
[image: 001]


[image: img]


[image: img]


Copyright © 2011 by David Klausmeyer

Published by
STACKPOLE BOOKS
5067 Ritter Road 
Mechanicsburg, PA 17055 
www.stackpolebooks.com

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. All inquiries should be addressed to Stackpole Books, 5067 Ritter Road, Mechanicsburg, Pennsylvania 17055.

Printed in China

First edition

Cover design by Caroline M. Stover.
Photographs by the author.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Klausmeyer, David, 1958–

Better flies faster : 501 fly-tying tips for all skill levels / David Klausmeyer.—1st ed.

p. cm.

ISBN-13: 978-0-8117-0744-2 (pbk.)

eISBN: 978-0-8117-4480-5

ISBN-10: 0-8117-0744-X (pbk.)

1. Fly tying. 2. Flies, Artificial. I. Title.

SH451.K5295 2011

799.12’4—dc22

2010052887


Contributors
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  CHAPTER 1        

 

Getting Started
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The First Rule of Fly Tying

When talking to clubs or leading classes, I always start by asking this question: What is the first rule of tying flies? The answer is so obvious no one ever gets it. The first rule for tying nice flies is to wash your hands! This is especially true when using light-colored threads, flosses, and similar materials. Even the oils from your hands can discolor these ingredients and spoil the appearance of your finished flies.

Organize Your Favorite Patterns

The Internet is a great source of new patterns; the problem is remembering all the wonderful flies you discover. When you find a pattern you like, simply print it out and place it in a binder. Each page will have one pattern, so there is ample room to make notes and jot down ideas. If you’re good with computers, you can even copy the pattern from whatever website you’re using, paste it into your word-processing program, and format the text to your liking. This way all of the patterns will look somewhat alike, and your archive will be a little more enjoyable to use.
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Here’s a collection of three trout flies that will catch fish almost anywhere in the world (clockwise from left): Stimulator, Elk-Hair Caddis, Poxyback Stonefly. Hone your skills on a limited number of flies, and add new patterns and tying materials gradually.

“What Should I Tie?”

That’s the first question every fledgling fly tier asks. There are literally thousands of patterns, so it’s easy for new tiers to get lost. Here’s a simple solution: Ask the fellow at your local fly shop to name the top three to five flies that catch fish in your area. He’s probably a pretty good fisherman, and he talks with a lot of anglers and sees what they’re buying.

Concentrate on tying those patterns to build your confidence; nothing builds self-assurance like catching fish with your own flies. This is also a great way to keep costs down while learning the basics; there’s a good chance you’ll be able to use some of the same materials to tie more than one pattern.
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Check out this flotilla of Dave’s Hoppers, one of the most popular grasshopper imitations. I probably won’t run out of hoppers even after a couple days of hard fishing. In addition to having ample flies, tying batches of the same pattern is the best way to learn how to tie a fly.

Better by the Dozen

Tie at least a dozen of any pattern at one sitting—preferably two dozen—if you really want to learn a pattern. After two dozen flies, you’ll begin to understand the intricacies of the fly and they will all start to look the same. “This, of course, doesn’t apply to the Humpy,” says fly-tying authority Harrison Steeves. “It takes about one thousand of these to get it right.”



Do the Best You Can

Strive for perfection on all your flies. Placing a poorly tied fly in your vest is not the way to become a better fly tier. If you tie a disproportioned fly, cut the materials off the hook with a razor blade and start over.

Hybrid Flies

There are many tried-and-true patterns, but you can have a lot of fun combining flies. Experiment and combine pieces of your favorite flies to create a new pattern. The famous Half-and-Half was created by combining Lefty’s Deceiver and the Clouser Minnow.

To Fix a Fly—Or Not?

If you make a mistake when constructing a fly, it is often much more expedient to strip the materials off the hook and start over rather than trying to repair the damage. You really will end up with a better fly and save time. It all depends on how serious the mistake is, but sometimes it’s just easier and faster to start over.

Make Half Hitches Between Steps

The half hitch is one of the most useful knots in fly tying. Make one of these simple knots after tying each new material on the hook. A half hitch adds very little bulk to the fly, and it will prevent the fly from coming apart if you break the thread or accidentally lift the bobbin.

Walk Before You Run

Don’t rush your tying. Tying too fast results in mistakes and poorly tied flies. Work at a comfortable pace to tie better flies. Increased speed will come with experience.
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Here’s the Regal vise in action. The head easily tilts up and down, and from side to side.

