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CHAPTER 1

Fly Pattern Simplicity

Individual trout patterns are almost all variations on a set of standard themes, called pattern styles. The traditional Catskill dry fly is an example. It has been varied endlessly by changing the materials or colors for tails, wings, hackles, and bodies. Each variation has its own name: Adams, Light Cahill, Royal Coachman, Blue-Winged Olive, and so on. But the basic shape of each Catskill style of dry is always the same. So are the steps with which you tie the materials onto the hook.

When you’ve learned to tie any fly in a style—for example, the Adams in the Catskill style—then you’ve learned to tie them all. If you think of trout flies in terms of styles, rather than viewing them as a vast scattering of individual patterns, each of which you must patiently—or impatiently—learn to tie, then both your tying and your trout fishing will be greatly simplified. You just need to learn to tie a few styles.

Within each pattern style, a single dressing is usually best known and defines the style. The Catskill drys have their roots on our shores in Theodore Gordon’s famous Quill Gordon, which had its own origins in hackled drys that Frederick Halford fished in the last century on British chalkstreams. The Adams is the most famous fly in the Catskill style today and is the most often used because it catches the most trout for the most fly fishers. The Elk Hair Caddis was the first and is now the most famous fly in the elk-hair style, which was invented by the great Montana guide Al Troth. His pattern has been varied both widely and effectively.

If you begin by tying and fishing the single most useful fly in each of a small range of fly styles, you’ll be armed with a varied and effective assortment of flies the next time you go fishing. At the same time, you’ll be prepared to tie useful variations of those styles when you encounter situations that call for them. Once you’ve learned to tie the Adams, when a size 16 Baetis mayfly hatch appears on your favorite trout stream, you’ll already know how to tie a Blue-Winged Olive to match it, because that fly is tied precisely like the Adams.
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The Adams is the core fly in the traditional Catskill style of dry flies.



By learning to tie the most important pattern in any fly style, and by being prepared to tie its variations, you can match all of the species in a given insect order. When you’ve mastered the hackled Catskill dry fly, you can tie a match for any rough-water mayfly species. When you go on to master a single fly in the Sparkle Dun style, you’ll be able to tie to a match for any smooth-water mayfly dun. Once you’ve learned to tie the standard Elk Hair Caddis, you can tie a size and color variation to match any caddis species anywhere in the world.

This applies to searching dry flies as well. When you learn to tie a Royal Wulff, you’ll be able to tie any Wulff variation. And it’s true for sunk flies as well as for those fished on top. If you can tie a Gold-Ribbed Hare’s Ear nymph, you can tie a Dave Whitlock’s Fox Squirrel Nymph just as easily. Tie one soft-hackle wet fly, traditional winged wet, or any other style, and you can tie them all. Learn to tie a standard Muddler Minnow, and it takes minor extension of what you’ve learned to tie the Black Marabou Muddler or any other variation.

I recommend at the outset that you buy two fly boxes, one with open compartments for dry flies, the other with foam inserts in both sides for rows of sunk flies: nymphs, wets, and streamers. Don’t buy awkward and outsize boxes, but do buy the largest that will fit comfortably in the pockets of whatever you use to carry your fishing gear—a vest, belt bag, chest pack, or creel.
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Some of the most useful dressings in the Catskill style include the Adams, Light Cahill, Royal Coachman, and Blue-Winged Olive.
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With careful fly selection built around the most important flies in each fly style—dry, wet, nymph, and streamer—you can carry just a couple of fly boxes but still catch trout anywhere in the world.



If you fill these two boxes with a somewhat disciplined array of fly styles, chosen for their coverage of a wide range of trout food forms, you’ll have a basic set of flies that prepare you to catch trout no matter where in the world you travel to fish. The same two fly boxes also assure your success over the widest range of fishing conditions on your own home waters.

If your flies are chosen right and you fish just a few times a year, these two boxes can contain all the flies you will ever need. After each trip, merely tie to replace what you’ve lost. You can always grab the boxes and go, knowing you’ll rarely arrive at a stream or lakeside without flies that will catch trout.

As you advance as a tier and fisher, these two boxes will still serve as the core of the complex and growing set of fly boxes that most experienced anglers accumulate. My two central fly boxes—one for drys, the other for sunk flies—are often all I take, whether traveling to fish distant waters or fishing my home waters. I know these two boxes contain all the flies I’ll need.

