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TO MARY




THE NAMES used for the various fishes with which this book deals are in accordance with the Standard Check List of Common Names for Principal American Sport Fishes, as compiled by the Outdoor Writers Association of America.
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Foreword



THE text of the book that’s now in your hands was first published in 1950 by G. P. Putnam’s Sons, New York. It has been a definitive resource, right from the start. Books predating this one may have touched on anglers casting flies in salt water (as indeed they were before the twentieth century) or listed fly patterns for saltwater duty, but as the title tells us, Salt Water Fly Fishing was the first book to train a focus solely on the sport.


Even though this new edition from Derrydale Press marks the book’s golden anniversary, we can’t assess the value of the book only by its age. So much of Joe Brooks’ writing remains useful today that if this were the first printing, the angling world would have to consider it a vital text. My hunch will be proved true if it’s your first time reading the book.


I’ve read Salt Water Fly Fishing a half-dozen times, and I’m still astounded by how instructive the book is; I’m also struck by how entertaining and crisp Brooks’ prose is. I’ve learned much from the book, as legions of anglers have.


I first discovered Salt Water Fly Fishing right about the time I was discovering saltwater fly fishing. It was the early 1990s and I was living in New York and working as a staff editor at Outdoor Life, for which magazine Brooks was a frequent contributor in the 1950s and served as fishing editor from 1968 to 1972. The library at the magazine’s office was filled with various editions of out-of-print books, many of which were written by former and current contributors to the magazine, and amid the stacks I found a weathered first edition of this book. I read every page that afternoon. What did I learn? That bonefish prefer to feed into a current, that tarpon will hit fly-rod poppers, and that by watching gulls working bait I could follow the movements of schools of striped bass. That’s what I remember now. Who knows how much I’ve retained latently as foundation for what I know about the sport, and what I continue to learn?


A Maryland native, Brooks himself was introduced to saltwater fly fishing in the 1920s by fly-tying innovator Tom Loving when the two fished for shad, striped bass, and brackish-water largemouth bass in the Susquehanna River and other tributaries of Chesapeake Bay. Brooks often wrote of his fly-fishing experiences in the pages of Outdoor Life, but it was this book that gave generations of anglers an instruction manual on casting flies in the brine. Indeed, the publication of the book in 1950 not only legitimized the sport of saltwater fly fishing as a discipline unto itself, but also exposed gung-ho sportsmen in post-war America to an entirely new concept in fishing and catching large, speedy ocean fish with fly tackle. The author of this book deserves much of the credit for introducing saltwater fly fishing to a mass audience.


It was no coincidence that soon after the book was published a national movement began to evolve whose aim was to collectively build their experiential know-how of saltwater fly fishing tactics, ocean fish, and coastal fisheries. Later on, in the 1960s, Joe Brooks helped found The Salt Water Fly Rodders of America, a national group that brought together anglers who had an affinity for casting flies for saltwater species.


Brooks continued his saltwater fishing throughout the 1950s, 60s, and 70s, catching such fish as the first recorded permit on fly tackle; a 148-pound tarpon that for some time was a fly-rod world record; and in 1957, a 19-pound, 8-ounce permit in Cuba that still stands as an International Game Fish Association tippet-class world record. Before he became known for fly fishing, Brooks was an all-star athlete and a semi-pro football player, a member of the Baltimore Orioles farm team, and a sparring partner to Jack Dempsey. Brooks died in 1972, and is buried in Livingston, Montana.


Many of today’s best-known saltwater fly fishers were influenced or mentored by Joe Brooks. Lefty Kreh, the sport’s current leading man, was a close friend of Brooks for several decades. After helping Lefty pick out his first fly outfit in the late 1940s, a South Bend fiberglass rod and GAF line, Brooks gave Lefty his first fly-casting lesson. “Joe was one of the greatest people to get involved with fly fishing,” Lefty says. “He introduced legions of people to fishing, especially other writers.” Lefty says that one of Brooks’ greatest contributions to the sport was opening up new fly-fishing destinations, such as Canada, New Zealand, south Florida and the Florida Keys.


