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    PREFACE

    

    

    Nymphing. There are two ways to approach it: as a rote technique for dredging up a few trout between hatches, or as your ticket to becoming a truly versatile and productive fly fisher. No other form of fly fishing has broader application throughout the season on so many water types for both active and inactive trout, including those elusive top-end fish that are measured in pounds rather than inches and so often specialize in feeding subsurface.

    Nymphing as most anglers learn and practice it, dead drifting a short line, is really only a single facet of nymphing. Indeed, over the course of a season, I catch many more trout by actively moving the nymph than I do by dead drifting. Moving a nymph, especially a substantial attractor tied with lively materials, often triggers loads of reflexive or aggressive strikes, even from trout that are not particularly interested in feeding. And we all encounter trout in that mode much of the time.

    The most versatile nymph fishers are skilled dead drifters, but they also routinely employ wet-fly and streamer tactics to activate the nymph and agitate nonfeeding trout into striking. During many of my hottest sessions, I turn upstream dead-drift nymphing on its ear by working downstream and keeping the imitation moving almost constantly as I swim it across the snouts of inactive trout that are sulking near the bottom in refuge areas. And you haven’t experienced electrifying nymphing and jolting strikes until you’ve worked downstream or across current to highly aggressive trout in off-color water, a frequent occurrence on spring creeks in many regions as streams drop and clear in the wake of storms. Fly fishers who can skillfully play the downstream angles can simultaneously activate a nymph as they hang or delay its progression through prime pockets, and that’s a deadly one-two combination that will have you tearing up dirty water when most anglers, including conventional dead-drift nymphers, are whining about “unfishable” conditions. Favorable water temperatures and off-color water—not like chocolate milk, but with restricted visibility—will usually set the stage for dynamic nymphing.

    Then there is the demanding game of long-line nymphing for active trout in gin-clear spring creeks, a form of nymphing that brings a host of precision skills to bear, including casting weighted nymphs at significant ranges with high line speeds and dry-fly accuracy. Invigorating water temperatures often move spring-creek trout from deeper refuge water into relatively shallow feeding stations, even in the absence of a hatch. To avoid spooking small-stream fish in clear water, you often must work from far enough away that nymphing becomes a horizontal game rather than the vertical one to which most anglers are accustomed. And once you’ve refined your horizontal nymphing skills on small streams, you’ll recognize plenty of opportunities to put them into play on sizable rivers, where the fishing can be remarkably similar to small streams when active trout are moving from deep to shallow water. In fact, when big, brawling rivers like Montana’s Madison really turn on, you can often mop up by long-line nymphing the skinny water where most guys are wading.

    There is also the fascinating world of nymphing for trout in stillwater, where the fish actively cruise for their food rather than patrol fixed stations as they do in current. If, like many fly fishers, you’re not all that interested in fishing lakes, you might want to reconsider. Trout routinely grow larger in lakes than they do in rivers, and many phenomenal trout lakes are neglected even though they sit right next door to famed and overcrowded rivers. Plenty of big trout on public water without another angler in sight should not be ignored. Many big-time trout rivers, such as the Green River below Flaming Gorge in Utah, have big back eddies where trout routinely cruise for food, just as they do in lakes. Anglers armed with lake-nymphing savvy can successfully target eddy cruisers even when main flows are fishing poorly. As when encountering any new water type, fishing lakes entails learning new tactics, and these will transfer to other waters. Fishing extensively on lakes drilled home to me the value of activating nymphs to grab the attention of trout and generate strikes, even from nonfeeding fish—knowledge that I now routinely employ on moving water.

    Nymphing, like dry-fly fishing, has both attractor and imitative forms. Imitative, match-the-natural nymphing has broad application for bracketing hatches and fishing subsurface during hatches, where the most efficient and largest trout often gorge on emerging nymphs and pupae while ignoring food on the surface. Matching the hatch with emerging nymphs fished on or near the surface is essentially dry-fly nymphing, with all of the satisfaction of visual takes—and a lot more takes than you would get by fishing dry flies during some hatches.

    Even standard dead-drift nymphing, which many fly fishers dismiss as boring, runs the gamut from bouncing heavily weighted nymphs on the bottom in considerable current to suspending tiny micronymphs beneath buoyant indicators and creeping them through slow-water refuge areas at precisely controlled depths. Micronymphing is often the key to steady action between hatches on tremendously fertile tailwater rivers, such as the San Juan, but it also transfers exceptionally well to small spring creeks where inactive trout typically stack up in confined refuge slots.

    There’s really no limit to how creative you can become with your presentations and strategies. And as you begin to understand that nymphing is not merely a single rote technique for dredging up a few fish between hatches, but an entire set of intricate skills to employ in an array of situations, your versatility and productivity as an angler will soar. You won’t just catch a few more trout—you’ll catch a lot more trout on a lot more days, including a lot more top-end fish. And while you are expanding your skills, you will come to enjoy nymphing on entirely new levels—the casting, the presentation, the strategy, the results.