As you desire to tie more, I recommend that you build around the two core boxes with two sets of fly boxes. The first set of slightly smaller boxes includes a box for hatch-matching drys, another for nymphs based on specific naturals, a third for a wide variety of wet flies, and a fourth for streamers. The second set is for experimental flies. These boxes should be very small. Each holds just those flies, in a variety of styles, that you tie to fish over a specific hatch. I carry a box for the Baetis, or blue-winged olives, another for midges, and a third for the western march brown mayflies that hatch heavily on many of my home waters. Most of the flies in these experimental boxes are color and size variations of fly pattern styles listed in this book.

Even if your fly list is already complex, I recommend that you buy two large fly boxes and begin tying a disciplined core of flies to fill them. As you find tying time, fill specific boxes beyond them with hatch-matching drys, imitative nymphs, wet flies, and streamers. Tie into small experimental boxes as you encounter specific hatches repeatedly and discover the need for more than one pattern style to match them. When you tie by pattern style, you’ll find that your tying, your trout fishing—and perhaps even your life—become more peaceful and more productive.

Begin by tying the pattern in each style for which the tying steps are shown and described in this book. I’ve attempted to pick the most useful fly in each style. These few flies can form the core of your simplified fly list. With the resulting fly boxes, you have the right fly in most fishing situations. If you encounter a situation in which you do not, tie from the lists of variations.
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Always extract your information about trout flies from what you learn while trout fishing.



For each dressing listed, the most useful sizes are indicated by boldface type; those are the most common sizes of the natural trout food on which the pattern is based. I recommend that you tie those sizes first and that you tie at least a half dozen of each size. Never tie just two or three of any fly; you’ll lose the last one at the instant you discover it has magic against trout. Constructing a half dozen or even a full dozen of any fly also helps you master the steps it takes to tie it.

Your fishing assignment—no book about tying trout flies should be separated from trout fishing—is to tie a core set of flies that cover most trout-fishing situations and take that core of flies fishing. You will discover, as you spend time on the water, your own more central core of favorite flies—the ten to fifteen patterns that you wind up tying to your tippet most often because they catch fish for you almost every time you use them. You can never beat catching trout as a reason to tie a fly.


CHAPTER 2

Tools and Materials

To tie basic trout flies, you need a basic set of tying tools. You can buy these, along with hooks, threads, feathers, and other minor materials you’ll need to tie a few flies, in a kit. Most fly-tying kits, however, offer second-or third-rate gear to keep the cost low. The cheaper the kit, the less useful the tools and materials. It’s best to buy a few good tools at the outset. You may want to buy a medium-to good-grade kit to get started, however, and then replace the tools one at a time as your expertise increases. But be warned that you’ll encounter mild to major frustration using what comes in the kit, and over time you’ll replace every item in it with something better.

TOOLS

Vise

A trout-fly vise should have fine, adjustable jaws to securely hold small to medium-size hooks. It should open and close with a knob, lever, or spring-loaded handle that’s simple and quick to operate. The stem of the vise should be adjustable for height on a clamp model. Most pedestal models have fixed stems. They must be high enough to place the hook within easy sight and to leave room beneath to turn a thread bobbin around and around the hook.

A clamp vise is best if you are able to set up and tie in a relatively permanent location at a desk, bench, or table. Buy a pedestal model if you travel and want to tie on trips. The vise barrel can be fixed or rotary. A fixed vise holds the hook rigid, and you wrap materials around it. A rotary allows you to turn the hook and to feed materials onto it. I recommend a rotary, though I use it as a fixed. It allows you to reverse the hook, so you can view it from the opposite side, and to turn the hook upside down to tie something to the underside of the fly.

When you buy a vise, buy a materials clip with it, whether it’s a spring that goes around the barrel of the vise or a clip that fastens onto it. This holds materials out of the way until you need them.

Scissors

Your tying scissors should be sharp and have straight blades and fine points. The finger holes must be large enough to let you slip them up to the second joint of your ring finger. You’ll learn to tie with the scissors constantly in your tying hand. If the finger holes are too small, you’ll have to pick them up and set them down every time you cut something. That gets frustrating.