A Vise With an Adjustable Head

It’s all a matter of preference, but I like either a rotary vise or a vise with an adjustable head. A rotary vise allows me to easily turn the fly over and see the pattern at different angles. (In this book’s tying steps, I use a rotary vise manufactured by Renzetti.) A vise with a head that adjusts to different angles, however, is also convenient because you can tilt the jaws to gain access to different parts of the hook while tying, or to look at different parts of the fly.




Which Tools Do You Really Need?

Don’t get overwhelmed by all the tying tools you see in your local fly shop. In addition to a vise, you need only a few tools to get started and tie hundreds of different patterns. And, if you purchase high-quality tools, you’ll have them the rest of your life. Add more tools only as needs arise and you gain experience. One more piece of advice: don’t be afraid to ask for a demonstration of any of the tools you are considering purchasing, especially the vise.

From left to right the essential tools are


	Hair stacker

	Bodkin

	Bobbin

	Scissors with medium serrations

	Hackle pliers
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Study Streamside Entomology

It’s surprising how many tiers make flies following only the photos of the insects and other forms of trout food they see in books and magazines. To really excel at fly tying, be sure to read a good book about aquatic entomology; many have been written geared toward fly tiers. Many fly shops also offer classes on aquatic entomology.

Start Big

If you are tying several sizes of the same pattern, start with the larger size and progress down in size. For example, tie six size 14 Pheasant-Tail Nymphs, and then tackle the size 18 flies. Hone your skills on the larger fly, and then tie the smaller version.


Just a Pinch Will Do

The pinch wrap prevents the thread from twisting wings around a hook shank. Tie the tail and body of the fly, and prepare the wings. Now you’re ready to tie the wings in place using the pinch wrap. This technique works for tying the wings on both wet and dry flies.


	1 Pinch the wings to the top of the hook using the thumb and forefinger of your free hand. Raise the thread straight above the hook. Slip the thread between your thumb and the nearside of the hook. Loop the thread over the top of the wings. Next, slip the thread between your index finger and the backside of the hook.
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	2 Pull the bobbin straight down to tighten the loop and secure the wings to the hook. Add another pinch wrap. Now you can examine the wings. If everything looks good, you may finish the fly; if the fly does not look right, unwrap the thread, remove the wings, and try again.
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	3 Here’s my completed wet fly. The wings are positioned directly on top of the hook.
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Two are Better than One

When completing the fly, use two whip-finishes. The second knot assures that the fly will not come apart when fishing.

Use Quality Materials

Select the best materials and hooks you can afford. It is easier to tie flies using high-quality materials, and your finished flies will be better. In the long run, you might even find that it is less expensive—and certainly less frustrating—than struggling with inferior goods.

Three Attributes of a Good Fly

A good fly mimics the size, shape, and color of real trout food. Designing a fly with these three attributes almost guarantees success.

Drops of Cement Increase Fly Durability

Use your bodkin to place tiny drops of cement on the fly after each major tying operation. For example, place a drop on the thread wraps holding the tail. Place another drop on the wraps that finish off the body, and put another drop at the base of the wings. Adding these small drops takes little time, and they will increase a fly’s durability.


Short Working Thread

Whenever possible, tie with only an inch or two of thread extending from the end of the bobbin. Working with a short amount of thread will allow you to maintain better control and accuracy.
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The tip of the bobbin is only an inch from the hook. I’ll be able to easily control the thread and make exact wraps.




Impressionistic Flies Often Work Best

Some of the simplest patterns are also the most effective. Rather than dressing up, try dressing down—or simplifying—some of your favorite flies. Concentrate on recreating the features that establish the outlines of common forms of trout food. You might be surprised how well they work.
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The classic Hornberg is a good example of an impressionistic fly. About a week before writing this chapter, my wife and I spent several afternoons using Hornbergs to catch brook trout that were freely rising to adult damselflies. This pattern made enough lifelike impressions on the water that the fish went wild for it.



Sparse Flies

Most new tiers use entirely too much material on their flies. Sparsely tied flies, however, are easier to cast and often create better impressions of the living organisms that you are trying to imitate. When in doubt, reduce the amount of material you are using by half, and you will rarely go wrong.

Test Your Flies Before Fishing

Developing a new pattern? Tie it to the end of a piece of monofilament, and swim the fly through a fish tank or even your bathtub. This simple test will give you the opportunity to see how the fly looks in the water from all angles. While it is important that a fly looks good in the vise, what really matters is how it looks and performs in the water. If you’re not entirely satisfied with the look, feel, or action of the fly, you can make adjustments.


