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  Introduction to The Orvis Guide to Fly Fishing

  I’M REALLY PLEASED TO BE A PART OF THIS BOOK OF FLY-FISHING TIPS. I’M HAPPY TO collaborate with two of the greatest names in fly fishing—Conway Bowman and Dave Klausmeyer. I’ve been fortunate enough to call both of them friends for many years, and typically we get to hang out together at industry-related events, which is fine, but we’ve also been able to fish together, which is always better. What I’ve long been impressed with over the years has been the tremendous knowledge both Dave and Conway have—but without a micron of ego. In any sport you find a lot of people with talent and many others who are humble and open-minded, but it can be rare to find rich lodes of both in one individual.

  You hear old-timers saying, “I never had videos or YouTube or even any good instructional books when I was learning. I was self-taught and learned the hard way, by experience.” But what they usually fail to mention is that they learned a generation ago, when everyone had more free time, when people took vacations for two weeks at a time. Besides, when these people learned they were probably teenagers who had all the time in the world and many opportunities within bicycle range, whose lives weren’t as regimented as kids today, and who had twelve hours a day to spend outdoors without their parents even knowing what county they were in.

  In today’s world, we don’t have the same amount of free time. With all the supposed productivity gains we’ve obtained through computers and smart phones, people today have less freedom for leisure activities and take shorter vacations than ever. So we take classes designed to shortcut a couple years of learning on your own into a day or two. And they really work. I know that people who have just left a good fly-fishing class are about where I was after five years of hacking away on my own.

  And then these freshly minted students take fishing trips for the first time and realize a couple things—first, that no matter how much instruction you had in a classroom, there are always these little tips that make a daunting task easy. And second, that no matter how much time you spend fly fishing you always want more.

  You’re not alone—we all anticipate and cherish every trip. Conway only has to travel a few miles to sight-fish for carp and bass. He can smell the ocean from his house, and it’s a short run offshore to sharks and tuna and yellowtail. I have a trout stream in my backyard. Dave ties flies and writes about them and photographs them eight hours a day. People send him boxes of cool fly-tying materials every day. Yeah, we get to do it more than most, but we still treasure our times on the water or at the vise, and we understand that nothing is more annoying than when a task that looks simple turns into a disappointment, and you know that just one little tip would make the annoyance go away so you can get back to having fun. If only someone would whisper that tip in your ear.

  There is nothing more frustrating than to look forward to a trip, finally arriving, only to be thwarted by casting into a crosswind or trying to attach a wire leader but forgetting which knot to use. Or perhaps you’ve set aside a Saturday afternoon in the winter to tie some Parachute Adams for next season, only to discover you don’t really know how to tie parachute hackles. This book is designed to head off those questions before they spoil your precious day, or at least make it less fun and successful than you had hoped.

  But how do the three of us know what questions will be important to you? How do we know what tips to pass on? As the editor, sometimes-writer, and godfather of the Orvis fly-fishing books, I’ve picked my co-authors carefully. Conway Bowman grew up trout fishing with his dad, but as he married and had a family, he knew he had to fish closer to home, so he became intimate with carp and bass fishing in the lakes near his hometown of San Diego and also was a pioneer in developing techniques to catch the small (if you can call 100-pounders small) mako sharks that are abundant a few miles off the coast of his home town. But what really turns Conway on is teaching. Watch him on one of his TV shows. There is nothing of the “Hey, look at me” bravado you see on most shows, but you get the impression that all this guy wants to do is to share what he’s learned with you.

  And Dave Klausmeyer, as the longtime editor of Fly Tier magazine, spends his day reading emails or listening to phone calls from people who want to be better fly tiers, and then he spends his time agonizing over exactly how he will fill his pages with stories and pictures that will help all his readers get just a little bit better at something every time they pick up an issue.

  And me? As I write this I am coming up on the four millionth download of my podcast, where I answer questions from listeners every week. Through emails and phone calls for requested podcasts, I sense the frustration in words or hear the panic in phone calls when some aspect of fly fishing just seems to be impossible to master or annoying to perfect. Conway, Dave, and I have learned to anticipate these questions, because we hear them every week but also because we’ve been there. We may not always have the answers, because we’re learning every time we pick up a rod or sit down at a vise. We have fishless days and we’ve had evenings when we sat down at the fly-tying vise and, after two hours of struggle, ended up with a bunch of flies whose best use would be to slice all the materials off with a sharp razor blade and use the hooks for something else.

  So let the three of us share tips from frequent questions that we have found solutions for. Come fish with us, come learn with us, as we all discover how to squeak the best out of those too-short hours and days when we’re out of cell service and forgetting everything except the sound of the rushing water of a trout stream; or tuna crashing bait on a tranquil offshore day; or sitting in a quiet study at the fly-tying vise after the family is asleep, creating what is sure to be the next Woolly Bugger or Copper John. It’s only fishing, but it sure is addicting.

