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FOREWORD

by

TED LEESON

It has become fashionable these days, particularly among the young, to celebrate a certain lunatic obsessiveness in their fly fishing and pursue the sport with no holds barred and both guns drawn. Big fish, lots of them, all the time has become the contemporary motto. The terms “trout bum” and “extreme angling” have entered the lexicon of the sport, and whether they describe fantasies or facts, affectations or actualities is really beside the point—fly fishing has entered a decidedly post-tweed world. And that’s exactly as it should be. Change is inevitable.

Change, however, also cuts both ways, and the contemporary mania for fly fishing tends to reduce the world to the single matter of catching fish—admittedly a reasonable preoccupation if that world must narrow. But the fact is, there’s no reason to shrink it, and much is lost in doing so. Fly fishing is as much a space as it is a sport, a small universe within the larger one that is dense with interest of all kinds, many of which are only peripherally related to the pursuit of fish. A great deal, for instance, has been written about the natural worlds that surround a trout stream, about the natural histories of the places we fish. And the pleasure that comes from the angler’s intimate contact with nature has been a theme in angling books at least as far back as Izaak Walton.

What Darrel Martin gives us in these pages, however, is a different look at that small universe of fly fishing—not a natural history, but a particular kind of human history. This book opens a window onto the history of fly angling as it is reflected in the making of things, the tools and tackle of fly fishing, what is known in academic circles as the “material culture” of the sport. And the glimpses we get through that window are fascinating.

This is a book for mature audiences, for anglers who, by virtue of their years on the water or a temperamental curiosity, do not regard a basket of trout as all there is to fly fishing. When they pick up an angling book, they are not likely to confuse two questions that on the surface seem similar: “Is it useful?” and “Is it valuable?” Such anglers and readers admire both of these attributes but understand the ways in which they are not necessarily the same thing.

This book is, in some respects, both. The chapter on “Personal Patterns,” for instance, presents the type of innovative, practical fly designs that made Darrel Martin’s Micropatterns an indispensable resource for the fisher of small flies. The chapter on “Fly Design” details the kinds of unusual or lesser-known tying techniques and theories, both historic and modern, that informed the author’s fly-tying column for over a decade in Fly Rod & Reel magazine and were the foundation of his book Fly-Tying Methods. Contributions like these to fly-fishing theory and tying are always welcome.

But the bulk of this book, I would have to say, is not “practical” in this sense. It is distinguished not so much by utility as by the intrinsic interest of its subject, and that is precisely one of its great values. The author’s first task here has been to research and recover some of the ways that fly tackle was made by hand—the “craft” of the title—in times when most anglers had little choice but to build their own equipment. But simply recording the words of the older writers is one thing; putting their methods into practice is quite another, and that has been the author’s second task—to interpret those words and reconstruct the techniques in order to fashion antique rods, lines, hooks, and flies of his own. And in fact, enough detailed instruction is contained within these pages to enable a reader to reproduce those processes and make, for instance, a loop-rod, a tapered horse-hair line, or hook. This kind of hands-on detail is neither an empty exercise in antiquarianism nor a kind of stunt—it is the only way in which a history of manual arts can be truly understood and brought to life.

This is no small job. Reconstructing any type of history solely from the records of the time can be difficult; it is doubly so with fly fishing. Until relatively modern times, the world of fly fishing was small enough that it did not produce a great number of public documents; the footprint it left on the larger culture was light and the trail not always easy to follow. Added to a sketchy record are significant problems of language—the shifting meanings of words over time; archaic idioms and locutions; cryptic expressions and usages; and the enduring fact, then as now, that some authors simply write more clearly than others. Exploring this material, investigating its ambiguities, interpreting the intentions of these older texts, and testing those interpretations is an enormous amount of work. But preserving the past in this way and making it available to modern readers is worth doing for its own sake, valuable apart from any angling “uses” it may serve. Knowing this history does not make an angler fish more knowledgeably, but it does make a more knowledgeable angler.

When I read the older accounts of tackle making in these chapters and the working knowledge of craft they reveal, it all sounds very appealing—knowing the best way to season a piece of rod-building wood, recognizing the precise shade of red that signals the proper temper in a hook wire, knowing how to judge the quality of horsehair. Though such information is no longer necessary, this kind of hands-on quality about the sport is something we still value today.

But most of all, I am struck by how much dedication it took for anglers in centuries past to pursue their small passion in life. And in this era of trout bums and extreme fly fishing, it’s worth wondering just what, 400 years ago, a man’s neighbors might have thought about his investing so much time, effort, and patience—going to such labor and lengths—for something as unremarkable as catching a fish. Truly, it was the same things that fascinate us today. Certainly fly fishing has grown and evolved over time. But some things never change.


— TED LEESON

Corvallis, Oregon
July 2005




FOREWORD

by

JOHN BETTS

Many anglers have delved into the roots of their sport. And many have found a fascination with the history and tools of early angling. In Darrel Martin’s The Fly-Fisher’s Craft, we meet quite intimately our fishing forefathers and their legacy. We are also introduced to Martin’s creative additions, inspired by this past, that form his fly-fishing world.

Martin has written from the twin perspective of historical research and practical craftsmanship. He describes the origins and development of hooks, lines, and rods. One discovers that only moderate skills were needed to convert available materials into functional tools of the sport. His personal narrative of replicating ancient tackle unwraps for us unsuspected and delightful connections between the past and present.

Tackle of times past becomes a reality. Early tackle is seductive in its strength, beauty, and alleged limitations. Darrel and I have both lost and landed fish on our own handmade “antiquated” equipment. Frederick Buller, the respected British angling author and historian observes that, at least in this field, one cannot fully comprehend what is contained in the writing—old or new—unless one has actually made some of what is discussed. For example, making one’s own hooks by hand provides insight into a craft where the tools and procedures have remained basically unchanged for thousands of years. Twisted, tapered, and knotted horsehair lines have served for well over two millennia, and may still be in normal use in some parts of the world today. Rods, first made of wood, developed into the elaborate loop-rod of the Treatyse of 1496. Martin’s journey through historic patterns, hook making, horsehair line, and the loop-rod recall those forgotten skills. Like others, he has tried at every turn to modify and refine his tackle with the goal of making it lighter and stronger. Here, translucent horsehair twists into fly lines, straight-grained wood shaves and shapes into lithe rods, and fine wire bends into barbed hooks: Martin paints a picture of their development with widely varied materials, of various attempts to create better models that would serve with grace and efficiency.

Underlying this panorama is his extensive and rich knowledge of yesterday’s English language that so enchants yet, at times, challenges and confounds the reader. Martin’s knowledge and scholarship give us a remarkably vital view of the ancient angling crafts.

There are layers of information recounted in this book that require attention and appreciation. I would not try to read it all through in a few sittings. Rather, choose a section and peruse it. Numerous ideas and connections weave through each layer. When the older and odd terms become part of your vocabulary, you will be able to unfold the rich fabric of this book. The Fly-Fisher’s Craft is not just the detailing of angling history: it is the creation of much of that history in three dimensions. The depth of this creation is a first in our angling literature.