Change Your View

To make sure materials are positioned properly on the hook, view the fly from different angles. Look straight down the shank to see that the materials have not rotated out of position; this is sometimes difficult to see when examining the fly from the side. This is one of the big advantages of a rotary vise: you can easily turn the fly to examine it from all angles.
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Here I’m turning a waking fly in a rotary vise.
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The Crystal Bugger is a good trout fly, and it is an especially effective pattern for catching bass. When tying the Crystal Bugger and similar flies, brush the hackle fibers back while you work to prevent binding down the fibers.

Neater Spiral-Wrapped Flies

Every beginning fly tier learns to make the Woolly Bugger; the chances are this is the first pattern you make in your fly-tying class. The chances are just as great that you will continue making this fly throughout the rest of your fly-tying career; it’s just that good of a fishing fly. When spiral-wrapping the hackle on a Woolly Bugger, Woolly Worm, and similar flies, brush the feather fibers back after each wrap. Taking care not to bind down the fibers yields a bushier fly that has lots of fish-enticing action.



Learn Thread Control—Lesson #1

Thread control is the most important fly-tying skill. The first step is to determine the breaking strength of the thread before you start tying materials on the hook. Wrap the thread on the bare hook. Next, pull the bobbin until the thread snaps. Repeat this a couple of times until you get a feel for the strength of the thread. Repeat this procedure every time you switch to a different size or brand of thread. (Note: The heaviest threads, Kevlar, and gel-spun will probably bend the hook before snapping.)

Learn Thread Control—Lesson #2

Once you feel comfortable with wrapping thread, experiment with tying various materials to the hook. Observe how they react to the pressure of the thread. Do they push away and refuse to be trapped? Do they flare, turn, or flatten, or does the thread cut through the material? Try wrapping the thread at angles, and use different amounts of pressure. Spend an evening repeating these experiments, and proper thread control will quickly become second nature.

Mastering Thread Torque

Think of thread torque as thread friction. For example, when you tie a dry fly such as an Adams, does the wing on the far side of the hook always wander off like it has a mind of its own? That’s the result of thread torque. As you wrap the thread over the top of the hook, the thread grabs the material and locks it down, but as you wrap down the far side of the hook, the thread grabs the material on that side and rolls it out of position.

When tying the venerable Adams or a featherwing streamer such as the Gray Ghost, pull up—not down—to lock the material to the far side of the hook. Make a second pinch wrap under the fly, and secure the materials by pulling up and back, not down. It is remarkable how well this works to tie materials in the proper position.

Exaggerate Attractor Patterns

Attractor patterns are great for catching striped bass, tarpon, smallmouth bass, and many other species. Try adding a little extra material to exaggerate certain aspects of these flies. Tie on extra Krystal Flash, Flashabou, Sili Legs, and tailing feathers. You can always trim these materials back when fishing if you find them a bit overdone, but sometimes these overdressed patterns really fire up the fish!

Batch Tying

When tying a large number of flies, making the flies in stages sometimes speeds the process. For instance, when making a group of bead-head nymphs, slip beads on all the hooks before tying. Next, tie the tails and abdomens of all the flies. Finally, make the thoraxes and wing cases. Use a couple of half hitches or hand-tied whip-finishes between stages to prevent the flies from coming apart. Step-by-step tying will keep your workbench cleaner and better organized, and you’ll probably discover that by concentrating on individual parts of the patterns, the quality of your flies improves.


Spin Flat Thread Clockwise to Increase Its Strength

Flat fly-tying thread is made with many ultra-fine, unbound strands. Spin the bobbin clockwise to wind the thread tight like rope. This increases the strength of the thread.
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I’ve spun this flat thread clockwise, like a narrow rope. Notice the thin, strong wraps.

Remove Twist from Flat Thread

With each wrap of thread you make around the hook, you will make one twist in the thread. If you want the thread to lie flat, such as when making a level underbody or a fine floss body, spin the bobbin counterclockwise to remove the twist and keep the material lying flat on the hook.
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Here I’ve spun the spool counterclockwise. You can see the broad, flat, smooth thread wraps.
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Here’s my rendition of a Copper John tied on a size 14 wet-fly hook. Tie the Copper John in a variety of sizes and colors to match almost any small- or medium-sized mayfly or stonefly nymph.

The Bestselling Fly

Umpqua Feather Merchants is the world’s largest manufacturer of commercially tied flies. According to Bruce Olsen, the sales manager of Umpqua Feather Merchants, the Copper John is the best-selling trout fly in the world. “We sell them by the tens of thousands,” Bruce says, “and that’s just the original copper-colored version. When you add in all the color variations of that pattern, the numbers get to be absolutely staggering.”

Thousands of anglers can’t be wrong. If you haven’t tied and fished with the Copper John, it’s probably time you did!