  —Tom Rosenbauer
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  Preface

  IT LOOKS IMPOSSIBLE. AND CERTAINLY TOO COMPLICATED. BUT THERE IS A MOMENT in the life of the beginning fly fisher when he suddenly turns a corner. What seemed unintelligible now makes good sense. What seemed disconnected is marvelously all part of a coherent process. What was impossible—casting a fly beyond one’s shoelaces, choosing a fly with even a faint chance of gulling a fish, “reading” the water, catching a trout or a bass or a pike or a bluefish—now is something one has done and something one can expect to do again many times.

  Ah, it’s not only possible, but great fun. There is a kind of electric shock when a fish strikes your fly, and a quiet satisfaction.

  Fly fishing can indeed seem impossible. There seem to be a thousand occasions for error. Mostly, the people I’ve met who have tried and then not pursued fly fishing fall into a variety of different camps. Some find it too fussy; some are frustrated trying to learn the few basic casts. Some lose their first couple of fish because their knots didn’t hold. Some like spinning or bait casting or trolling or catfish grabbing and don’t know why they should change. Some are afraid to fail. Some try fly fishing and don’t master it enough to find pleasure there. I felt many of these issues myself when, after a childhood fishing in other ways—quite successfully—I began to not catch fish with a fly rod.

  I had no mentor, but I persisted. And when I finally got to doing it fairly well, and with decent success, I found that the further I practiced and the more time I spent on the water, the more proficient I became at it, the more inexhaustible its pleasures were. I have now fished far and near with immense pleasure. And I have become fascinated by how people learn and how they develop.

  This nifty little book by Tom Rosenbauer will save the novice much of the discomfort I felt and will bring him—or her—to a position of some confidence. I have read previous books by Tom, and all reveal his special clarity and helpfulness. He is a superb fly fisher and an excellent, patient teacher.

  What makes The Orvis Guide to Beginning Fly Fishing particularly valuable is that it is the distillation of many years of teaching novices and more advanced fly fishers what they need to know to fish better. Tom knows all of the questions most frequently asked, and he knows the most practical and helpful answers he has given.

  The questions: answering these is the heart of this book.

  Here are the central problems beginners have, the questions that have kept them from progressing at a decent rate. Clear, practical, genuinely helpful advice—that’s what this book provides.

  How I wish I’d had Tom’s book when I had so many of the basic questions, when I knew so little I once threaded a fly line through the little keeper ring (used to hold the fly on the end of your line) and wondered why I couldn’t cast.

  This little book is chock-full of valuable answers and hints and tips—and it will quickly get you on the water, catching a variety of fish, enjoying yourself greatly.

  Bravo, Tom!

  —Nick Lyons

  February 2009


  Introduction

  YOU WALK INTO A FLY SHOP, REVOLVE AROUND THE FLY BINS FOR A FEW MINUTES, wander back to the wall full of gadgets, then finger the endless file of fly rods that all look the same. You’ve been told you need something called a tippet to go fly fishing, but don’t have a clue what a tippet looks like, whether it attaches to the rod or the reel, or how much one costs. Meanwhile, the shop manager is deep in quiet discussion with a couple of weathered young guys who are probably guides, and although she looks friendly, you’re afraid to ask such a basic question, so you leave unfulfilled and frustrated.

  This is your book. In close to forty years of teaching fly fishing—in print, on the Web, in schools, and through podcasts—I’ve heard it all. I’ve also heard the same questions over and over through the years, and they really don’t change much with each generation of new fly fishers. Fly fishing is easy in concept (you cast a tiny lure out there on a weighted line with a skinny leader, and a fish bites it) but we often get caught in the nuances. How quickly do I strike? How long should my fly stay on the water? How quickly do I gather line?

  I’ve tried to pre-empt these common questions by setting them down in manageable bites that will answer your questions and get you jump-started quickly. There are many comprehensive books on fly fishing, but often you just need a quick answer and don’t have time to read through a chapter or two to get it. I think you’ll find many of your questions are answered here. I hope I’ve provided quick enough answers to get you going, and to encourage you to study the topic in more depth with other resources, including the list of essential books I’ve provided in the last chapter.

  Fly fishing is popular and visible today. It’s elegant, intellectual, and it takes you to the most beautiful places in the world. Looking at general-interest magazines and television commercials, you’d think every third person in North America is a fly fisher. Yet as far as we can determine, out of forty million anglers in the United States, only about five million are serious fly anglers. The attrition rate of this consuming sport is high because in order to do it well you have to do it often, and most people today don’t think they have the time to fly fish often and thus never become proficient enough to feel comfortable. Part of the problem is that adults and children just don’t have enough free time in their lives, but more specifically, people think they have to get on an airplane and fly to Montana or the Bahamas to have fun fly fishing.