 


— JOHN BETTS

Denver, Colorado

July 2005
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A NOTE ON THE ILLUSTRATIONS

Line drawings generally present a clearer picture of the tying process than do photographs. It is important, however, to understand the system behind these procedural drawings. The material sequence often indicates the relative position to the hook shank. Although it may appear that the materials mount together (because the thread captures them), such may not be the case. The material mounted first appears closest to the hook shank. The purposely-enlarged tying thread shows placement. Not all thread wraps appear, nor do the drawings always depict the correct diameter or number of fibers. Some drawings lack pattern parts; this permits clear and uncluttered drawings. Miscellaneous and obvious wraps have been omitted for procedural clarity—detailed drawings would only obscure the tying process. The text should clarify all requirements of materials and methods. Unless otherwise noted, all photography and artwork is by the author.

It should be remembered that, during tying, the thread spirals forward (i.e., to the right) of the tying position to secure the material ends. Other drawings, such as the off-side wing, may be shown only in silhouette or omitted completely. Additional detail may appear only in the final illustration. All illustrations demonstrate right-handed tying. A right-handed tyer mounts the hook so that the hook eye points right, and winds the thread clockwise facing the eye. Left-handed tyers may find it helpful to reflect complex drawings in a mirror. Historic hand tying (sans vise) has multiple hook holds, including inverted and reversed positions.


INTRODUCTION
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AN ANTIQUE DISPOSITION


The number of ways in which flies can be tied is incredible. There are hardly two books which lay down identical methods…. And of all the methods in which I have experimented, from Walton downwards, I have never come across one which had nothing to recommend it, and I should be glad to be master of them all.

— G. E. M. Skues, The Way of a Trout with a Fly (1921)



After nearly two millennia, the artificial fly continues to evolve. Nevertheless, despite advances, the artificial fly is still deeply rooted in tradition. W. H. Lawrie, in A Reference Book of English Trout Flies (1967), described it best, “The trout fly will not only survive the times, but will assuredly continue its evolution as it has done for nigh on five-hundred years. In all that time, neither trout nor the delicate insects that so largely constitute the trout’s diet have changed. Only man and his ideas are changing, and despite all the scientific advances and discoveries of recent years …. it is still good to know that the making of a trout fly is something that cannot greatly change, and that the art of such creation is deeply rooted in the past.”

The literature of fly tying is rich and enthralling. It has enchanting stories, replete with curious and wonderful theories. Only by reading the ancients can we trace and appreciate this moving drama. I hope this modest work is a glimpse into the old writers and the old methods. John Waller Hills, in A Summer on the Test, shared his water with the wraiths of ancient anglers. “Certainly I for one have always been attracted to the old writers, since I first knew them, and the more I have fished the better I seem to understand them. I should be sorry to lose their companionship.” The early anglers have much to say in this book. For me, their companionship and conversations are worthy and pleasant.

Few old books actually explain how to tie a pattern. The antique text requires judicious research and reading. Fraught with sins of omission and of commission, these early instructions for making “fly and harness” often offer only fragments and shards. Most list materials, but lack methods. Sometimes our best inquiry is only informed speculation. Early punctuation was often inconsistent and capricious. Words, even those with modern spelling, may have entirely different meanings than they do today. Early tying descriptions are often elusive, cryptic, or ambiguous. They may omit essentials or assume procedures unknown to the modern tyer. Furthermore, an edition can include interpolations done by the editor rather than the author. Some tying procedures will be debated to the final fly pattern. They are, to borrow a phrase from Sir Thomas Browne’s Urn Burial, “yet wrapped up in a bundle of time, they fall into indistinction.”

The clearest evidence of mastery comes from tyers who have thought hard and often about the past, from tyers whose wraps build ingeniously but simply upon it. The excellence of modern tying is its mastery of the tying canon and its continual attempts to expand it. The backcast creates the forecast. So too in tying. The thoughtful tyer pushes his patterns through the past. We wrap the old patterns to understand, not to repeat. G. E. M. Skues proclaimed that traditional tying “is a danger and ceases to be a living art based on up-to-date observations and experiences.” Yet, traditional tying, when done to learn and explore, is valuable. In The Angler and the Loop-Rod (1885), David Webster notes, “There is no finality in this art, any more than in any other; and even our best imitation is, after all, only the ‘cunning’t pattern of excelling nature.’ ”

The Fly-Fisher’s Craft examines fly design and tying methods, both historic and modern. Angling is, essentially, a craft—a making skill. It was something done with artistry and cunning. If fishing is not mostly about fish, then tying is not mostly about the fly. Tying is essentially about the why; the reason behind the design. Among the angler’s gear, the fly has perhaps undergone the least change through time. And it is the fly that makes the fly fisher. Can we understand ancient angler more completely by returning to the past? Can we make the line, the hook, and the rod? How essential is the cast, the hook barb, and the running line?

Chapter I, Antique Tying, reveals the slow elucidation of tying tactics and theories. It traces the wraps of several early tyers to reveal their craft and cunning. The antique text is our tutor. Only with the original text can a reader test and challenge my reading and my understanding. For this reason, I present the original text unless a translation is required. John Waller Hills, in A History of Fly Fishing for Trout (1921), regards An Older Form of the Treatyse of Fysshynge Wyth an Angle (printed in 1883 from the Alfred Denison manuscript) as “obviously the purer text” though it lacks some material, including the illustrations. Essentially, this earlier Denison text speaks for the Treatyse.

Chapter II, Fly Design, presents an overview of pattern anatomy: the tail, the wing, the body, the hackle, and the head. This chapter defines the fly and reveals its architecture. In addition, we look to the past to see how the theories and parts formed patterns.

Chapter III, Personal Patterns, shows how a modern tyer takes that past and attempts to extend his understanding. This chapter presents the author’s patterns and variations inspired by that past. These exploratory patterns should encourage the true attraction of tying: discovery and lateral thinking.

Next, we return to our angling origins with chapters on constructing antique hooks (Chapter IV), lines (Chapter V), and the spliced loop-rod (Chapter VI)—all simply made with basic tools and knowledge. Even if the reader never makes this tackle, appreciation and understanding increases. The loop-rod chapter includes the construction of an early, simple wood rod based upon the antique text. The furled line, though more recent than horsehair line, offers other modern possibilities. Although I first wrote about furled lines over a decade ago, they were virtually unknown by most American anglers. Furled lines were, however, rather common in Spain and some mid-European countries.