Bobbin and Threader

The bobbin is the most active fly-tying tool. You’ll use it for every turn of thread. Buy a good one, with strong legs that you can adjust for tension by bending them in or out. The barrel should be 1 to 2 inches long. I recommend a ceramic bobbin. If you tie a lot, buy four and keep them loaded with the most common colors of thread: black, olive, tan, and gray.

Avoid using a metal bobbin threader to load your thread. It will roughen the mouth of the barrel, which will then fray and cut your thread. The best bobbin threaders I’ve found are dental floss threaders.

Hackle Pliers

Simple metal hackle pliers work well. Be sure that they are large enough to accommodate the insertion of your index finger. Many have a plastic cover over one tip. Hackle pliers with metal-to-metal contact at the tips often cut hackle stems or break them off. Use fine emery cloth to round the sharp edges and end that problem.

Whip-Finish Tool

I recommend that you start tying with a good whip-finish tool. Later you might graduate to whip-finishing with your fingers, but the tool lets you learn quickly and well, and later gives you the option of the tool over the hand finish. It’s quicker to tie a whip finish without picking up the tool, but the tool allows slightly more precise placement of the knot and also reduces the number of times you break off the thread when snugging down the wraps. I prefer the Matarelli tool because it’s simple. Whatever brand you choose, you need to carefully follow the instructions that came with it.
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Basic tying tools include: medium and small hair stackers, vise, head cement, dubbing wax, needlenose pliers, hackle pliers, bobbin and threader, scissors, bodkin, and whip-finish tool. JIM SCHOLLMEYER



Dubbing Wax

At times you’ll need a sticky wax to hold fur or synthetic dubbing to your thread. I tie a lot of flymphs—rough, wingless wet flies—and fuzzy nymphs. I use wax so often that I tape the lid of my wax container upside down to the stem of my vise. I can lift the tube out, apply wax to the thread, and reinsert the container into its lid. This keeps the wax clean and reduces clutter on my tying bench. Beeswax also works well. Whatever wax you use, smell it before you buy it. You’ll use wax most often on sunk flies. If the wax’s odor repels trout, you’ll always wonder why your luck stinks.

Pliers

Keep a pair of needlenose pliers on your tying bench to debarb hooks before you tie flies on them. If you debarb after you tie, you’ll sometimes break a hook and waste all your fly-tying effort.

Hair Stacker

When you cut most hairs—deer, elk, calf, or moose—from the hide, the tips will be uneven and you’ll need a hair stacker to align them. You clean all the fuzzy under-fur from the butts, place the hair in the stacker barrel, and tap the base on your table a few times. Remove the barrel, and there the tips are, magically even. Begin with a medium-size stacker. Later, as you tie increasingly smaller flies, add a smaller stacker for use on hairs for Compara-duns and other small hatch-matching flies.

Head Cement

One whip finish and a drop of head cement is still the standard way to secure the head of a trout fly. Many tiers, including me, use two whip finishes and dispense with the cement. Head cement is sometimes used on the body of a fly to prevent materials from being cut by the teeth of trout. Whenever you cement the head of a fly, wick any excess out of the eye before it sets by running a hackle tip or stem through the eye. Keep your cement bottle lidded to prevent evaporation and hardening.

Waterproof Pens

Patterns often call for materials that nature fails to provide. For example, many dressings call for grizzly hackle dyed gold or olive. You can purchase an entire dyed neck for $75, or you can buy a $2 marking pen and color the few feathers you need. Get waterproof pens in gold, green, brown, orange, black, and any other required colors.

Waste Container

I keep an old coffee mug on my tying bench to hold waste. Better systems include a frame that suspends an open bag beneath the vise and a special lap waste catcher. With one of these, you can cut things away and not worry about where they fall. That saves the time it takes to deposit each bit of excess into the waste container, but for some reason that doesn’t seem to bother me.

Bodkin

A bodkin is simply a needle fixed in a stick of wood. It’s useful for applying head cement and also for picking out dubbing to make it rougher after you wrap it onto the hook. You’ll find a hundred little uses for a bodkin and should always have one handy on the bench.

Light

A good light is one of the most important tools in any tying setup. It should be bright, shielded to keep the light out of your eyes, and adjustable. I use a 100-watt bulb in a student lamp with a metal arm. The light is lowered over the fly in the vise, directed onto the fly and away from my eyes.