  In fact, most of us have a place to fish with a fly within five miles of our homes. Steelhead run rivers in the middle of Rochester and Chicago and Cleveland. Largemouth bass, tarpon, and exotic peacock bass lie ready to grab a bass bug in the canals around Miami. World-class carp fishing with a fly is found almost everywhere, even in downtown Denver and Los Angeles. I learn something new every time I go fly fishing, even though I’ve been doing this for so many years and live on the banks of a trout stream. You will, too, and the skills you develop while having fun catching eight-inch sunfish in Central Park will serve you well when you do find time to take that exotic trip.

  —Tom Rosenbauer

  February 2009
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  I

  Getting Started


  1

  How do you get started if you don’t have a mentor?

  IN THE FIRST PART OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY, FLY-FISHING SKILLS WERE PASSED from parents, patient relatives, or friends to novice fly fishers. A lucky find at a local library might turn up a ragged copy of Ray Bergman’s Trout. But without the advantage of helpful videos, modern photographs, and clear illustrations, learning fly fishing without a mentor was an exercise in frustration. Today, you have rich sources of information, from hundreds of books and DVDs to free resources on the Internet. But when you need to ask, “What went wrong with my cast?” or “How should I present that dry fly?” these sources fall mute.

  The best place to begin is at a fishing school. The emphasis in schools and clinics is on fly casting, which is the most difficult aspect of fly fishing to master, and whether you learn to cast from a school or on your own, make sure you’re comfortable with the basics of casting before you go fishing. Most schools are run by people with proven skills at teaching fly fishing and you’ll benefit from their experience at identifying quick ways to improve your fly casting. You can choose from independent schools, classes run by tackle companies, or free clinics held by local fly shops. But not everyone has the time or the inclination to learn in a classroom setting. To some they are a painful reminder of high-school algebra. Others are too anxious to get right on the water and enjoy the calming sunshine of a June morning in the middle of a river.

  The next best option is a reliable and understanding fishing guide. Some guides are comfortable with novices and others have neither the temperament nor the patience to spend the day removing a client’s flies from streamside brush. If you want to learn on a guide trip, explain to the guide that you are a rank beginner—do not overestimate your skills, as a guide can see through your deception after a few casts—and that you are interested as much in learning technique as you are in catching fish. If the guide seems reluctant on an initial phone call, make a polite exit and try a different guide. And pick your location carefully. Saltwater fishing for bonefish or tarpon, fishing for trout on rivers that are termed “technical,” or steelhead fishing in the middle of winter are not places to learn. Fishing for trout in stocked or wilderness waters where the fish strike eagerly, chasing small striped bass or redfish in saltwater estuaries, or fishing for bass and panfish in lakes are experiences that will teach you important skills and still allow an expectation of a fish on the end of your line.

  You may not want to pay for a guide or a fishing school because of economics or principle. Finding a mentor is difficult but not impossible these days. First, in any social situation, try to identify yourself as a beginning fly fisher. It’s amazing how many fishing buddies have come together this way, and the bonding that can happen when two fly fishers realize a common passion in an otherwise boring or uncomfortable event is almost instantaneous.

  Join a local Trout Unlimited, Coastal Conservation Association, or Federation of Fly Fishers chapter. These organizations often have a circle of members who take great pleasure in introducing new people to fly fishing, and if you show interest in volunteering for local stream improvement or cleanup projects you’ll get acquainted quicker than you would by sitting in the back corner at monthly meetings.

  The most unreliable but sometimes the most satisfying way to learn more about fly fishing is by finding an impromptu mentor on the banks of a trout stream or on a lonely beach at dawn. But you have to be careful about whom you ask for advice. Avoid groups of three or four people fishing close together—they are probably fishing pals taking a trip together and you may feel like the new kid in school trying to sit down at the lunch table with the football team. I would also avoid the lone angler with a tense, crouched posture staring intently at the water. This guy has just traveled for hours to do battle with a trout and does not want to be distracted with small talk.
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  Along the banks of a river, you can sometimes find friendly anglers willing to answer your questions, no matter how basic.

  Look for the lone angler standing on the bank with relaxed posture who seems to be in no hurry to get into the water. He’s already been on the river for a week, or is retired and fishes there every day, and may be very generous with advice and helpful hints. Approach him slowly and away from the water so you don’t spook any fish that may be close to the bank, offer a pleasant greeting, and read his tone of voice and body language. If he offers some advice, listen, and once he starts fishing, ask if you can watch what he does. Just stay on the bank and don’t wade into his pool, as there is nothing that betrays your lack of knowledge more than crowding a fellow fly fisher.