Abundant illustrations and photographs reveal this enthralling journey, told with some surprises along the way. This is a book with an “antique” disposition for the creative and curious. Fly-fishing history has not always been progressive. There are starts and stutters, revivals and revolutions. We return to this past when wrapping a Stewart Spider or shaving woody ringlets for a loop-rod. Though modern rods, patterns, lines, and hooks are marvelous, there is discovery in making the past. I never knew where the loop-rod or horsehair line would take me. Failures were more common than successes. It did not matter: it was a journey shared with ancient anglers. Living within those faded, foxed pages was, in itself, a remarkable delight, and reconstructing the past was pleasurable. Those ancient anglers became thoughtful companions. They willingly, with words and images, shared their world. I can only encourage others to begin the journey.
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CHAPTER I
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ANTIQUE TYING

THERE IS A MYSTERIOUS AND HAUNTING PLEASURE in tying antique patterns. Moreover, they are as effective as many modern flies. My reading of the historical tying text has been influential in my tying development. Here are the roots of principles and practices that evolved into modern tying. Here also are older and lesser-known methods that can be made modern with contemporary materials. There is history and adventure in early patterns and much to learn from the first masters. These are artificial flies in the original sense—“artful,” or “skillful.” These cunning creations reveal our rich tying past.

Take care, however, when reading any early tying text. It is extremely easy for a reader to superimpose a modern method or meaning to an early text. Early tying descriptions should be read as literally and precisely as possible. Language and meaning change. Thus, diction, punctuation, orthography, and syntax can all obscure a passage. Like modern writers, early writers began with a set of assumptions—how to hold the hook, which feather to use, where to wrap the silk. Before the tying vise, a tyer held the hook, sometimes inverted or reversed, for the application of materials. Sometimes certain words baffle or mislead the reader. Moreover, a text may even defy textual explication. Middle English words may look like modern English words, but they sounded differently and often had entirely different meanings. All of this challenges clarity. Early tying directions will always be contentious and challenged. The fewer the facts, the stronger the opinions. Furthermore, different books often share the same popular engravings. As we shall see, it may be possible to use contemporary and later writers to help us understand a particular passage. Often, though, directions will remain obscure. In the middle of the nineteenth century, James Rennie noted, “Since the time of Cotton, minute directions are given in most of the angling books how to make artificial flies; but the greater part of these are not very intelligible.”

The following patterns, selected for their novel approaches and procedures, offer considerable insight to the antique tyer. The following patterns do not create a history of fly tying: they only trace a few tying tactics of some early writers. In most cases, there is scant information about feather selection, hackle wraps, and pattern proportions. Many assumptions (hopefully plausible ones) emerge in order to illustrate a tying maneuver. Though some phrases and passages offer numerous interpretations, only one must be chosen. Remember that the explication of a passage can present several, plausible interpretations. Our only hope in understanding an early text is a cautious, critical, and thoughtful reading.

Orthographic Note: Though later, augmented editions are often used, the author’s first edition—as dated in Westwood and Satchell’s Bibliotheca Piscatoria—creates the following chronology. For the specific source date and text, consult the bibliography. Generally, orthography normalizes only where confusion would occur. The letter “s” (known as the long-s) appears as is in the text. The “s” also appears with little or no crossbar, “s.” The “ϖ” (the “thorn”) and “ð” (the “crossed-d or “eth”) may normalize to “th.” The “ϖ” and the “ð” are used arbitrarily for both the voiced and unvoiced “th.” Some manuscripts mix them without apparent system. In fifteenth-century handwriting, the thorn (the ϖ) was formed much like the y, so that early French printers (who never had the ϖ) in England naturally used the y for the ϖ. This “open thorn”—always the “th” sound—formed much like a y or y and was extant as late as the nineteenth century. Thus, ye and yt become the and that. Ye Olde was always the olde. Eventually the digraph th replaced the “open thorn” y. The ð (the “yogh”), a modification of the Roman g, is a y sound in most words, though sometimes a gh sound. The term yogh [jox]—here in the International Phonetic Alphabet—exemplifies both sound values. Essentially, I have avoided normalization and emendation of the text. Each text has a distinctive voice. Unless normalized, capitalization and orthography appear as in the original text. Definitions of some salient terms appear within the text.

Claudius Aelianus (Aelian)

De Natura Animalium (circa 200 A.D.)

The story of fly tying begins with Claudius Aelianus’ De Natura Animalium, Book XV, Section 1. Aelianus, known as “the Sophist,” was a teacher of rhetoric in Rome during the second century A.D. His surviving work includes De Natura Animalium, a copious collection of curiosities of life. Aelianus offers no tying directions. For Aelianus, who had heard the tale, was neither angler nor tyer. The artificial fly was only one of nature’s novelties. Fly fishing certainly existed before Aelianus. Martial (Marcus Valerius Martialis), the Roman epigrammatist, mentioned “fraudful flies” in a famous couplet a century and a half before Aelianus. Martial was, however, only a prologue of what would come.

John Waller Hills, in A History of Fly Fishing for Trout, quickly dismissed the brief Aelianus entry as “interesting rather than important.” To Hills, Aelianus stood detached from fly-fishing history by a thousand-year lacuna. Hills, instead, began the history of fly fishing with The Treatyse of Fysshynge Wyth an Angle (1496).

Yet, Aelianus did offer rare insight into early angling. He informed the reader that his information was hearsay—“I have heard and can tell of a way of catching fish in Macedonia, and it is this.” Historians have used this as rationale for his presumed vagueness of insect and the imitation. Aelianus’ entry is, however, essentially complete, though blurred.

Conrad Voss Bark, in A History of Flyfishing, believes that “Aelian flounders when he tries to describe the fly.” Actually, the insect description is specific, though scattered. “Now these fish feed upon flies of the country which flit about the river and which are quite unlike flies elsewhere; they do not look like wasps, nor could one fairly describe this creature as comparable in shape with what is called Anthedomes (bumble-bee), nor even with actual honey-bees, although they possess a distinctive feature of each of the aforesaid insects. Thus, they have the audacity of the fly; you might say they are the size of the bumble-bee, but their colour imitates that of a wasp, and they buzz like honey-bee. All the natives call them Hipporus.” This wobbly specificity obscures the passage.

Aelianus, as rhetorician, presented Hipporus (or Hippouros) according to the three elements of classical definition: the defiens, the genus, and the differentia. The defiens is the word or term to be defined. The genus is the group to which the defiens belongs, and the differentia distinguishes the particular defiens from all other defiens in the same genus. Hipporus (defiens) is an insect (genus) with the size and shape of a bumblebee (differentia), the coloration of a wasp (differentia), and the sound of a honeybee (differentia). The similarities and differences define the insect. Though the Hipporus does not look like a wasp, bumblebee, or honeybee, it has “distinctive features” of each—it has the size of the bumblebee, the color of the wasp, and the buzz of the honeybee. Moreover, it is, presumably, a “hovering” fly that is either aquatic or frequents the water surface. Depending upon translation, the size varies from “midge” (Lambert and Schwiebert), to hornet (Badham, Westwood, and Satchell), to bumblebee (Scholfield). The ubiquitous “midge” may be any size insect, either terrestrial or aquatic. Frederic M. Halford called the large black drake a Spent Gnat. J. R. Adams, in Aelian on Fly Fishing, notes, “The natural is a large fly, and is probably closer to a hornet than a midge in size. According to Radcliffe, the smallest hook in the Greek-Roman collection at the British Museum measures over one-quarter inch at the bend, or about a size 10 or 11.”

