies we henceforth dubbed Surf Candies. The name was based on the fact that most of our saltwater fishing took place in the local New Jersey surf, and the colorful plastic flies reminded us of the hard candies Bob always had at hand near his tying table.
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The newer-generation Shady Lady Squid (center) and Cotton Candy (right) represent far more effective techniques for producing large flies than the original Big Bunker Fly.



The earliest Surf Candies employed bucktail, and many sported painted eyes and painted feather gill plates and often featured a mylar piping extension with a feather tail, which we later incorporated into the full dress Surf Candy but eliminated in the basic version. Some sand eel imitations even had lead wire wrapped around the shank, which at that time we thought was necessary to make them ride with the hook up, and long extensions made by attaching saddle hackles to monofilament. This was how we achieved greater length before the advent of the many excellent long synthetics we now use. We eventually substituted polar bear hair for the bucktail, then Thompson’s UltraHair and Bestway’s Super Hair. These afforded greater durability and came in a variety of translucent colors. We also came to learn in time that weighting the shank is not the key to making a fly ride hook up (see the section on Jiggies, page 47).

Reaction to and acceptance of the new flies were instant and overwhelming. We recall the day that Lance Erwin, a crack angler, burst into the tying room with an orange Surf Candy on which he had just landed twenty-five bluefish in the surf. The body was badly scratched and the hair somewhat thinned out, but the fly was otherwise intact. An overcoat of Hard as Nails polish virtually removed all the battle scars, and the fly, looking nearly new, was ready for further usage. Never had we used flies capable of withstanding that degree of torture. Today such flies are routinely accepted. Then it was a staggering accomplishment: one fly outlasting perhaps a dozen conventional streamers or bucktails.

These two examples represent the approach adopted in all subsequent Pop Fleyes creations, which have today developed into a series of tier-friendly flies, covering the needs of inshore and offshore anglers, with applications in fresh water as well. The first and most important lesson to be learned from these experiences is that previsualization of the results you want, based on a predetermined need, is the key to designing and tying worthwhile flies. Second, if you believe the concept is sound, stick with it. Constantly refine your techniques and opportunities, for other ideas and designs will evolve. Trial and error are important. The thinking and techniques applicable to one fly may well be translated and incorporated into another. All the flies discussed in this book represent continual and ongoing experimentation and refinement. The Surf Candies we tie today are direct descendants of those persistent attempts a generation ago, when epoxy and silicone, now available in most fly shops largely because of Pop Fleyes, could only be purchased in hardware stores. Likewise, the tedious and labor-intensive techniques of the Big Bunker Fly have given way to simpler and more friendly techniques used in the Cotton Candy and other large Pop Fleyes.
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More recent Surf Candies (at top) are lighter, easier, and quicker to tie than early versions with heavy eyes and excess epoxy.



Even though the world of fly fishing is vastly different today, and what was then innovative is now accepted as routine, the same principles still hold true: Define problems, don’t ever be satisfied with what you’ve done, try constantly to improve on it.

Successful fly designs are driven by need. Not that it isn’t fun to just make something on a whim—but don’t expect it to be a classic.
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Matching the hatch, saltwater style.



OBSERVATIONS ON IMITATION

Tradition, like cholesterol, comes in good and bad forms—that which enriches and that which inhibits. Unfortunately, bad traditions die hard. Trout fly tiers who were once wedded to unreasonable tradition frowned on dyed materials, insisting that only natural hairs and feathers should be used. No synthetics were allowed, and even dyed materials were considered a desecration. Also, they tolerated no variation from rigidly prescribed patterns. Hence the Quill Gordon, Hendrickson, and Red Quill dry flies, though their individual names persisted, all were tied on the same hook and used precisely the same hackle, wing, and tail. They employed the same tying techniques, shape, and design. Even the slightly varying body materials were used more for color difference than anything else. And fly tying stagnated.
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