  

  2

  The best way to practice your casting

  THERE IS NO FLY-FISHING CIRCUMSTANCE WHERE CASTING poorly will offer an advantage. I recently hosted a week-long bonefishing trip to the Bahamas where one angler went fishless until the very last day. Despite being a good sport about it, I could sense his frustration welling up and I knew he was not having a good time. Although the weather was cooperative and not windy, he was still not able to place a fly with any accuracy because he had not taken the time to practice his casting before the trip. On his last morning on the islands, I woke him up at dawn and made him practice, without the distraction of feeding fish or the pressure of a guide watching over his shoulder, on the lawn in front of his hotel room. After an hour of practice he was placing his fly wherever he wanted at forty feet. That day he caught and released three bonefish, and when I caught up with him at the dock after fishing I was worried his smile would pop his jaw out of its socket.

  You must feel comfortable with that fly rod in your hand before you spend time, money, and emotional capital on a fishing trip. And there is no substitute for practice. Find a place where you have fifty feet behind and in front of you, with perhaps twenty feet of clearance on each side. This can be your lawn, a park, a rooftop, parking lot, alley, or a deserted gym. Water is essential for practicing casts like the roll cast or spey cast, but for the overhead cast, which you’ll use 90 percent of the time, dry-land casting is fine. Try to practice when no one is around so you won’t be distracted and won’t have to answer platitudes about how many you’ve caught.

  Use the same line you’ll be fishing with. Most of the time this will be a floating line, but if you plan to use a sinking line, practice with one because you’ll need to adjust your timing for the denser character of the line. Never cast without a leader. Fly lines are designed to be cast with a leader on the end, which slows the casting loop at the end and offers air resistance that adds the finishing touch to your cast. Finally, tie to the end a piece of brightly colored yarn that mimics the size and air resistance of the flies you’ll be using. If you have old flies, cut the point off one and use that instead. Place an object thirty or forty feet away. Now work on your accuracy. The ability to hit a six-inch target at forty feet about 20 percent of the time means you’re ready to go fishing, as long as the other 80 percent of your casts are not far off.
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  You can practice casting wherever you have enough room. No water required.

  Avoid the temptation to cast the entire fly line. Few fish are caught at seventy feet, even in the ocean, and casting the whole line is like eating before you learn to chew. If you will be fishing in the ocean or a on very wide river, back up and stretch out your casts to fifty or sixty feet, but remember that accuracy still counts at that distance. If you can’t hit the target, you are better off wading closer to the fish or asking your guide to move the boat closer.

  Try to practice casting in the wind. The chances of fishing on a totally windless day are slim, so be prepared. Practice with the wind in your face, when you’ll ease up on your back cast and put more speed into your forward cast. Then turn around and cast with the wind, which is not as easy as it sounds. Wind behind you pushes your back cast down, which can spoil your casting loops or fire a fly into your ear on the way forward. Then play with crosswinds. For a right-hander, a left-to-right wind is safe and easy because the wind pushes the fly away from you, and all you have to do is aim upwind to make your fly land on target. A right-to-left wind is another story for a right-hander. You should avoid this dangerous wind, which pushes line into your body, if possible. If you can’t avoid a crosswind, practice casting across the front of your body or actually turn around and cast behind yourself, dumping your “back cast,” then turn around to face your target after the line hits the water.

  Don’t kill yourself with practice. You are much better off casting thirty minutes a day for three days than spending an hour and a half in a single session, because once your arm gets tired the practice ends up being a workout instead of a tune-up. Fly casting at this distance requires very little strength—it’s almost all timing—so if your arm gets tired, you’ve been doing it too long or you are gripping the rod too hard. (In fact, a loose grip on the rod actually improves your casting because it dampens vibrations and smoothes out your cast.)

  Casting practice is a chore, but you should resist the plan that you’ll straighten out the kinks once you hit the water. Even world-champion casters practice regularly, and if you’re not totally confident in your ability, a few hours of practice will exponentially increase the success of your next fishing trip.
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  The two knots you must be able to tie on the water

  THERE ARE SCORES OF FLY-FISHING KNOTS, AND AT FIRST THE NUMBER OF KNOTS you’ll see can be confusing. Most of these can be done at home, with lots of light and plenty of time to practice; for instance, tying a nail knot to a fly line to attach a leader or tying an Albright knot to attach your backing can be done before a fishing trip. But once you’re on the water, you will change flies or lose them, so you’ll need to be practiced at tying a fly to the tippet. You’ll also need to tie two pieces of tippet material together when lengthening your leader or adding a lighter piece of material if you choose to step down to a much smaller fly. For nearly every situation except fishing for big-game species like sailfish or tarpon, the only knots you’ll need are a clinch knot and a surgeon’s knot.

  The clinch knot is used to tie two pieces of monofilament leader or tippet material together. It works with nylon or fluorocarbon equally well. If you’ve done any spin fishing or bait casting, you probably already know this knot. There is a variation of this knot called the improved clinch knot, but it’s neither improved nor necessary—the basic one works just as well and is easier to tie and to tighten.