If the insects were touched, “they lose their natural colour, their wings wither, and they become unfit food for fish.” This description seems to suggest a mayfly or other fragile aquatic insect. Tough-bodied terrestrials as well as caddis and stoneflies do not wither readily. The pattern, according to Andrew Herd, does not represent the Hipporus. Herd, in The Fly, notes the critical conundrum: The insect described (a yellow or yellow and black body) does not match the pattern described (a red body). However, without the specific identity of the insect, we really have no established color. We do not know the color of Aelianus’ “wasp.” Though historically unprecedented, perhaps this pattern may be more attractor than imitator. Furthermore, some patterns do not necessarily color-match the natural that they imitate. Even the Orange Quill, according to Skues, became the best imitation for the Blue-Winged Olive Spinner. In any case, if the Macedonian pattern is an attractor, then we can call it the Hipporus.

The Scholfield translation identifies the insect as a species of Stratiomys, the aquatic soldier fly. Some aquatic larvae feed upon algae, decaying plants, or aquatic microorganisms. The adult, a moderately large diptera often brightly colored, routinely frequents flowers. Many species are wasplike and brightly colored. In some genera, like the Ptecticus, the abdomen is elongated and wasplike. Most are dark with or without lighter markings; some species are yellowish.

The Hipporus also has been identified as a mayfly. Latin marginalia to a Greek-Latin Aelianus text notes that the insect is the genus “Ephemeri Linnaean.” Additionally, the large Palingenia longicauda and Siphlonurus ssp. are both candidates. The Palingenia has a deep lemon-yellow body with black stripes. The Siphlonurus croaticus dun (both sexes) has a light yellow-olive body with dark brown bands. Dr. Ivan Tomka, an authority on European entomology, suggests another nominee, the Oligoneuriella rhenana; the female body and egg sack have a distinct pinkish hue, perchance suggesting a crimson body. There is, of course, no definitive identification of the Hipporus.
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Family Stratiomyidae




They fasten red (crimson red) wool around a hook, and fix onto the wool two feathers which grow under a cock’s wattles, and which in color are like wax.



Aelianus’ Macedonian Pattern (Conjectural)

The body color depends on the translation. The color ranges from purple (Badham), crimson (Lambert), scarlet (Westwood and Satchell), scarlet-red (Scholfield), to “ruby-colored” (Schwiebert). Radcliff favored the Lambert translation. Schwiebert alone wraps the feathers as hackles: “The fisherfolk wrap ruby-colored wool about their hooks, and wind about this wool two feathers….” A “wind about” is not a “fix onto.” It is unclear how the two hackles were mounted. It seems more probable that the two hackles were wings, suggesting a diptera. A double-hackle palmer seems less plausible. The mystery continues.
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1. Mount thread and attach horsehair to hook shank.
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2. Wrap body forward.
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3. Secure wings and whip head.



Though traditionally reserved for bundled wings, the reverse-wing mount, an early winging method, would invariably result in twisted hackle wings. Though the preceding thread-work is traditional, this pattern, like many early ones, may have finished at the shank bend, not the head. It is also possible that a fine wool yarn served as both thread and body. No mention is made of ribbing. Though we know not how the pattern was tied two millennia past, we can make a studied suggestion.

The Treatyse of Fysshynge Wyth an Angle (1496)

Text based on An Older Form of the Treatyse of Fysshynge Wyth an Angle, Circa 1450, Printed By W. Satchell & Co., 1883

The Treatyse, author undocumented, is a practical textbook. It contains directions for rod, line, and hook making. Lacking reels, the rod was “tight-lined”; a small loop attached the twisted horsehair line to the rod tip. The butt section, hollowed for lightness, stored the other sections. Six hairs bound the rod sections together and ended in a loop to accept the horsehair line. Cork floats and lead weights, all illustrated, determined the drift. Detailed instructions turn needles into barbed hooks, and a dozen fly patterns offer only a trace of tying instructions.

The Treatyse lists twelve patterns: the donne flye (March), another donne flye (March), the stone flye (April), the ruddy flye (May), the yelow flye (May), the blacke louper (May), the donne cutte (June), the maure flye (June), the tandy flye (June), the waspe flye (July), the shell flye (July), and the drake flye (August). The Treatyse offers few tying directions, notably “Lappid abowte wyth.” It lists the materials for the various body parts but little else. It may be advantageous to search later writers—like Barker, Cotton, and Venables—for possible clues. In this regard, John McDonald’s The Origins of Angling presents a remarkable study of the Treatyse patterns based on the later writers. Any Treatyse student should consult both The Origins of Angling and The Book of Saint Albans (Abercrombie & Fitch, 1966) with Joseph Haslewood’s literary research. I present here only the possible tying sequence for three representative patterns: the Stonefly, Shell Fly, and Tandy Fly. These patterns generally appear as simple wraps.

The Treatyse Stonefly (Conjectural)


The stone flye. the body of blacke wull: & yelowe vnder the wynge. & vnder the tayle & the wynges of the drake.



In general form and color, this is still a recognizable pattern. Its legacy continues in such patterns as the Montana Stonefly Nymph.
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The Stonefly



The Treatyse Shell Fly (Conjectural)


The shell flye at saynt Thomas daye. the body of grene wull & lappyd abowte with the herle of the pecoks tayle: wynges of the bosarde.



The Shell Fly may imitate a caddis, the green rock worm larvae (genus Rhyacophila). Certainly, the herl suggests the severely segmented abdomen. Perhaps the dark wings indicate an emerging green or olive caddis.

The Treatyse Tandy Fly (Conjectural)


The tandy flye at saynt Wyllyams daye. The body of tandy wull & the wynges contrary eyther ayenst other of the whites mayle of pe wylde drake.
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The Shell Fly
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The Tandy Fly



The Tandy Fly appears down through time as a large drake, a mayfly. Even today, we would recognize this pattern and its natural, such as Green Drake, Yellow Drake, or Gray Drake. Such whole-feather wings were unprecedented in tying history and continue to the present.

Wing posture, body length, and basic proportions of the Treatyse patterns are unknown. Reverse winging—a later technique described by Basurto, Barker, Walton, and Venables—creates a moderately erect wing, but there is no indication of the Treatyse winging method. Basurto’s Dialogo (1539), close in time to the Treatyse, seems to suggest that the reverse wing may be more common than once recognized. The Dialogo, less than half a century after the Treatyse, presents explicit directions for mounting reverse wings. Mount the wings “so that the feathers go toward the line” and then fold “the feathers back towards the hook.” Even the Older Form of the Treatyse, also known as the Denison text, is within a century of Basurto. It is reasonably conceivable, then, that the reverse wing—a strong and simple method—could have spanned the time and distance between the Treatyse and the Dialogo, but we do not know. Though these patterns will always remain controversial, illustrations demand conclusions.