WORK AREA

I tie at a desk with three drawers down each side. One top drawer holds rooster and hen hackle necks, the other tools and hooks that I use almost constantly, kept in open trays. The second level of drawers contains various hairs on one side, feathers on the other. The bottom two drawers hold excess materials that I use less often. Tupperware containers on the desk, always within easy reach, hold various body materials, paired wings, furs, and threads.
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Tying area of the author’s fly-tying bench.



One of the most useful storage units I’ve found recently is a 42-inch-tall Mini-Chest of plastic drawers on wheels. You could easily store a modest trout-tying outfit in one of these. Roll it up to a table, set up the vise, and tie flies. When finished, pack it up and roll it back into a corner. You’ll rarely get scolded for clutter.

Whatever type of tyng area you use, cover the surface behind the vise with a sheet of light green artist’s mat board. It’s easy on the eyes and provides an uncluttered background behind the fly. Keep that area clear of tools, materials, coffee cups, and anything else that might get in the way of the work you’re doing and make it more difficult to focus.

MATERIALS

Hooks

Hook Sizes. Hooks in the range of sizes used for trout flies get smaller as their numbers get larger—from size 2, the largest, down to size 28, which is tiny. Only even-numbered hooks are used in today’s standard numbering system, though it’s possible to buy some hooks in odd-numbered sizes from 13 to 19.

You’ll tie streamers and rare nymphs on large size 2 and 4 hooks. Most big trout flies are tied on size 6, 8, and 10 hooks. The average range of dry, nymph, and wet flies are tied on size 12, 14, and 16 hooks, because that’s the size range of the most common trout foods imitated with flies. At the small end of the spectrum, you’ll use size 18, 20, and 22 flies if you do much hatch matching on smooth water. Flies tied on size 24, 26, and 28 hooks are useful for matching only the tiniest insects when fishing over the most selective trout.
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Parts of a hook.
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A fly tied on the correct hook style (left) will have proper proportions, which cannot be accomplished if you tie it on a hook too long (right) or too short.



Trout-Fly Hooks. Hook models are defined by the length of the shank and the diameter of the wire from which they are made. A hook with standard wire and a standard shank length would be about right for a wet fly that you wanted to sink a few inches. Dry flies are tied on light-wire hooks, nymphs on heavy-wire hooks. Streamers are tied on hooks with standard wire but extra long shanks.

The variation from standard is described in Xs. A 1X short hook has a shank the length of a standard hook one size smaller. A 1X long hook has a shank of a hook one size larger. A 1X fine hook is made with wire that would be standard for a hook one size smaller, a 2X fine with wire for a hook two sizes smaller. A 1X stout hook is made with wire standard for one size larger, a 2X stout with wire for a hook two sizes larger. A 1X fine hook is excellent for dry flies; a 2X stout hook is good for wets or nymphs. A 4X fine hook is made to tie dry flies without hackle for flotation. The trade-off is a hook wire too weak to hold a large trout. I no longer use hooks finer than 1X.

Dry-Fly Hooks. The expression standard dry-fly hook refers to a hook model with a standard-length shank and 1X fine wire. Examples are the Tiemco 100, Mustad 94840, Dai-Riki 305, and Daiichi 1180.

Nymph Hooks. The standard nymph hook is 1X long and 2X stout, though some large nymphs call for 3X or 4X long streamer hooks. Examples of standard nymph hooks are the Tiemco 3761, Mustad 3906B, Dai-Riki 060, and Daiichi 1560. Many nymphs call for scud hooks, with a short shank and almost continuous bend from point to eye. Examples include the Tiemco 2487, Mustad 37160, Dai-Riki 135, and Daiichi 1130.

Wet-Fly Hooks. The standard wet-fly hook has a standard-length shank made with 2X stout wire. Examples are the Tiemco 3769, Mustad 3906, Dai-Riki 075, and Daiichi 1530.
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Standard dry, wet, nymph, and streamer hooks (top to bottom), all in size 12.



Streamer Hooks. The standard streamer hook is 3X or 4X long, made with standard wire. Examples are the Tiemco 9300, Mustad 9672, Dai-Riki 700 or 710, and Daiichi 2220. Some streamer styles call for 6X long hooks for very long bodies. These are used most often to imitate long, slender baitfish.