  The surgeon’s knot connects two pieces of monofilament. Like the clinch knot, it is equally strong with nylon or fluorocarbon, and it also works perfectly to connect these two unlike materials together. In contrast to the hard-to-tie barrel or blood knot, it works with materials of widely different diameters. For instance, whereas a barrel knot connecting 5X to 2X material (a difference of 0.003 inch) will break easily, a surgeon’s knot connecting the same two materials will retain nearly 95 percent of the strength of the lighter material.
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  Clinch Knot
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  Surgeon’s Knot
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  There are scores of knots that perform the same tasks as these two, but these are the ones I use on the water, and the only time they’ve failed me is when I forgot to wet my knots (a bit of saliva as lubricant helps them tighten firmly) or when I neglected to test a knot before presenting a fly to a fish.
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  Exactly how much fly-fishing gear do you need to get started in trout fishing?

  A VERY COMMON AND NATURAL REACTION FROM PEOPLE WHO WANT TO BEGIN FLY fishing is, “There is so much stuff! What do I need to just get started?” One of the allures of fly fishing is that it can be so complex and many people enjoy the accumulation of new gear. But it does not need to be that way. My advice is to start small and then just add to your tackle collection when you really find a need for something new.

  Here’s an example of how simple it can be. I live on a small trout stream. The other day when I got home from work, I realized my wife Robin had locked me out and I didn’t have a house key. Now, I always keep a rod and reel rigged and ready to go, hanging on a couple of nails behind the house. Still in my street shoes and office clothing (granted, the Orvis dress code is pretty casual, but it’s still not what I would consider fishing attire), I grabbed my rod and reel, with a small streamer fly already attached to the leader, and walked down to the river.

  I have one pool on my property where I can cast without getting into the river. I made about three casts, hooked and released a ten-inch brown trout, and walked back to the house. It was pure luck. If I had lost that fly in the trees I would have been dead in the water (excuse the pun). If I needed to get into the water to get a better angle on a cast, I would have ruined my shoes—plus, the water was cold.

  So here is bare minimum:

  •   A fly rod

  •   A floating fly line to cast the fly (you’ll want a floating line 95 percent of the time for trout fishing)

  •   A fly reel to hold the line

  •   A leader to present the fly, to smooth out the cast, and to keep the heavy fly line away from the fish

  •   A fly

  Whether you fish a pond or a stream, eventually you’ll want to get into the water. The fish might be farther than you can cast, or you might not get enough back cast room by standing on shore. In a lake the answer is a canoe, kayak, rowboat, or float tube. In a stream, the answer is a pair of waders, or at least a pair of wading shoes and shorts if the weather is warm enough.

  [image: image]

  You don’t need a lot to go fly fishing—a rod, reel, line, leader, a box of flies, and maybe a pair of waders and a waist pack to carry a few things.

  What happens when you lose a fly, or the fish won’t eat the one fly you have? You can carry a bunch of flies in a pocket, but I don’t recommend it. You can be like the famous fishing writer Nick Lyons and carry extra flies in an old Sucrets tin. Or you can buy a fly box or two and keep your flies neat and secure.

  Leaders break and get too short after a lot of fly changes, so you’ll eventually want to replace the terminal end of your leader, known as the tippet. Smart anglers carry at least three different sizes of tippet material on spools because flies much larger or smaller than the one you’re using now might require a different size tippet.

  Some of us use our teeth to cut leader material, but as you get older the enamel wears away and you just can’t get a nice clean, close cut with those old choppers. Plus, your dentist will wag his finger at you. So a pair of fisherman’s snips will make your knots neater and save your teeth for corn on the cob after you retire.

  If you fish with dry flies, unless you only use flies made from closed-cell foam, you’ll need a silicone-based fly floatant to keep them floating. For releasing fish and for crimping the barbs down on flies, a pair of forceps helps. You can fish nymphs without a strike indicator and split shot, but you’ll eventually want to get them.

  About the only truly dangerous aspects of fly fishing are falling in a fast current and getting a hook stuck in your eye. Polarized glasses can ease your fears with both—they’ll cut glare from the water and let you see submerged holes and rocks, and they’ll keep an errant hook from sticking in the most vulnerable part of your anatomy (any other place is painful, but more embarrassing than anything else). A hat also protects your head from hooks and keeps glare out of your eyes. Your standard baseball cap works as well as anything.

  You can keep all this stuff in a pocket, but eventually you’ll either need to buy a shirt with lots of pockets or wear something else to carry your gear. The traditional garb is a fishing vest with pockets, but the popularity of fishing vests is being challenged by new lightweight chest packs.