Furthermore, the specific wing feather is unknown. The “wynges of the drake” could either be body (contour) feathers or wing slips. The “whites mayle of pe wylde drake” is somewhat more specific. The term “mayle” (mayle or mail) is the barred or finely etched breast feather, suggesting chain mail. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the term appears as early as 1486. Thomas Satchell’s glossary, in An Older Form of The Treatyse of Fysshynge Wyth an Angle, defines mayle: “Speckled feathers; the Latin macula became maille in Old French.” Were complete feathers mounted or only barb panels? Were the panels rolled or flat? Were they reversed or down? Though speculation is rampant, the text is silent.

Fernando Basurto

Dialogo (1539)

Richard C. Hoffmann’s Fishers’ Craft & Lettered Art (1997) presents facsimiles, translations, and prodigious scholarship on the three oldest European angling tracts: The Heidelberg Booklet (Heidelberg, 1493), The Tegernsee Fishing Advice (Bavaria, c. 1500) and the graphically entitled Dialogue between a Hunter and Fisher (Spain, 1539). The Dialogue or Dialogo (Dialogo que agora se hazia…) contains “The Little Treatise on Fishing” (“El Tratadico de la Pesca”), the oldest known Spanish text on angling. The Dialogo—translated by Adrian Shubert, Thomas V. Cohen, and Richard C. Hoffmann—includes extensive analysis by Hoffmann. According to Hoffmann, “Basurto lays out the tying process and the way the feathers are presented to the fish more fully and explicitly than is done in other known early texts.”

Angling equipment, standard for the late Middle Ages, includes a jointed, wooden rod with a whalebone tip. The fishing line ranges from two hairs for small bait to six strands for the artificial fly. Lead weights or floats (the vela or “sail”) sink or drift the bait.

A cogent and engaging debate between a Hunter (a young noble) and a Fisher (an aged commoner) forms the social framework of the Dialogo. In this text, the artificial fly is merely one tactical technique among several, including angling with algae, yeast, bread, baitfish, figs, grapes, cheese, ants, shrimp, and maggots. “The feather goes on the hook this way” introduces our earliest known tying instructions. Although the Treatyse contains phrases like the wynges contrary eyther ayenst other (the wings contrary either against other) and lappyd abowte (lapped about), the Dialogo offers some intriguing, explicit tying comments.

At the end of the debate, the noble Hunter presents the Fisher with a doubloon for his tutelage and missed sport during the debate. The Hunter asks for more information on angling with the promise of “another greater goodness” for the Fisher. They arrange to meet the next day. As the Fisher parts, he replies: “And with this I go, because night is coming on, and also so that I have enough time to write the little treatise, which I will make so complete that it will be of service to the man, and even draw many to take up this activity.” At the end, the Hunter offers the Fisher a strange reward: the Fisher must leave the river and enjoy a comfortable pension. The Fisher, however, demands that he must fish: “Because if I did not fish, death would fish me.” The Hunter allows the emendation and the Fisher accepts the Hunter’s home and pension.

The “Tratadico de la Pesca” begins with listing various baits and methods for sea and stream. There is even a curious white butterfly with four horns, a bait for barbel and trout, that floats “on the top of the water because the trout catch them flying.” At night, a burning candle placed above a black cape harvests the insects for bait. Basurto then turned his attention to the artificial fly.

Basurto described a specific tying method, rather than a list of patterns. He did add, though, dark and light feather variations for different waters. Without proper knowledge of the hook, the feathers, and the proportions, pattern reconstruction is speculative.


The feather of the capon or duck or of another bird called a ‘buñal’ [unidentified bird] is a very excellent bait for trout in the months of April, May, June, July and August. But note that the feather by itself is worth nothing if it is not tied to the body of some flies made of the same colour of silk, at times yellow, at times brown, and at other times black, because these are the colours of the same flies that the trout eat in the streams evening and morning. And you should know that in different months there run different flies in the streams. And to find out, in those rivers which have trout, you must put yourself by the stream and look at the colour of the fly that flies there and take it alive. If you do it right, you will be able to take all the trout in the stream.



Different insects hatch at different times. Therefore, the angler, following a basic imitative theory, must match both the tying silk and feather to the (live) insect colors (yellow, brown, and black). The angler who matches the hatch takes “all the trout in the stream.”


The feather goes on the hook this way. With the line on the hook, white and twisted of only six hairs, and the hook of half a turn well tempered, take some few of the feathers, and from the fastening place of the hook put them so that the feathers go toward the line, and attach them beginning from almost the bend of the hook as far as the spade end. And when the attachment gets that far, turn the feathers back towards the hook in such way that they hide it all the way to the end of the point. Then make the head of the fly of black silk, at the head of the feather next to the spade. And then make the body of black silk. And put on the top yellow silk which is like a little ladder, because the body should show under the feather.
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Basurto hackle-wing mount: stripped stems would create a slender underbody, conjectural.
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The Basurto pattern with body showing beneath over-wings, conjectural.
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The Basurto pattern with sheathed feathers, conjectural. The body, however, does not “show under the feather.” Oddly enough, the word “feather” here is singular.
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The Basurto pattern with cocked wings, conjectural.




[image: image]

The Basurto pattern with plump body and large head, conjectural. There is no reason to believe that the Basurto pattern was as chubby as the traditional Pallareta. This Spanish pattern has a varnished, straw-yellow silk body with black silk ribbing and steel-gray (indio acerado) overhackle which covers the top and the sides of the body.



Six twisted hairs create prudent line strength and casting mass for most trout fishing. The white hairs are probably horsehairs and not, as the Fisher claims with burlesque, “the white hairs that Delilah cut from Samson.” The hook—“half a turn well tempered”—may indicate that the spear and point lie parallel to the hook shank, rather than a specific bend, such as the semicircular “perfect.” Except for “well tempered” strength, the foggy phrase reveals little about the hook design, size, or length. Is this a streamer pattern? Was the hook long? The black and yellow coloration might suggest a stonefly rather than a feathered streamer, but other readings are possible. The Treatyse Stonefly has similar coloration: the body of blacke wull: & yelowe vnder the wynge & vnder the tayle. The Treatyse Stonefly wings may have been mallard quill panels. There is no indication that Basurto’s feathers were anything other than full feathers. If the feathers were full hackles, they were probably webby, wide, and triangular, not the modern narrow, stiff, genetic feathers we know. Do the feathers touch or rest on the body or are they above and over the body? The final feather position is enigmatic. This is due to two (apparently) incongruous statements:


  1. “turn the feathers back towards the hook in such way that they hide it [the hook] all the way to the end of the point”

  2. “the body should show under the feather”



In brief, if the feathers turn back toward the hook point, then the body will not show under (beneath) the feathers. Moreover, reverse “wings” usually “cock back” above the body; without excessive wraps, it is difficult to “droop” the feathers beneath the body or to flatten the feathers above the body.