Fur and Synthetic Dubbing Materials

Body dubbing materials can be, and at least at first should be, kept quite simple. You’ll want a fine-fibered material that can be rolled tightly to the thread and wrapped into a slender body on the hook. This will be used most often for dry flies. You’ll also want a coarse-fibered dubbing that is more loose and fibrous on the hook and when fished in the water. This will be best for nymphs, wets, and streamers. Think of these two needs whenever you buy dubbing materials, and stock a narrow range of colors for each.

Natural Furs. Every fly shop stocks packets of rabbit fur that has been cleaned, bleached, and then dyed in all colors of the spectrum. This fur is excellent. You can twist it tightly to the thread and make a slender body of it, or you can fix it loosely to the thread and create a fuzzy body. Buy it in the most common natural colors, treat it with dry-fly floatant when you want it to float, leave it untreated when you want it to sink, and you will have all the body material you need to tie most trout flies.

Muskrat is excellent for various gray-bodied flies. Squirrel is great for tannish gray. Australian opossum, beaver, red and gray fox, otter, and many other furs are perfect when they come in the colors you desire. If they don’t, you can now buy many of them dyed. Angora goat is a rough dubbing with sheen, or brightness, in each fiber. It can be used by itself for large sunk flies or mixed with rabbit to make it easier to dub for smaller flies. It comes dyed in all colors but is too coarse for most dry-fly bodies.


[image: img]

At a minimum, you need two types of dubbing, one fine for dry-fly bodies (left) and one rough for nymph and wet-fly bodies (right).
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Dubbing furs covering the basic colors: Top row, from left: tan/light cahill; medium brown/hare’s ear; dark brown/dark hare’s ear;golden brown/golden stone;ginger/cinammon. Bottom row, from left: light olive/blue-winged olive; bright olive/caddis green; pale yellow/sulfur or pale morning dun; gray/blue dun; black/salmon fly. JIM SCHOLLMEYER



Synthetic Dubbing. Antron yarn, also known as Sparkle Yarn, is reflective and gives off small flashes when it catches light beneath the surface. It is excellent for wet-fly, nymph, and streamer bodies. You can buy it as yarn, cut it to ⅛- or ¼-inch lengths, toss it into a blender or coffee grinder, and you get a great rough dubbing. It is on the market under a variety of names, in fine enough form for dry flies as well. It comes in every color you will use and many that you will not.

Many similar synthetics can be purchased under various brand names in a range of colors that covers the color spectrum of natural insects and other trout food forms. If these synthetics have a disadvantage, it is their uniform color. Most natural furs are a mix of colors, as are most natural insects that trout eat.

Blends. To solve the problem of uniformity of color and texture, in both natural and synthetic materials, buy a coffee grinder and mix them. You get the degree of fineness or coarseness you’re after, and also a color that is mixed and vibrant rather than monochromatic and bland. By mixing Antron with rabbit fur, for example, you add sparkle to the soft, working fibers of the natural fur.

You can also buy preblends such as Hare-Tron for fine bodies or Hare’s Ear Plus for rough bodies. Both come in a range of colors that will cover all your needs. Many other blends are available that provide mixed colors and textures for dry-and sunk-fly bodies.

Dubbing Colors. Natural insects come in a set of repeated color themes that trout see all the time. You’ll want to tie most of your flies to reflect that. When you tie within pattern styles, most individual dressings are color variations on the main theme. If you choose a couple of dubbing materials, one fine and the other coarse, and buy each in a range of colors, you’ll be able to reach for what you need almost every time you want to tie a trout fly with a dubbed body, which will be most of the time.

If the colors shown in the photo at left don’t include what you need, you can often blend two of the colors to get the right shade for a natural insect that you’ve collected and desire to imitate.

Hackles

Hackles are feathers, generally from the neck of a rooster or hen chicken, tied in by the base or tip, then wound several times around the hook so the fibers flare at 90-degree angles to the shank. Most hackle is wound as a collar around the wings or close behind the head of the fly. Sometimes it is palmered, wrapped the length of the shank. At other times, hackle fibers are tied on the underside of the hook just behind the head, as a beard or throat. Hackle usually represents legs and wings of a natural insect. In the case of a dry fly, it also floats the fly.