  So to the very basic list mentioned earlier you’ll probably want to add:

  •   Waders

  •   Wading shoes

  •   A fly box or two full of basic trout flies

  •   A few spools of tippet material

  •   Fly fisherman’s snips

  •   Fly floatant

  •   Split shot

  •   Strike indicators

  •   Forceps

  •   Polarized sunglasses and a hat

  •   Vest

  Of course, as you progress in fly fishing you’ll discover lots of other neat gadgets for making your time on the water more fun, but with the gear listed above I could happily fish all year. At least in my backyard.
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  What to get after the essentials

  ALTHOUGH YOU CAN FISH WITH JUST THE BASIC STUFF FOR THE REST OF YOUR LIFE, eventually you’ll discover some gadgets and gear to make your time on the water easier and more fun. Some anglers decry the proliferation of gadgets that can hang from a fishing vest, but others enjoy trying new widgets and feel they’re part of the allure of fly fishing. Just don’t rush into the acquisition of gear too quickly. Wait until you’ve got a few trips under your belt. Keep a mental or written list of problems you have, and then look for solutions in your local fly shop, tackle catalog, or hardware store.

  Here are some suggestions of things that aren’t essential, but that I find to be truly useful on the water:

  •   A rain jacket. If you primarily fish in waders, get one of the “shorty” styles that won’t hang in the water when you are wading. If you fish from a boat or from shore, you can get away with a longer style.

  •   Fingerless or thin neoprene gloves for cold-weather fishing, and thin sun gloves for tropical and high-mountain fishing in warm weather. Skin cancer is a real threat to fly fishers, and gloves are as essential as a hat if you’re sensitive to ultraviolet rays.

  •   Knot tying tools. If you have trouble with knots, many clever tools have been invented to make knot tying easier.

  •   A diamond file for sharpening hooks. It’s a lot more convenient and economical to sharpen a hook than to throw away a three-dollar fly.

  •   A net. Fish are easier to land, photograph, and release with a net. You can land many fish with your hands, but you’ll lose more at the final moment. The amount of time spent battling with a fish will be cut in half when you carry a net.
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  After you acquire the essential gadgets, think about a rain jacket, wading staff, a few tools, a net, and a pair of fingerless gloves if you plan to fish in cold weather.

  •   A net retainer with a quick-release mechanism to keep the net out of the way until you need it.

  •   A wading staff if you fish big rivers. Having a third leg makes a big difference. Many wading staffs collapse and stay out of the way until you need them.

  •   Sunscreen and insect repellent. Why be miserable?
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  Planning your first fishing trip

  I WOULD NOT SPEND A LOT OF TIME OR MONEY ON YOUR VERY FIRST FLY-FISHING trip. You’ll make mistakes, you’ll realize your casting limitations, and you’ll have plenty of questions that you may have to research after your trip. It doesn’t make sense to waste a week of your valuable time and thousands of dollars for a trip to New Zealand, or even a day of time and a hundred miles on your car, when you can find a place for your first trip much closer to home.

  My first suggestion would be to find the closest pond or lake. There are few ponds in the lower forty-eight states that don’t have a population of sunfish or other panfish. These feisty little guys strike eagerly, they aren’t spooky, and fly selection is not critical as long as you fish a fly that’s small enough to fit into their diminutive mouths. They also tend to hang close to shore so you won’t have to worry about long casts or dealing with waders or a boat. You’ll fine-tune your casting and will learn how to strike fish, how to strip in line to bring them to hand, and how to release them. Don’t forget to bring a pair of forceps, as these fish often swallow a fly with such abandon that it gets lodged beyond where you can reach with your fingers. If the pond has small largemouth or smallmouth bass, so much the better. They are slightly harder to catch, but bass under ten inches are more eager than their adult relatives.

  [image: image]

  A patient guide will help you enjoy your first big fly-fishing trip.

  You can also find panfish or large minnows like fallfish and creek chubs in streams close to home. These streams may be ignored by most anglers because they don’t have any trout or other gamefish, but you’re just out there to practice—and besides, it helps if you don’t have to worry about who is watching your technique. In addition, the current in these streams will teach you about manipulating your fly in moving water, something that most of us forget about when practicing in the backyard or on casting ponds.
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  What to do when you first get to the water

  A LITTLE OBSERVATION BEFORE YOU ENTER THE WATER AND BEGIN CASTING WILL make your fishing day more productive and fun. Whether you’re launching a boat or wading a river, take a few minutes to observe the water before disturbing it with your presence. The best fish in a body of water are not necessarily a half mile upstream or on the other side of the lake—fish take the best habitat for feeding, regardless of how close it is to an access point, and you might frighten some nice fish by making premature waves.

  Try to observe the water from a high vantage point if possible, which gives you a better look into the water than you would have at the water level. I often climb a hill above the water before fishing, even if it means getting out of breath for a few minutes, because it helps to slow me down and also alerts me to deep pockets or submerged objects in the middle of the river that might harbor nice fish, stuff I would never see if I just waded into the water. Once you’ve scoped the water for inanimate objects, look for fish.