The Basurto feathers certainly are not erect wings. Nor do they appear to be feathers drooping beneath the hook shank. If the feathers drooped beneath the shank to the point, then the body would not show “under” (below?) the feathers. The feathers may extend as far back as the point, rather than toward the point. Are these directions for feather length rather than feather position? Should the feathers “hide” the hook (conceal the body?) as far back as the hook point? The manuscript word esco-da- translates as “hide.” The word appears in Modern Spanish as esconder, (to) hide. The meaning may be vague. Does this mean to enclose the point or the total hook with “some few feathers”? If the term esconder translates to screen, to mask, to shade, then the directions might indicate that the feather lies over or above the body. In this manner, the body would then show beneath or under the feathers as the text indicates.

A close reading merely compounds the questions. We know neither the direction nor the spacing of the ribbing. Furthermore, how many are “some few of the feathers”? Moreover, why the cautionary note concerning the body showing beneath the feather? Would too many feathers conceal the body? If the feathers bend back before building the body, do they hug or encircle the body? It is difficult to wrap the body after the wings bend back. Reversed wings often stand about 45° to 60° off the body. This would allow body-building space. Are these feathers even wings? If they extend to the hook point, how then do they hide the hook and how then does the body show beneath the feathers? Is the yellow silk “on the top” spiraled ribbing? The text omits crucial details. Selecting materials and determining proportions require choices. Some doubtful choices must be accepted when wrapping this pattern.


A feather dark in colour is good for very clear water in the mornings. A feather very light in colour is good for somewhat murky water in the evenings and for the mornings, too. With the feather one must fish, as I said, in swift streams without lead and without float but with the feather alone, throwing down the stream and going up the stream with reasonable speed so that the feather goes along the top of the water to the upper part of the stream, for in such a manner the trout eat real flies and so we fool them with artificial ones.



Basurto recommended contrast—dark feathers for clear water and white feathers for murky water. This is more than the downstream, wet-fly swing and retrieve. Here, the fly travels upstream with reasonable (?) speed in swift flow. The pattern neither emerges slowly nor scrapes along the surface like a skittering caddis. Apparently, this is an active, subsurface draw against a current.

The Dialogo, more morality play than tying manual, is a rich puzzle. The brief “Tratadico” presents tying directions for reversed wings, body colors, and possibly even feather proportions. The sum of the directions, however, fails to create a precise portrait. No matter, the “Tratadico” does present a charming, painterly sketch of early tying.

J. D. (John Dennys)

The Secrets of Angling (1613)

Although Walton attributed The Secrets of Angling to a John Davors, the authorship is now ascribed to John Dennys. This didactic poem of 150 stanzas reveals important information on early seventeenth-century angling. In the 1620 edition, edited by William Lauson (or Lawson), a famous footnote contains a woodcut of a “water-flie” (apparently the first fly illustration in tying history) and its description.

Lauson’s marginalia, which first mentions the whalebone rod tip and fly casting, erroneously asserts that the water fly, a “May flie,” is “bred of the cod-bait [caddis].” Lauson’s description fails, fundamentally, to match the woodcut.


… you must change his colour every moneth, beginning with dark white, and so grow to a yellow, the forme cannot so well be put on a paper, as it may be taught by slight; yet it well be like this forme.
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Title page of The Secrets of Angling
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The Secrets of Angling water-flie woodcut


The head is of black silk or haire, the wings of a feather of a mallart, teele, or pickled [speckled] hen-wing. The body of Crewell according to the moneth for colour, and run about with a black haire; all fastened at the taile, with the thread that fastened the hooke you must fish in….



The Water Fly (Highly Conjectural)

“All fastened at the taile” may refer to the terminal whip-finish rather than the initial mounting point of the materials. The black silk or horsehair head is bulky; this might indicate that the pattern finishes forward. Though the description makes no mention of tail material, the woodcut does depict a sparsely branched tail, somewhat like a splayed hackle tip. The “taile,” however, may be either an actual tail, as depicted in the woodcut, or a specific shank position. Black horsehair “runs about” to rib the crewel body. The crewel—a tightly twisted, worsted, wool yarn with long, parallel fibers—was probably spiraled down the shank rather than dubbed on a thread. The soft wing materials—mallard, teal, or speckled-hen barbs—can be rolled and mounted. Harry Ranger, a master English tyer, believed that the wings were barbs from a mallard’s mottled, bronze body feather. Although the woodcut depicts a panel (or feather) for wings, the text seems to suggest rolled and bundled barbs: ‘the wings [plural] of a feather [singular].” The woodcut shows delta wings and a body extending only as far back as the hook point. Both the woodcut and the text suggest dipterans. Therefore, mount the wings either delta (woodcut) or reversed and divided, approximately body length (woodcut). These highly conjectural illustrations borrow from both sources.

The antennae, the eyes, the undershank wing mount and the tail may be more the artist than the tyer. In the woodcut, the tail resembles a hackle tip with most barbs removed: the stem and splayed barbs forming the tail. Small, stiff body feathers can create a realistic tail in this manner. To a significant extent, either the woodcut or the text defines the pattern. Perhaps our primary authority should be the text rather than the woodcut.


[image: image]

1. After attaching the line link and horsehair ribbing, secure crewel above hook point (see woodcut). For a tailed pattern, mount the tail stem first along the shank.




[image: image]

2. Omit the tail (not mentioned in the text) if desired. After attaching the line link and horsehair ribbing, secure the crewel above the hook point. Advance the thread, then spin and spiral crewel forward. Rib with horsehair.
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3. Complete the pattern with wings and a full head of black silk or horsehair. Whip and trim excess.



Juan de Bergara

El Manuscrito de Astorga (1624)

The Astorga manuscript appeared in 1624, over fifty years before Charles Cotton’s fly-fishing contribution to The Compleat Angler. A fire allegedly destroyed the original Astorga manuscript housed in Generalissimo Francisco Franco’s library. The manscript presents a detailed list of forty-seven fly dressings. Although the ascribed author is Juan de Bergara (so indicated on the first manuscript page), Richard C. Hoffmann, in The American Fly-Fisher magazine (“The Mysterious Manuscript of Astorga,” Fall 1990, Volume 16, Number 3), identifies two manuscript hands.

There are some salient observations on feather color, feather type, and sequential feather mounts. According to a “Spanish expert” in Preben Torp Jacobsen’s El Manuscrito de Astorga text (modern reprint, 1984), it may also include a possible reference to the spent spinners that “fall as if dead on the water” (Section 23) and the “buzzers” (Zumbones, zumbar=to buzz or drone, Section 22). One pattern, the Salticas, has a “Body of dark silver silk; orange-yellow side edges; orange colored ribbing and light silk.” Apparently, the orange and light silks twist or spin together (again, “the Spanish experts”) for “kaleidoscopic” ribbing. Silk and linen fly bodies have stacked or “facing” hackles: “a strong blue dun negrisco hackle underneath; over the latter two pardo hackles with the blackest fibres and most marbled patterns.” (Section 22) Directions also include hackle orientation: “a blue dun negrisco [hackle], the [second] hackle [tied] on the wrong side and the other [hackle] the right side out, as the first [hackle] [should be tied].” (Section 26) This latter detail, even with disputed meanings, is a remarkable entry for an early seventeenth-century tying text.