Rooster Hackle. Dry-fly hackle is taken most often from a rooster neck, or cape. These feathers have fine stems, some reflectance, or sheen, and stiff individual fibers of almost equal length as you go up the stem. Dry-fly hackles have little webbing—interlocking hairs between the fibers—to absorb water, so they repel it, which is what causes a hackled dry fly to tiptoe on the water. A good rooster neck will have feathers for dry flies from size 8 down to 20, or even 22 or 24. A fine neck enables you to tie trout flies in almost any size.

The denser the feathers on a neck, the better their quality, and the more feathers at the small end, the higher the grade and, as a consequence, the price. You can buy grade 1 necks if you wish, but many experienced and even professional tiers find that grade 2 and 3 necks are the best bargains.

Another excellent bargain is saddle, from the rooster’s rump. Saddle feathers are longer than neck feathers but tend to be restricted to a narrow range of sizes. If you tie mostly size 12, 14, and 16 flies, a saddle loaded with feathers in those sizes will serve you well and cost less than a neck of comparable quality. A single feather will tie at least one fly, sometimes two. You’ll get more flies of those sizes out of the saddle, but you may not be able to tie the full range of sizes you’d like.

I recommend that you buy four rooster necks to start: brown, medium blue dun, ginger, and grizzly. They will tie most of the flies in this book. Let your budget determine the grade that you get. Don’t hesitate to buy half necks. They have enough feathers to propel you well along in your tying life.

Hen Hackle. Hen necks and saddles are better than rooster for wet flies, nymphs, and streamers. The feathers are softer—giving the fly more movement in the water—have more webbing, absorb water, and help sink the fly. And hen neck is much cheaper than rooster.

When buying hen necks, look for long feathers with fibers of equal length along the stem, and also for sheen when you turn the neck under light. The number and quality of feathers in usable sizes will determine the grade of the neck and therefore its price.

You can outfit yourself to tie most of the sunk flies listed in this or any other book with hen necks in brown, medium blue dun, ginger, and grizzly.

Soft Hackle. Many wing and body feathers from birds such as partridge, grouse, starling, and snipe make perfect hackles for wet flies. You’ll use them extensively for soft-hackle wets. You can buy these feathers packaged, but you will have a lot of waste and will only get a narrow range of sizes. To get the full range, it’s best to buy an entire skin. You’ll use partridge most, and it might be all you need, though I recommend a starling skin as well. When choosing a partridge skin, be sure it’s been skinned around the neck and head, where the small feathers for size 14, 16, and 18 flies are found.
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Hackle: a rooster neck and rooster saddle patch, and a hen neck. JIM SCHOLLMEYER.
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Rooster neck and hen neck hackle feathers, plus a rooster saddle feather. JIM SCHOLLMEYER
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Soft-hackle feathers: brown and gray partridge, grouse wing shoulder feather, and starling back feather.
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Turkey tail pair, peacock eye feather, pheasant tail, ostrich, and marabou feathers, plus paired mallard wing feathers. JIM SCHOLLMEYER



Feathers

Many other types of feathers are incorporated into trout flies, in many different ways. You’ll need a small selection from the following, some of them in a narrow range of colors.

Turkey. Paired turkey tail feathers, at times called oak turkey or mottled turkey, are used for Muddler Minnows and wings on hopper and caddis drys. Turkey wing feathers in natural, olive, and pale yellow are used for their biots—the short, sharp fibers on the leading edge that can be wound as herl for segmented bodies on small flies. White and light gray turkey flat feathers, from the breast and flanks, are perfect for wingposts on parachute drys.

Peacock Eye. Fibers from the peacock eye feather, when wound around the hook shank as herl, form a body that reflects tiny points of light. It’s not known why, but almost any fly incorporating peacock herl is a killer. It is used on dry flies, nymphs, wet flies, and streamers.

Pheasant Tail. The center tails from a rooster ring-necked pheasant are reddish brown and well marked. They make excellent tails for wet flies and nymphs. The fibers can be wound as herl to make a slender body that is almost as killing as peacock.

Ostrich. The individual fibers of an ostrich feather can be wound as herl. Ostrich is softer than peacock or pheasant. It absorbs more water and is not useful for dry flies. It is used most often for the thorax or head of a nymph. White and black are called for most often.