  Look for subtle dimples of trout taking tiny insects, wakes in the shallows from cruising redfish, or smallmouth bass crashing minnows in the shallows. Next, look for prey. Are there baitfish in the water? What size and shape are they? Are there insects on the surface or in spiderwebs along the bank? A few minutes of careful study may help you pick the best fly of the day.

  For the sake of others and for your own fishing success, look for other anglers. Disturbing another angler might spoil someone else’s day and even evoke harsh words, and following another person in a river or on a lake forces you to fish water another angler has already fished, water that is probably already disturbed and devoid of feeding fish.

  Although few anglers carry them, a small pair of binoculars can greatly enhance your initial surveillance. Is that a big log out in the middle of the river or a twenty-inch brown trout? Are those insects mayflies or caddisflies? Is that shape along the bank that’s just out of sight a dead tree or another fly fisher waiting for the hatch?

  [image: image]

  Usually, the best way to start a day on the water is to sit and quietly observe the water, looking for feeding fish or likely fish-holding spots.
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  Fly fishing in urban areas

  YOU MAY FEEL SELF-CONSCIOUS FISHING CLOSE TO A SIDEWALK OR ALONG A BUSY highway, subject to long stares and smarmy comments from pedestrians, but some of the best fishing you have might be right under your nose. I’ve caught steelhead in downtown Rochester, New York, and Grand Rapids, Michigan. I’ve stalked carp in sight of the Denver skyline and on a golf course in Houston. You can catch striped bass within the city limits of San Francisco and New York, peacock and largemouth bass (plus tarpon and bonefish!) in Miami, and trout in the suburbs of Atlanta.

  Because boat traffic and swimmers disturb cautious gamefish, the best time to fish urban areas is from dawn until the first rays of sunlight hit the water, which probably fits in best with your work schedule, anyway. Multiple-piece rods and a minimum of tackle also allow you to commute by car or bicycle or train with your tackle right after fishing, and if you wear waders, a pair of wrinkle-free pants lets you arrive in the office with no one the wiser.

  I don’t know of a single urban area in North America that does not have fly-fishing opportunities within the city limits. It might not be as peaceful and prestigious as the Florida Keys or wilderness trout, but that doesn’t mean the fishing is any less appealing or challenging. The more you fish with a fly the better you’ll get, and fishing close to home a few days a week, even if it’s bluegills in Central Park, will sharpen your skills for that summer trip to Alaska. There is not a better way to start your day, and I guarantee you’ll forget about the noise and bustle around you in short order.

  [image: image]

  You don’t have to travel to the wilderness to catch fish on a fly. This hefty lake trout was caught on a fly in the middle of Grand Rapids, Michigan.


  PART

  [image: image]
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  Equipment
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  Pick a rod by line size

  THE FIRST DECISION ABOUT PICKING A FLY ROD HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH YOUR height, weight, strength, location, or casting skill. The physical weight of a fly rod is also insignificant. The first thing to decide is what line size you need. Every fly rod made is designed for a specific line size (although some may handle several with some adjustment in casting style). These sizes are based on the weight in grains of the first thirty feet of the line, regardless of whether the line floats or sinks, because it’s the weight of the line bending the rod that lets you cast. Luckily, you and I don’t need to memorize these grain weights because all fly-fishing manufacturers use a number system that ranges from 1 through 15, where each line size correlates to a grain weight. It’s used by every maker of fly rods throughout the world.

  The smaller the number, the lighter the line. Lighter lines, in sizes 1 through 4, deliver a fly with more delicacy. They cast small flies and light leaders best, but don’t cast as far as heavier lines and don’t handle the wind as well. As lines get heavier, in the 5 through 7 range, they lose some delicacy but gain in their ability to deliver larger flies and longer casts, and you won’t have to fight the wind as much. These middle sizes are most often used for trout and smallmouth bass. Sizes 8 through 10 are considered the basic rods for long casts, big flies, and lots of wind, and are the sizes most often used by saltwater, bass, and salmon anglers. But they splash down heavier and won’t protect a light tippet as well as the lighter rods. When you get into line sizes 11 and heavier, you’re really looking at a rod designed to fight big fish, because once you get to a 10-weight rod, you’ve probably maximized the distance you’ll get and going heavier only gives you more power to turn the head of a big tarpon or shark.

  [image: image]

  Just by looking at this small stream with clear water you can expect that a 4-weight line would be about perfect.

  Fortunately, the flexibility of the rod needed to throw each line size corresponds perfectly with its purpose. Rods designed for lighter fly lines are very flexible, so it’s easier to play a trout on a two-pound tippet with a flexible 4-weight rod. If you fish a leader with a two-pound tippet on a 9-weight rod, you’ll most likely break most fish off on the strike because the stiffer rod is not as good a shock absorber, and besides, fishing a heavy 9-weight line on top of spooky trout will send most fish running for cover before they even see your fly. Playing a small trout on a 9-weight rod is not much fun, anyway, because the rod will hardly bend against the wiggles of a ten-inch fish. And playing a ten-pound redfish on a 4-weight might be fun for a few moments, but the lighter rod just does not have the strength to land a big fish sounding under a boat, something a stiffer rod will do with ease.
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  How long should your fly rod be?