Though the evidence is inconclusive, there are two references that Erling Kirkegaard believes might suggest that some patterns are dry. First is the salient Section 15 passage:







	In March
	This month provides great sport for rod-fishing because it is springtime and the zephyr and (the) “favonio” blow and the waters become warmer.



	 



	 
	They have two short-barbed crane-coloured negrisco (hackles), if one can get them. Body of light green linen. As for the ribbing thread, let the angler see to it that it comes from the same linen.



	 



	 
	They are deadly in calm weather.




In Section 15, the reference to rod fishing is similar to blow-line dapping or the reel-less tralla. The tralla or “whip cracker” or “whip-rod,” much like the loop-rod, relied upon the light spring winds (the “zephyr and the favonio” or “pleasant breeze”) for dapping. A footnote on this passage defines the rod as “a very long stick from an ash-tree or a similar tree, with which the bank-owners used to fly-fish.” Kirkegaard believes that this passage indicates the emergence of dry-fly fishing—a rod, spring, mild breeze, and warm water.

The second reference to the dry fly, according to Kirkegaard, appears in Section 19 (and elsewhere) with the references to “dos vueltas de” (two turns of) hackle. Kirkegaard believes this may imply radiating hackle (that is, dry-fly wraps) rather than the traditional, León stacked barbs. Hoffmann, however, does not regard the breezy weather and feather “turns” as dry-fly evidence. Until further research, Hoffmann cautions, “The Astorga manuscript gives (only) patterns for flies, and merely implies an imitative rationale for them.”

Thomas Barker’s Winged Palmer

The Art of Angling (1651)

As far as we know, Thomas Barker was the first. Although Fernando Basurto’s Dialogo (1539) offers, in Spanish, the first fly-tying instructions, the first complete English instructions appear in Thomas Barker’s The Art of Angling (1651), published 155 years after the Treatyse and two years before Sir Izaak Walton’s Compleat Angler. The Treatyse lists a dozen fly patterns, their materials and their months when used. However, there are no detailed tying instructions. There are, in fact, no extant tying directions before the Treatyse. There are only recipes—the list of ingredients that make the fly. Nearly 350 years ago, a seasoned chef listed ingredients and showed us how to prepare and mix them into a delectable dish.

Thomas Barker was in good company. Barker, a Cromwellian chef at an aristocratic London house in Westminster, went down to the Thames to catch fish for “The Right Honorable Edward Lord Montague, Generall of the Navy, and one of the Lord Commissioners of the Treasury,” to whom his book is dedicated. Samuel Pepys, Lord Montague’s secretary, mentions angling “with a minikin, a gutt-string varnished over” in the spring of 1667. Silkworm gut was, as Pepys writes, “The secret that I like mightily.” This is during the same time when Walton and Cotton fished the Dove. Apparently, Pepys kept the secret well: Cotton made no mention of gut. Surely, the best, though unrecorded, conversations on angling came from Lord Montague’s table.

Barker was, as he states with charming modesty, “not a scholar,” but his prose is plain and precise. Moreover, his culinary skill reveals itself in his methodical approach to tying. Barker’s Art of Angling must have been a popular book, as nearly all later writers used his material. The work, only a few leaves long, was later enlarged and reprinted in 1657 under the title, Barker’s Delight. Certainly a “delight” when it came to succulent recipes—roast a trout stuffed with butter, herbs, and oysters, basted with a claret wine—or how to entertain your guests like the noble Gentleman of Shropshire. “The principal sport to take a Pike is to take a goose… take one of the Pike lines… tie under the left wing and over the right wing… turne the Goose off in a pond where Pikes are, there is no doubt of pleasure betwixt the Goose and the Pike.” When the pike snatches the bait, the goose becomes a reluctant, but spirited angler. Barker’s slender book contains more recipes than angling, but he does present descriptions that offer a passable portrait of mid-seventeenth-century angling.

Commercial hook making now enters center stage. Although Lauson in 1620 still made his hooks, Dennys apparently bought his hooks as early as 1600. For the best hooks, Barker now recommended a visit to Charles Kirby in Mill Yard. Like today, quality hooks probably encouraged quality tying. For fishing tackle, Barker also encouraged a visit to “Oliver Fletcher at the west end of Paul’s, at the sign of the three Trouts.” The demand for hooks and rods firmly established the tackle trade by 1650. Even so, parsimonious country anglers probably made much of their own tackle.

Barker, greatly admired by Walton, provided his friend information for the first edition of The Compleat Angler, an angling Arcadia published two years after Barker’s own first edition. It was not until the fifth edition of The Compleat Angler (1676) that Charles Cotton’s fly contribution formed Part II.

With sincere modesty, Barker shared his fifty years of experience. “Now to show you how to make flies: learn to make two Flies, and make all.” That is, if you learn to make these two fly patterns—the Palmer and the Mayfly—then you learn to make all fly patterns. Thus, the history of English tying begins with the Winged Palmer. The following 1820 text is a reprint of the 1657 edition.


We will begin to make the Palmer flye. You must arm your line on the in-side your hook,



Arm the blind hook by binding a length of horsehair line to the inside of the hook shank. According to John Waller Hills, silkworm gut was not mentioned until 1724 (in The Compleat Fisherman by James Saunder), and was hardly known until the second half of the eighteenth century. Robert Howlett’s Angler’s Sure Guide (1706) recommends “arming” (here meaning “to attach”) your hooks with “bowel-strings” or catgut. Catgut usually came from dried and twisted sheep intestine strands. A few wraps of silk around the shank tip (another meaning of “arming”) protects the hair from chafing against the hook. Continue overwrapping to secure the hair beneath the shank. Arming both attaches and protects the hair link. Tying vises appear later.


then take your sizzers and cut so much of the browne of the Mallards feather as in your owne reason shall make the wings, then lay the outermost part of the feather near the hook, and the point of the feather next toward the shank of the hook, so whip it three or four times about the hook with the same silk you armed the hook with, so make your silk fast;



After arming the hook, select and cut the wings. The specific feather (hen or drake) is not identified. It may be bundled barbs (feather fibers), a feather point, or a contour feather from a mallard hen. Bundled barbs appear as the earliest winging method. The brown speckled wing feather and various small wing feathers may have been used. The drake’s bronze feather created wings for decades. These finely etched feathers deepen to a rich, chestnut-brown margin. And they are excellent candidates for a barb cluster, as the passage reads “cut so much” of the feather (singular) to make the wings (plural).
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1. Invert hook to attach line link. Note the shank-tip wraps (the arming) that protect the horsehair line.
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2. Mount mallard barb wings.
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3. Mount the hackle, body, and ribbing.
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4. Barker’s Winged Palmer.