Fly-tackle-developer Cam Sigler calls Brooks “Gentleman Joe, truly a gentleman.” Cam met Brooks in 1957; today Cam says that Brooks influenced not only his choice of career, but his entire life. “The things he taught were honesty and integrity, in whatever you do.” Chico Fernandez met Brooks at the Miami Beach Rod & Reel Club in the 1950s and calls him “a mentor and teacher.”


Tarpon guru Stu Apte has said that Brooks was a second father to him. Indeed, when I visited Stu at his home in the Florida Keys, he wore a look of reverence when he took down from his bookshelf a first edition of this book signed to him by the author. Stu also played a tape of an episode of Wide World of Sports from the 1960s during which he guided Joe Brooks for tarpon in the Florida Keys.


Joe Brooks did more than anyone to popularize the sport of saltwater fly fishing, and with popularity came the advancements in techniques and the refinements in tackle from which we profit today.


On the way through this book, Brooks may provoke you to rethink some of today’s conventions on the sport. A good example comes in the chapter simply entitled “Equipment.” Here, Brooks states that a slow-action 9½-foot fly rod is best for saltwater fishing. His reasons? “The bigger, slower rod allows you to shoot the line greater distances with less effort.” Nowadays, fast, stiff fly rods are most common for saltwater fishing, though bit by bit anglers seem to be rediscovering the attributes of slower-action rods.


Of course, at the time Brooks was writing the book, he was using 9-½-foot bamboo rods with nylon GAF or torpedo-head fly lines. Still, half a century after he committed his thoughts to paper, his advice on choosing a fly rod bears our consideration. Put another way, although the fly tackle we use in saltwater today has changed considerably from what anglers used in the 1950s, Brooks’ common-sense view of how to use the stuff still stands.


Okay, enough of the then-versus-now comparison. Let’s talk about this book’s value as a cultural artifact. Simply put, it’s a historical treasure. Brooks gives ample credit to the pioneers who were proving that saltwater fish could be taken with fly tackle back in the early and mid part of the twentieth century—anglers such as Tom Loving, Holmes Allen, Allen Corson, among others—and he produces a living record to the memory of anglers such as Jimmie Albright, Red Greb, Harold Gibbs, Harry Snow, and Herb Welsh, men whose names are still spoken in fly-fishing circles.


A friend of mine, Vin Sparano, former editor in chief of Outdoor Life and an editor at the magazine when Brooks was the fishing editor, told me that Brooks “was a guy without a hint of ego.” You’ll have that same opinion as you encounter Brooks’ anecdotes about early saltwater fly fishing. He always gives credit to those who lent a helping hand in his discoveries about the sport. In the chapter “Bonefish,” in particular, Brooks cites the many teachers from whom his saltwater fly-fishing education came.


Right now, I’m looking out on the oceanside flats of Islamorada in the Florida Keys, one of the areas about which Brooks writes in these pages. He fished here in the late 1940s with Jimmie and Frankee Albright, and by his own count had caught some 250 bonefish at the time Salt Water Fly Fishing was first published. I’m thinking about how it must have been 50 years ago: almost no development along U.S. 1, few boats on the water and certainly no jet skis, vast schools of unpressured bonefish darkening the crystal blue waters as they push into the current, excavating the sandy bottom for crabs, shrimp, and small baitfish.


It’s time for me to take a cue from Brooks, string up my progressive-action graphite fly rod with my specialty saltwater fly line, and head out to enjoy, as Brooks called it, “the world’s most satisfactory sport.” I think today I’ll try casting an Upperman Joe Brooks Bucktail. (For the recipe, see page 34.)


Joe Healy, Editor
Saltwater Fly Fishing magazine
Islamorada, Florida
February, 2000





Introduction



THE history of salt-water fishing with a fly rod goes back a long way. There is a record of an angler taking shad on a fly on the Susquehanna River in Maryland seventy-five years ago. Twenty-seven years ago, Tom Loving of Baltimore, who introduced me to salt-water fly-fishing, was catching stripers up to twenty-five pounds on large white bucktails. At about the same time, Tom turned out the first fly tied especially for shad, and pioneered the brackish-water largemouth bass.


Some of the old-timers also fished the shallow flats off the Florida coast for many species of fish that will strike at a fly. Howard Bonbright caught tarpon with a fly of his own fashioning down there, many years ago. H. J. Greb, seventy-year-old Miami man, tied feathery foolers for snook, tarpon, and many other salt-water game fish and followed up with some of the earliest bonefish flies.