Marabou. Soft marabou fluff condenses when wet and undulates in the water. It makes excellent tails and wings on nymphs and streamers. Many nymphs incorporate marabou to give movement and therefore life to the fly. The famous, fish-killing Woolly Bugger style of streamer gets its success from the action of the marabou. Buy it in olive and black; a vest that lacks Olive and Black Woolly Buggers could be said to be empty.

Waterfowl Wings. Primary and secondary feathers from the wings of a mallard are useful for wet-and dry-fly wings, nymph shellbacks, and tent-wings on caddis drys. A pair costs little. Try to buy them matched—a right and left wing from the same bird. When you pluck feathers, keep them paired and matched as well.

Teal primary and secondary feathers are useful in some of the same ways and are better than mallard feathers for tiny no-hackle dry flies. Goose primary feathers have useful biots for tailing nymphs and for bodies of some dry flies.

Wood Duck Flank. Many of the most popular dry flies and wets call for wings of wood duck flank feather. It has a soft yellowish cast that reflects the colors of many natural insects, such as pale morning duns, pale evening duns, and sulfurs. Lemon-dyed mallard flank will substitute. Wood duck flank is somewhat rare and is costly.
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Turkey biots in olive, ginger, and rust, peacock and pheasant herl fibers, and an ostrich herl fiber. JIM SCHOLLMEYER



CDC. Cul-de-canard feathers, from the preening gland of the duck, have natural oils that cause them to float high. They have been used in Europe for decades but are a recent discovery on this continent. CDC is very effective for dry flies. You should buy it at least in white and blue dun.

Guinea. Breast feathers from guinea fowl are black with white dots, which give legs a segmented or jointed effect. A few nymph dressings call for guinea, and you’ll find it handy to have around.

Hackle Feather Stem. The stem of a hackle feather, stripped of its fibers, winds into a slender and ribbed body, excellent for mayfly dun or spinner drys. If you peel away the fibers of a feather that’s the color you want, you’ll expose the white core of the stem. It’s far simpler, and results in more effective flies, to buy stems that have been bleached and dyed to appropriate colors. I recommend pale yellow, olive, and light gray.

Body Hair and Tails

Deer, elk, moose, and calf body hair all find uses as wings, tails, and at times even bodies on dry flies. Spun and clipped hair also forms the head of the Muddler Minnow. Wings and tails for dry flies and streamers are made from calf and squirrel tails. Bucktail, from the white-tailed deer, is useful for wings on streamers.

Deer Hair. Deer body hair is hollow at the core, very light, and floats a dry fly well. It makes perfect wings. When wrapped tightly with thread, it flares at a near-90-degree angle on both sides of the thread. When flared hair is packed tightly and clipped, it makes a compact but bulky head for flies such as Muddlers and hoppers.
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Wood duck flank, CDC, guinea, and dyed hackle feather stems. JIM SCHOLLMEYER.



Black-tailed deer hair, often sold as coastal deer hair, is fine and finds use as wings on size 14 to 20 dry flies used to imitate caddis, stoneflies, or mayfly duns. Hair from the legs of a deer is fine, not hollow, and has short black tips. It makes the best Compara-dun dry-fly wings.

You will find uses for natural brown and gray deer body hair and for finer coastal deer hair in bleached, natural light, natural dark, and dyed gray. Try to find leg hair in natural light and natural dark.

Elk Hair. Natural tan elk body hair is excellent for many large stonefly and caddisfly drys. Yearling elk is finer and is available in a wide array of dyed colors. It is the perfect material for Elk Hair Caddis wings and also for René Harrop’s Hairwing Duns. You’ll find yearling elk useful in natural tan, bleached, and light gray.

Moose Body Hair. Moose is a very coarse, almost black hair for tails on dry flies that must float on rough water and survive maulings by many trout. It is standard on such popular patterns as the Royal Wulff. Western tiers often substitute it for hackle fibers on flies, such as the Adams, that they depend upon to float and take trout after trout. Moose body hair finds minor use as wings on a few dry flies and also as the shellback drawn over the thorax of some nymph patterns.

Calf Tail. White calf tail is good for bright, showy dry-fly wings that you can see easily on the water. It’s also used as wings on some streamers. It’s very difficult to align the tips of calf tail in a stacker. I recommend substituting the less unruly calf body hair for the wings of dry flies in the sizes used most often for trout.
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