In Your Mind’s Eye

Before tying a new pattern, visualize the finished fly first. Place the hook in the vise and determine the proportions of the tail, the body, and the other parts. If you’re developing a new pattern, sketch it out before tying it. Plan ahead and you really will have greater success.

A Fly’s Castability

Yes, the goal is to tie a fly that catches fish, but before you can catch a fish, you have to cast the fly. It’s surprising how many flies are almost impossible to cast. Some dry flies have stiff wings that cause these patterns to twirl like propellers and twist and tangle fine leaders. The tails and wings on some streamers easily foul around the hooks and spoil the appearance of these flies in the water. And far too many tiers sock lead wire and extra-large dumbbell eyes to their flies to make them sink quickly; these small bricks are dangerous to cast, and a better and safer approach is to fish moderately weighted patterns with a fast-sinking line.

When designing a new fly, or tying one from a recipe you discover in a book or online, first determine whether you will be able to cast it with your choice of tackle, or be prepared to match the tackle with the flies being cast. Don’t expect to cast a Clouser effectively with a 3- or 4-weight rod.


Collect a Few Insects During Your Next Fishing Trip

Vials filled with rubbing alcohol are excellent for storing insects collected from your favorite streams or rivers. Note the insects’ colors and the proportions of their bodies. Even if you tie only simple patterns such as the Hare’s-Ear Nymph and Czech Nymph, strive to match the general length and width of your sample nymphs and larvae.
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Collecting insects is fun and educational. It will make you a better angler and a better tier.




Good Dry-Fly Capes

Acquiring good feathers for tying dry flies is one of the most expensive purchases you will make. You may wish to buy an entire cape of feathers. The cape is the pelt of feathers acquired from the neck area of a male chicken. What are the attributes of a quality cape? First, a good cape has a wide variety of sizes of feathers so that you can tie flies in a range of sizes. The individual feathers have strong quills that do not break or split when wrapped around a hook. Each feather has a large count of individual fibers of relative equal length. And finally, the base of each feather will have few fluffy—and generally useless—fibers.

Select capes in colors to tie the flies that catch fish on your local waters; brown, grizzly, light tan, and gray (often referred to as “dun”) are usually the most important. To save money, don’t be afraid to substitute colors of feathers when tying a fly. For example, I can’t think of a pattern that calls for a dun hackle that you cannot tie with equal success using a grizzly feather, and tan is usually a perfectly acceptable substitute for brown.
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This grizzly dry-fly cape, which was dyed olive, has hundreds of fine hackles. This specific cape was produced by Keough Hackle.




Variant Capes are a Bargain

One of the attributes of a grade 1 cape is that its feathers are a uniform color. The hackles on a brown cape will all be an equal shade of brown. Remember, however, that hackles are a natural product, and very little in nature has a single uniform color. As a result, a large number of capes have at least a few feathers that do not match the overall color of the neck. These capes are called “variants,” and although the feathers may be excellent for tying flies, they are downgraded and less expensive. Closely examine the hackles on a grade 2 cape; it’s very possible that they are ideal for tying flies, but the neck has the lesser grade only because it contains a few off-color feathers.
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Do you see the few brown feathers on this grizzly Cree cape? Most customers in your local fly shop would pass this neck up and select another, and as a result, most hackle growers would downgrade it. That’s too bad, because the hackles on this variant cape are ideal for tying flies. What’s the lesson? Carefully examine those grade 2 and grade 3 necks; their lower grades may have nothing to do with the quality of the individual feathers for tying flies.




Learn Not to Crowd the Hook Eye

Start the thread at the front of the hook a distance equal to the width of one hook eye. When tying the fly, do not tie materials in the bare space behind the hook eye; reserve this area for wrapping the thread head and making the whip-finish knot. This visual reminder will eliminate the common frustration of running out of room to make the head and tie off the thread.
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Start the thread on the shank a distance equal to the width of the hook eye. Save this bare space to make the head of the fly.



Simple Flies for Fishing Deep

The most successful anglers say you have to be daring when you fish; in other words, you can’t worry about losing a few flies. Simple nymphs are best for fishing deep near the streambed. You’ll occasionally snag the streambed and will lose flies. Use nymphs that are easy to tie and require only a few materials, and fish fearlessly.

Start With a Good Thread Base

It is difficult to tie many materials to a bare hook. For example, when trying to tie on wings or a tail, there’s a tendency for the material to slip around the hook shank and not stay in place. This problem is especially true when tying hair wings. Always start by wrapping a good thread base. The thread creates friction on the hook, and the materials are less likely to slip around the hook.
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