Throughout the years a few such lone sportsmen, here and there, have been taking salt-water fish with flies of their own design. Other anglers heard about these pioneers and were aware that they were catching plenty of nice fish. It remains a mystery why more of them did not take advantage of this tremendous field of sport fishing. Only during the past few years have the masses of anglers, who used to stow their fishing equipment away with the coming of the first snow, begun to realize that in the southern salt are dozens of potential light-tackle game fish, and that northern coastal waters abound with similar opportunities throughout most of the year.


The Susquehanna, the Chickahominy River near Richmond, Virginia, the Connecticut, and the Potomac have become well-known shad-fishing rivers. Many other streams which shad ascend to spawn, from northern Florida to the St. Lawrence watershed, will produce fly-fishing—provided, of course, that the water is clear, that it is shallow where you fish, and that there is a current. Shad are also found on the Pacific Coast where anglers at many scattered points in Oregon and California are discovering that they will take a fly.


The brackish-water largemouth black bass, so well known in North Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, and other coastal waters, is now a favorite with thousands of fly rodders. The readiness of brackish-water largemouth black bass to strike a streamer fly or a surface popping bug has made this species very popular with the light-tackle fraternity.


Another coastal favorite, the striped bass, is sensational as he swirls under and finally, when your heart is in your mouth, takes a popping bug or a big white bucktail. Twenty-pound stripers are not unusual on fly tackle, while four- and five-pound fish are an everyday affair. Stripers have wide distribution on the Atlantic Coast, ranging from Florida to the Gulf of St. Lawrence; since being introduced on the Pacific Coast in 1896, they have extended their range from Monterey, California, to and beyond the Umpqua River in Oregon.


While fly-fishing in Pacific salty waters is really new, it is rapidly taking hold, and California, Oregon, and Washington anglers have discovered that the silver salmon and the chinook or king salmon will take a fly now and again, if a little temperamentally, while the California sea bass, which hang around rocks and jetties, will strike either a popping bug or a bucktail and put up a swell fight.


Spotted sea trout (weakfish) are suckers for a popping bug. They also slap a streamer hard and like a spinner-bucktail or a spinner-streamer combination. They range from New York down the Atlantic Coast, throughout the middle Atlantic states to Florida, and around and off the Gulf States.


In Florida, a whole new crop of fish is providing grand angling for a growing army of fly rodders. The shallows off the southern coast of that state are teeming with many varieties of fish which will hit a fly. Tarpon, snook, snappers, jack, barracuda, bonefish, ladyfish, channel bass, spotted sea trout, and many other salt-water gamesters are avid takers of artificial fly-rod lures.


Even before the shallows of the Florida coast had attracted many light-tackle enthusiasts, however, a most interesting development had occurred along the now-famous Tamiami Trail. This highway was built in 1926 and 1927, and as the trail progressed westward from Miami, water filled in the ditches which had been dredged out to provide the roadbed. It wasn’t long before adventurous Miami bass fishermen were working these new roadside “canals.” Bob Aiken, Captain Stewart Miller, Milton Drenner, and Holmes Allen blazed that trail using the Wilder-Dilg wounded minnow as a lure. Bass were everywhere and it was fishing to write home about. They followed the work crew westward, tossing their lures into ever new water and having the time of their lives. Then, seventeen miles out from Miami, things really happened. Lateral canals from the Gulf of Florida joined the canals along the Trail, and salt mingled with the canal waters on both sides of the road. Along with the salt came salt-water fish—baby tarpon and snook. The anglers started using bucktails and then streamers, flairing the feathers by reversing them. Those four Miamians were right on the spot, hitting that virgin fishing bang on the nose. It must have been wonderful.


After these first Trail fishermen came many other anglers. Fishing was so good that Homer Rhode, Jr., who tied some of the first flies especially designed for those new canal denizens, reported strikes on almost every cast.


While this book is concerned only with fly-fishing, I feel that great credit should be extended to the many plug casters who played a large part in starting the light-tackle fishing in Florida waters. Bill Ackerman, well-known outdoor writer, was one of those fine tackle advocates and did much to further that type of sporty fishing, and many an enthusiastic fly rodder has followed trails blazed by Bill.