The only problem arises from the phrase “outermost part of the feather.” This may infer that a single feather tip creates the wing. The phrase may also be a reference to mounting orientation; that is, the top or tip of the feather positioned next to the hook. The “point of the feather” may be, perhaps, the tip section removed from a single feather, that is, the tip or “point” of a feather. We still use the term “point” to describe hackle-point wings. If this were the case, then “the outermost part of the feather” makes sense. A single feather, unlike a barb bundle, has an “outermost part.”

We stay with a barb bundle if “the outermost part” is the feather margin, “outermost” from the stem. It seems likely that this is the proper reading as the margin of a bronze mallard feather is the deepest and richest color area. Charles Cotton, a contemporary, used the phrase “grew uppermost” to suggest the convex or outer surface of the feather. No matter, variant readings only continue the mystery. Later in the tying directions, you will, with “a needle or pin,” “part the wings in two.” Surely, this argues a barb bundle, divided and bent back. Therefore, the bronze mallard drake feather appears the likely nominee.

Tightly coil the hook line to open tying space. Select a bronze mallard flank feather (or preferred feather) and clip out the bronze barb section. Align the barb tips by rotating and caressing the barbs into compliance. Stack the barbs to make a wing bundle. Next, mount the wing bundle on top at the front of the shank, tips pointing away from the bend. Early tyers probably quickly discovered that the reverse-wing mount created durable wings that cocked well and resisted casting force. Reverse wings were common in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Though Barker did not give the rationale for the reverse wing, Robert Venables, in The Experienced Angler (1662) did: Venables found that soft, flat wings folded around the bend when caught by the current. He argued, “If you set the point of the wings backwards, toward the bending of the hook, the stream, if the feathers be gentle as they ought, will fold the points of the wings in the bending of the hook, as I have often found by experience.”


then you must take the hackle of a cock or capon, or a plovers top which is the best; take off the one side of the feather, then take the hackle, silk, or cruell, gold or silver thred, make all fast at the bent of the hook,



After mounting the wings, wrap the silk toward the hook bend. Mount, near the hook bend, “hackle, silk, or cruell, gold or silver thred.” Hackle and “cruell” colors, which should match the natural, are not mentioned. “Cruell” (crewel) is merely a common, finely twisted, long-fibered wool yarn. Before mounting the hackle, Barker instructed us to “take off one side of the feather.” Strip the barbs by holding the tip and yanking down, a few barbs each time. Barker offered no explanation for stripping. A stripped hackle creates a delicate and sparse palmer.


then begin to work with the cruell, and silver thred, work it up to the wings, every bout shifting your fingers and making a stop, then the cruell and silver will fall right, then make fast,



It appears that Barker wraps the crewel and the silver thread (body and ribbing) at the same time, changing finger positions to keep them parallel and flat so that the “cruell and silver will fall right.” However, this reading does not necessarily preclude wrapping one after the other, that is, the body then the ribbing. After all, a singular pronoun appears in “work it up to the wings.” Perhaps, the “silver thred” is merely a forethought of what comes next. In any case, wrap the body forward and overwrap the ribbing. Make fast at the wing base and trim excess.


then work up the hackle to the same place, then make the hackle fast;



Then wrap the hackle forward to create a full palmer body. Tie off the hackle at the wing base and trim excess.


then you must take the hook betwixt your fingers and thumb in the left hand, with a needle or pin part the wings in two, so take the silk you have wrought with all this while, and whip once about the shank that falleth crosse betwixt the wings;



Divide the wings with a needle or pin. And whip about to “falleth crosse betwixt the wings.” That is, whip between the wings with figure eights to divide them. Finally,


than with your thumb you must turn the point of the feather towards the bent of the hook, then whip three or four times about the shank of the hook, so view the proportion.



To erect the wings, press them back toward the hook bend and take three or four wraps of silk and whip off. John Betts, a scholar of ancient tying, believes that such wings were more erect than folded sharply back. Certainly early engravings bear this out, and with only three or four silk wraps it would be difficult to force them back. Nearly all early patterns were finished at the bend or immediately behind the wings; however, the Winged Palmer, like a modern fly, was finished at the head.

Though Barker describes the Mayfly, the Hawthorn Fly, the Oak Fly and others, the Winged Palmer has pride of place, the first English pattern with complete tying directions. Remember, too, that this fly is nearly 350 years old. Winged Palmer engravings, perhaps akin to Barker’s pattern, appear in the frontispiece (patterns number 7 and 8) of Thomas Best’s A Concise Treatise on The Art of Angling (first edition, 1787). Pattern 7 (The Great Red Spinner) appears to have a quill wing; pattern 8 (The Wasp Fly), a rolled wing. Though we do not know Barker’s original proportions, Best’s engravings depict typically portly London ties.
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Modern Winged Palmer on The Book of Hours, fifteenth century.

[image: image]

Best’s Winged Palmer.

[image: image]

A modern wrap: Barker’s Winged Palmer.

Conrad Voss Bark, in A History of Flyfishing, suspects that Barker’s patterns “would be true wet flies and presented with a sinking line.” John Waller Hills, in A History of Fly Fishing for Trout, claimed, “Barker specially dressed his flies so that they floated near the top ….” Hills found evidence for this is in Barker’s poetry:


Once more, my good brother,

Ile speak in thy eare,

Hogs, red Cows, & Bears wooll,

To float best appear,

And so doth your fur,

If rightly it fall ….



With a fresh, fully-dressed Palmer and with only a link or two of a short line touching the water, it would be a simple drift “to float best” over a rising trout. Though wet horsehair line is remarkably buoyant, the sparse hackle and wool body would have hastened the sink. Depending upon hook weight, the Winged Palmer might drift just beneath the surface. Tyers and trout, in fact, may find Thomas Barker’s feathered cuisine truly savory.

Robert Venables

The Experienced Angler (1662)

Colonel Robert Venables is the curiously forgotten. Though he wrote about fly tying, he did not offer a salient list of fly patterns that would assure his place in history. His life is no less quixotic. In Ireland, he participated in the siege of Drogheda and the resulting Irish slaughter. In 1654, Cromwell fitted out an expeditionary fleet, under the command of Admiral Penn and Colonel Venables, to capture Hispaniola. Through poor planning, disease, and appalling execution, the ill-fated mission to the West Indies failed to take Hispaniola. By sheer chance, they did capture Jamaica. On his return to London, Venables was imprisoned, without trial, in the Tower. On his release, he returned to his homeland of Cheshire, and, during the Restoration, became governor of Cheshire Castle. W. H. Lawrie called Venables an “irascible Cromwellian.” Dr. George W. Bethune observed (in Walton’s Compleat Angler, 1847) that “It would seem that the brave, once most successful, but in the end unfortunate soldier found consolation in angling and writing upon his quiet pleasures.” Venables was a proud, petulant, and bitter man who wrote one of the great angling books.
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