    Before you know it, you’ll be fishing dry flies only when conditions warrant.

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 1

    

    

    Rigging

    In order to probe the depths with your nymph and not just skim the surface, you need to employ weight to sink it. There are three primary ways to do this: by adding weight to the nymph at the tying vise, by adding weight to the tippet on the water, or by using a sinking fly line, to which weight or density has been added by the manufacturer. Of the three methods, adding weight to the tippet is generally the most versatile and efficient way to sink a nymph in current, where most nymphing for trout is done. Why adding weight to the tippet is so often singled out as something less than true fly fishing eludes me, but I suspect it has at least as much to do with the inability of many fly fishers to cast weighted rigs with precision and ease (a critical nymphing skill) as it does with angling ethics. And ethically speaking, I don’t see a drop of difference in whether it’s the fly line, the fly, or the tippet that is weighted. It’s all added weight intended to sink the fly. So why not choose the method that’s best suited to the conditions at hand?

    

    SINKING FLY LINES

    Sinking fly lines have their place in nymphing. In my view, that place is primarily on stillwater and to a lesser extent on sizable rivers with long, spacious runs. Sinking lines have several significant drawbacks for nymphing in current. Given their considerable diameter, they are prone to being transported horizontally by the current as they sink. That makes it difficult to drop a nymph straight down with a sinking line in heavy current, in turbulent pocket water, off deep cutbanks, or where riffles shelve abruptly into depths—exactly the kinds of situations that abound on most moving trout water and call for a fast vertical sink.

    More often than not, you want to sink a nymph quickly in current to put it in the productive bottom zone throughout the drift. If the prime fish-holding slot in a run is only 6 feet long, but it takes 5 feet of downstream drift to sink the nymph near bottom, you’re fishing over the top of most bottom-hugging trout. If the sweet spot in a run is 30 feet long, then using 5 feet of drift to sink the nymph near bottom still leaves you with 25 feet of productive drift, making sinking lines better suited to nymphing long runs than short ones.

    But there are significant secondary drawbacks to nymphing with sinking lines in current, even on sizable water. For starters, the weight of a sinking line is fixed, so it can’t be readily altered on a run-by-run basis for a faster or slower sink rate as you work your way through a variety of depths and current speeds.

    Also, an unweighted nymph tied to a conventional leader drifts up to several feet above the tip of a sinking fly line. You can keep the nymph closer to the depth of the line tip by using a very short leader, but that rig is highly susceptible to drag and poorly suited to dead-drift nymphing. Since sinking lines don’t accommodate strike indicators, dead-drift strike detection is difficult, even for experienced anglers.

    The increased slap of sinking lines on the surface makes them prone to spooking trout on the slick water that alternates with the quick water on most streams. When you couple a sinking line with a short leader, you’ll spook many smooth-water trout by inadvertently dropping the fly line directly atop them, particularly as you prospect with upstream casts.

    Sinking lines and short leaders are really best suited for swinging and stripping nymphs, wet flies, and streamers on downstream or across-current presentations that put the fly in the point position so that it arrives at the fish ahead of the line and leader. However, when nymphing downstream or across-current, I find that I can usually manipulate the fly even more precisely and enticingly with a floating line and weighted tippet. This same combination is well suited for conventional upstream dead-drift nymphing and sinking a nymph vertically in plunge pools, off cutbanks, along drop-offs, or under snags, giving me great flexibility in my presentations as I work my way along a stream through a variety of water types. And that’s a very big advantage. Flexibility in your presentations is critical to becoming a creative and versatile nymph fisher who can pick moving water apart on a run-by-run and station-by-station basis.

    In this book, I discuss various nymphing techniques separately for the sake of clarity. But in reality, as you work your way along moving water, you need to employ a range of techniques to deal with the changing depths, changing current speeds, changing angles and ranges of presentation, and changing moods of the trout. Even if you nymph primarily on a single stream type, such as small freestone streams, versatility in your presentations is still critical to effectively cover all of the productive water types that occur there.

    Never underestimate the value of throwing the trout a pattern and presentation that they’re not accustomed to seeing. Unorthodox nymphing tactics are particularly productive on hard-fished kill waters, where the only trout that survive to maturity have something out of the ordinary going for them, such as exceptional wariness or a lie where it is especially tricky to hook or land them. On the premier special-regulation waters, a high percentage of the trout are big, but they are also extremely wary from being fished over by a steady stream of anglers, many of whom are fresh from the local fly shops and armed with the same hot flies and the same sage advice on where and how to fish them. On heavily fished water, I’m always looking to do something different from other anglers, including showing the fish a pattern and presentation that they’re not largely inoculated against.

    

    WEIGHTING NYMPHS

    Tying your own flies puts you in control of every aspect of fly design, including whether and how you weight your nymphs. But even if you buy your nymphs, the same weighting considerations apply.