Allen Corson was probably the first one to catch sea trout on plugs in New Jersey waters. He brought years of such light-tackle salt-water experience along when he moved to Miami, where he is now fishing editor of the Miami Herald. Corson has done a bang-up job for anglers in Southern Florida. He has plugged light-tackle fishing in his column and has at all times kept up to the latest in angling methods. He went for salt-water fly-fishing in a big way and talked and wrote about it at every opportunity. He has made a study of the tackle needed and, finding the proper equipment, has advised hundreds of fly casters on the right setup for willow-wanding salt water. His contribution has helped as much as anyone’s to build up the present-day popularity of salt-water light-tackle fishing.


Needless to say, all the pioneering has not yet been done, and every season sees new species added to the list of those which have been captivated by a flirting fly. One of the most interesting of these additions was a 41-pound lemon shark landed in the winter of 1949 by Jack Ardis, Miami Beach sportsman. In early May, 1950, while fishing Content Key with Captain Leo Johnson of Islamorada, Florida, I took a 5-pound 10-ounce permit and also two species of grunt—the black and the yellow. None of these fish had formerly been recorded by a fly rodder.


Nor are fly rods confined to the shallow waters. Many fish that swim the reefs can be coaxed up to a fly, and some of the Gulf Stream fish will fall for a well-presented streamer. One afternoon in 1948, Lee Cuddy of Miami took sixteen dolphin, up to ten pounds, while casting a streamer in the Gulf Stream; and in 1949, while I was Manager of the Metropolitan Miami Fishing Tournament, three young lads from Miami reported to me that on a trip to Bimini they had landed a 14½-pound dolphin on fly rod, as well as half a dozen others which were only slightly smaller. And there are many other potential fly takers in the Gulf Stream.


Similarly, while visiting Bermuda in the summer of 1949, I took ten varieties of fish, most of which had not been regarded as susceptible to flies. These included the horse-eye jack, caranx latus, the madregal or Bermuda bonito, seriola falcatus, the crevalle, caranx guara, the gaff topsail pompano, trachinotus palometo, the yellowtail, ocyurus chrysurus, the Bermuda chub, kyphosus sectatrix, the gray snapper, lutianus griseus, barracuda, sphyraena barracuda, the glasseye, priacanthus avenatus, and the mackerel, euthynnus alleteratus.


However, the taking of such fish, from the Gulf Stream and from the deeper waters around Bermuda, represents a more exotic phase of the sport of fly-fishing the salt. And while these branches of the game are covered in the following chapters, the bulk of this book is devoted to the more accessible angling along United States coastal waters.


My own first adventure into the salt came after twenty-five years of fly-rod fishing in the conventional, time-honored manner. I was a dry-fly fisherman from away back, brought up on eastern brown trout streams and imbued with all the lore of the purest of the purists. Then Tom Loving took me out after shad, stripers, and brackish-water largemouth bass. We used big bucktails for the stripers, smaller ones for the shad, and large streamers and popping bugs for the bass. We fished mostly around Maryland, in the Susquehanna River below the Conowingo Dam, and in other Chesapeake Bay tributaries—the Severn, the Bush and Middle Rivers, the Gunpowder, and many others. We had rare sport, and as word got around other anglers began to take a more active interest.


After those first salt-water sallies, my fly-rod fishing was not limited to streams and lakes, nor was it limited by season. In the subsequent years I have fished both coasts, from Newfoundland to Florida, and from Alaska to California, and have taken forty-nine species of saltwater fish on a fly at every season of the year. In September, 1948, I landed a striped bass which, as far as is known, is the largest striper ever taken on a fly rod. It came from the waters of Coos Bay, Oregon, and weighed 29 pounds, 6 ounces. In November of 1949, I captured an 11-pound, 5½-ounce bonefish on a fly, at Islamorada, Florida—a record only recently topped by Herb Welsh, famous Maine fly caster, who landed a 12-pound, 4-ounce bonefish while fly-fishing at Islamorada. Between these two widely separated points, I have fished for almost every swimmer of the coastal waters.