  I ONCE ASKED A TOURNAMENT CASTER IF THERE WAS AN OPTIMUM ROD LENGTH for casting, ignoring all the other tasks we ask of a fly rod. Without hesitating, he answered “eight and a half feet.” The physics of fly fishing are not easily understood, and air resistance, line weight, loop shape, and line speed all come into play, so I won’t begin to theorize as to why eight and a half feet is the optimum length. But if all you ever wanted to do was cast out in the open with no wind, and had no conflicting currents to worry about, you’d want an eight-and-a-half-foot rod.

  But fishing is much more than casting. In small, brushy places, an eight-and-a-half-foot rod gets tangled in the brush as you walk from one spot to another, and the wider casting arc of a longer rod offers overhanging trees more chances to snatch your fly and leader. A rod that is between six and seven and a half feet long is better for brushy streams, with the really short ones best for almost impenetrable woodland brooks, while rocky mountain streams with wider banks, where if you can get midstream you have plenty of room in front of and behind you, allow rods up to eight feet long before they get clumsy.

  Rods longer than eight and a half feet are best for bigger waters. It’s easier to keep your back cast off the ground behind you with a longer rod, they are better at making casts over fifty feet, and when you need to mend line or hold line off the water to prevent drag, that extra six inches make a surprising difference. Nine-foot rods seem to be the perfect length for saltwater fly fishing and give a great balance between making longer casts and the ability to play a large fish. It’s actually easier to play large fish on a shorter rod as opposed to a longer rod, though, and that is why 14- and 15-weight rods for huge sailfish, marlin, and tuna are usually made in eight-and-a-half-foot lengths. They don’t cast as well as nine-footers, but these species are typically teased close to the boat with a hook-less plug or bait so casts longer than fifty feet aren’t needed.

  Really long rods, ten feet and over, are best when tricky currents require the angler to manipulate the fly line once it hits the water. Because the swing of a fly is so important in salmon and steelhead fishing, and these fish are often caught in very wide rivers, two-handed rods up to fifteen feet long are sometimes used with special casts called spey casts that can pick up sixty or seventy feet of line and deliver it back on target without false casting and without the line ever going behind the angler.

  [image: image]

  To manipulate a fly line over these tricky currents, a fly rod nine feet long or longer would be the most efficient tool.
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  How to pick a reel

  FOR FISH LIKE SMALL TROUT, PANFISH, AND BASS, A FLY REEL IS SIMPLY A LINE STORAGE device. It keeps your line neat and orderly when you walk to and from fishing, and also keeps excess line from tangling at your feet and around the clutter that fishing boats seem to attract. Nearly all of the reels you see are single action, which means that one revolution of the handle moves the spool around once. Unlike spin fishing or bait casting, where you retrieve line after each cast and a multiplying action comes in handy, it’s not needed in fly fishing. In the past, automatic reels with spring-loaded spools and multiplying reels with gear systems were made, but these reels proved to be heavy and clumsy, not to mention difficult to maintain in good working order.

  [image: image]

  A narrow arbor trout reel on the left compared to the heavier, large arbor saltwater reel on the right.

  Smaller reels don’t need strong drag tension, either. All that’s needed is enough tension on the reel to prevent the line from back-lashing on the spool when you pull some off, and perhaps some light tension if a bass or trout pulls a few feet of line when fighting. This tension might be provided by a simple click mechanism composed of a spring and a small metal triangle called a pawl, that engages teeth on the reel spool, or it can be from a small disc drag system. The main considerations when looking for a small reel are how nice it looks and how much it weighs, as the more expensive reels are lighter and more attractive than the less expensive entry-level reels.

  Many fish run a hundred yards or more when first hooked. Big trout, salmon, steelhead, and most saltwater species will yank from five feet to a hundred yards of line during a battle, and it’s difficult to put tension on a reel by grabbing the fly line with your fingers, as it is neither precise nor uniform, and grabbing a fly line when a fish is running usually leads to a broken leader. These fish require a mechanical, adjustable break system or drag to help you tire them; otherwise they’ll just swim away until they steal all your line and backing. Fly reels for these species employ a disc drag system like the brakes on your car, and these drags are most often made with a cork or plastic disc against the aluminum frame of the spool. These bigger reels also require extra capacity for the one hundred to four hundred yards of backing you’ll need. Thus, when looking for a reel for these species, check the capacity to make sure it will hold the line size you have plus the maximum length of backing you’ll need.
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