This is not written boastfully, but merely to show fly-rod anglers who have not tried the salt that there is a vast field for them to explore. It is a field abundant with great fighting fish, and the purpose of this book is to pass on to other devotees of the fly rod some of my own enthusiasm for what is, to me, the world’s most satisfactory sport.


I want to take this opportunity to thank the many guides who have willingly given me the knowledge and ideas of their many years of observing salt-water game fish. Guiding fly-fishermen is hard work and only a great love of the game keeps them going. It has been a pleasure to me to know these men and to fish with them. They have contributed largely to this book.


I also want to thank the men who took the pictures shown in the book: Charlie Ebbets, chief photographer of the Miami News Bureau, a great photographer in any league and a fine fly caster, and Pete Perinchief and Wilfred Higgs of the Bermuda News Bureau, fine picture takers and companions of fly-fishing trips in their country.


J.W.B., JR.
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Equipment



RODS



EVERY fly-rod fisherman knows that there is no all-purpose rod—that is, a fly rod that will do for brook trout in a small mountain stream or for Atlantic salmon in the broad reaches of a Canadian river, for bass bug fishing in New York State or for the fast-water steelhead of the Pacific Coast. A man who is going after all these fish must necessarily load himself down until he looks a little like a porcupine, with rod cases sticking out at all angles. But this is not the case in salt-water fly-fishing. In a number of years of experience fishing the salt from the coast of Newfoundland to the tip of Florida and from Alaska to California, and including Bermuda, I have found that there is a single rod which will do the job for me wherever I go and whatever fish I am after. The beauty of this rod is that it can be used for practically every salt-water fish that hits a fly or bug. It does for bonefish, tarpon, barracuda, sea trout, ladyfish, striped bass, channel bass, shad, bluefish, and many other salty gamesters.


The stick which I have found so universally suitable is a 2-piece, 9½-foot rod weighing anywhere from 6¼ to 6¾ ounces. My own favorite Orvis rod weighs 6⅝ ounces. It is a slow or wet fly rod, with the action coming well down into the grip. While there is nothing wrong with a 3-piece rod which meets the other specifications, I advocate the 2-piece because I believe it has more strength and slightly better action.


Often when I have recommended this rod, I have aroused a storm of protest from old fly fishermen. “The rod will be too heavy,” and “You’ll wear your arm out,” are the usual cries.


But such arguments come mainly from those who have beaten themselves down trying to cast a light rod under salt-water fishing conditions. The rod advocated above is designed to meet these special conditions and many a time I have taken an unbeliever protestingly out with the 9½-foot rod and brought him back a convert.


The bigger, slow-action rod allows you to shoot the line greater distances with less effort. Its adaptability is amazing. With it you can make short, accurate casts as well as long, difficult ones into the wind. It has power and yet retains the fineness needed for hitting the target on the nose.


The main, and perhaps the most important reason for the slow-action rod is the fact that the lures used in saltwater fly-fishing are large, wind-resistant streamers and popping bugs. The rod must be capable, through its action, of waiting for the slow lure to make its way back and perform a loop before starting on the forward journey. With a stiff, fast, or dry fly action rod, it would be almost impossible to throw such a lure any distance at all.


One of the outstanding advantages of this rod is its ability to perform lengthy casts without excessive false casting. You can pick up 30 feet of line, make your backcast, and shoot 30 feet. This enables you to present the fly to an oncoming fish when he is 60 feet away. At that distance he is still unable to see you and there is less chance of his seeing the rod than if you are making false casts with which to get the line out. Incidentally, a trick to get a longer throw under the same conditions is to shoot the backcast and thus produce a quicker, longer toss. It’s true that you often hook salt-water fish such as the bonefish within 20 or 30 feet, but more often these fish follow the lure for many feet before they take. Hence a 20- or 30-foot cast, followed by a fish, will bring him in so close that he will see you and flush—and for just such a procedure as that, the slower, more powerful rod is needed.


The longer rod helps on the pickup, too, and enables you to get a good, high backcast, which is perhaps the most important part of the casting technique. A good backcast usually means a good forward cast. A sloppy backcast that hits the water in back of you, throws off the whole of your timing, results in poor presentation, and is likely to scare off the quarry altogether. The height of the rod is of further value in imparting action to the lure and thus inviting more strikes. It will also pay off when you are casting into shallow water of 6- or 8-inch depth, in which plenty of fish are caught. It allows you to drop the lure lightly to avoid frightening the fish—and contrary to general opinion, salt-water fish do scare easily at times. The long rod also helps to keep the lure from catching on underwater growths or from fouling on the bottom. With the rod held high it is surprising in what shallow water you can work the fly and catch fish.


There is usually a wind of some degree blowing when an angler is fishing the great expanse of salt water, and very seldom do you get in a position where you are sheltered from it. But with the 9½-foot, slow-action rod, you can reach out even in a fairly stiff breeze.


It is possible, of course, to take salt-water fish with a 3-, 4- or 5-ounce rod, provided that you have a reel big enough to carry a lot of backing, and one with a dependable drag. Then you can point the tip of the rod in the general direction of the fighting fish and play him off the reel. But the smaller stick must have a matching line and with a line matched to such a light rod you would have a tough time trying to cast a big lure.


With such equipment you could quite conceivably cast downwind, though with no degree of accuracy. But what if a fish is passing upwind of you? That’s the time you would wish for a stouter rod—and with the larger stick, in the course of a year, you would have accounted for many fish which otherwise would have got by.


A salt-water fly rod comes in for a lot of abuse. It is used on big, tough fish and must stand long periods of continuous strain when such fish are hooked. All too often, too, the angler picks up too much line and heaves it time and again into the wind. Frequently the line is water-soaked and heavy, thus putting an additional load on the rod tip. Yet unless the rod has been neglected and water allowed to seep under the ferrules, these rods seldom break. It always astonishes me to see how well a fly rod stands up under the brutal beating it gets in ocean fishing.


Only during the past couple of years have manufacturers begun to make a true salt-water fly rod. Heretofore, the sticks used in salt water were salmon, bass bug, steelhead, or any of the larger rods designed for fishing fresh-water lakes and streams. Now, with the tremendous swing to the salt, the manufacturers are speeding production of rods expressly made for this newly popular type of fishing. They are putting on salt-resisting ferrules, guides, and reel seats, and I know of at least one company that has done extensive research on the effects of salt water on the cane, to the extent of forwarding me three sticks to immerse in salt water for a month, to check these effects.


Most of the rods, to date, have been made of cane. There has also been a sprinkling of steel and lately the woven glass rods are beginning to appear in large numbers on the market. While their value has not yet been proved, with the strides made in the last couple of years it looks as if it will not be too long before a very fine rod has been perfected.


My personal preference for the Orvis 9½-foot, 2-piece rod is founded on two years of extensive use. Besides having the proper action, it is impregnated to withstand the salt, sun, and other elements encountered in ocean fishing.


On a recent trip to the Florida Keys I landed a 38-pound tarpon with my Orvis. I fought the silver king hard, laying back on the rod for the entire forty-two minutes it took to boat the fish. I held the rod straight up, my hands steadying it against my chest. That is, it started straight up, but just beyond the ferrule it went out like a continuation of the casting line, following it here and there after the fish. It took a terrific beating but came back as straight as a die. It was a remarkable performance and since that time I have marveled many more times at the ability of these rods to give continuous, better-than-perfect service.


Orvis rods are made at Manchester, Vermont, and their Battenkill 9½-foot, 6⅝-ounce, 2-piece, slow-action rod, with two tips, sells for $82.50. The 2-piece 9½-foot Manchester, made by the same company, lists at $65, has the same slow action, and is a peach of a rod.


The South Bend 2-piece # 51 has also proved to be a good salt-water fly rod. It is 9 feet long and weighs 6 ounces, and is stainless steel equipped. Although a trifle on the fast side as far as action is concerned, a GAF line matches it up well enough to bring out the rod and give a creditable performance. It sells for $25.


Another powerful 2-piece rod is the Winston, made in San Francisco. Due to the hollow bottom section, this fine rod weighs only slightly over 6 ounces. It has long been used for steelhead and other fresh-water fish, and the Winston Company is now working on a slow-action rod particularly suited for salt-water fly-fishing. The Winston is priced at $75 plus $25 more for the extra tip.
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