    Micronymphs, a term I apply broadly to subsurface imitations in size 18 and smaller, are generally too small for tiers to add weighting wire to the hook shank without adding undesirable bulk to the finished fly. The same is true with many slender imitative mayfly nymphs and midge larvae in sizes 14 to 16. Micronymphs and minimally tied midsize nymphs pick up a bit of weight from the hook itself and from copper wire or other fine-diameter ribbings, but sinking them quickly in substantial current requires weighting the tippet or using a sinking line. But dead drifting the really small stuff with sinking lines is problematic, which pretty much leaves weighting the tippet as the most versatile and effective method.

    Most size 14 and larger nymphs are robust enough to accommodate foundation wraps of weighting wire on the hook shank, but there are differing schools of thought regarding weighting nymphs at the vise. Not weighting them gives greater flexibility on the water. For example, an unweighted Hare’s Ear can be fished in the surface film as an emerger during a mayfly hatch or tumbled along the bottom as a prospecting nymph with the aid of split shot on the tippet. You can always add weight to the tippet or use a sinking line to sink an unweighted nymph, but you can’t remove foundation wraps from the hook shank of a weighted nymph to fish it in or near the surface.

    Even nymphs that are intended to be tumbled along the bottom almost exclusively, such as big stonefly nymph imitations, are often best tied unweighted or lightly weighted, because the most efficient method is to have your weight contact the bottom periodically and your nymph riding slightly above. This presents the nymph right at the feeding level of bottom-hugging fish, and you’ll hang up less frequently if you have round shot or putty bouncing on the bottom rather than a pointed hook. Natural nymphs are close to neutral in buoyancy, and an unweighted imitation that’s free to float upward a bit closely mimics a natural that has lost its purchase and is drifting just off the bottom.

    So should all nymphs be tied unweighted? No. But as a rule, tying nymphs unweighted gives you the flexibility to fish them at any depth and lets them drift more naturally and efficiently near the bottom. I tie all of my micronymphs and many midsize imitative nymphs, such as my Pheasant Tail Nymphs, unweighted so that I can fish them as emergers in or near the surface or drift them deeper with the aid of weight on the tippet.

    Most of my bread-and-butter prospecting nymphs are buggy, robust ties that I’m not concerned about fishing right in the surface film as hatch-matching emergers, so I weight them lightly with about eight wraps of wire on the hook shank. That allows me to sink them a bit without adding split shot to the tippet, and for many flat-water and stillwater situations, stripping a lively nymph just subsurface is the hot ticket. When I need to get these lightly weighted prospecting nymphs down quickly in current, which is much of the time, I add shot to the tippet as needed. I find that in significant current, lightly weighted nymphs still buoy up quite effectively as the heavier shot or putty ticks bottom.
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    The most snag-free and productive method of bouncing on the bottom is with your weight contacting the bottom periodically and your unweighted or lightly weighted nymph riding slightly above. Positioning shot within about 8 inches of the nymph keeps the fly in the productive bottom zone and minimizes fouled rigs when casting at high line speeds.

    For fishing in current, I don’t weight any of my nymphs heavily on the hook shank, although for lakes I weight a few specialty nymphs heavily. Even my big size 4 and 6 prospecting and stonefly nymphs I weight only lightly for flexible presentations in various current speeds and depths and for a natural-looking dead drift. I define lightly weighted as about eight wraps of lead wire equal in diameter to the hook shank. If you’re using lighter nontoxic wire or lead wire that’s significantly thinner than the hook wire, you’ll need more wraps to achieve equivalent weight. On size 12 to 16 nymphs, I generally use .015-inch wire; on size 8 and 10 nymphs, .020-inch wire; and on size 6 and larger nymphs, .025-inch wire.

    The design of a nymph plays into its sink rate. I tie most of my prospecting nymphs very robustly, with soft, webby hen hackle and spiky hare-blend bodies, and all of that spike and web increases surface area and hydraulic friction, slowing the sink rate of the nymph. These exceptionally rough and buggy prospecting nymphs require more weight just to punch through the surface tension and begin sinking. Even with a dozen wraps of foundation wire, they sink quite slowly without the aid of shot on the leader. Conversely, sparsely tied flies sink much faster with less weight on the hook shank or tippet.

    These nymph-weighting recommendations are not set in stone. One of the big advantages of tying your own nymphs is that you control their weighting. So play around with the weighting wire to see what works best for you. To compare bottom-bouncing results between heavily weighted and unweighted or lightly weighted nymphs fished with the aid of weight on the tippet, tie several versions with different head colors so that you can identify them at a glance. Varying your thread and head colors is a handy way to code how all of your nymphs are weighted.

    No discussion of weighting nymphs is complete without addressing bead heads. I’ve heard beadhead nymphs disparaged as nothing more than fly-rod jigs. Actually, I find that the copper beads used on most nymphs do not increase sink rate all that dramatically. In fact, I would describe a size 12 Hare’s Ear Nymph tipped with a typical 1⁄8-inch copper bead and no additional weight as lightly weighted. Certainly the bead enhances the sink rate, but it does not by itself sink the nymph quickly in substantial current or impart bona fide jigging properties, unless it’s an oversize or heavy tungsten bead on a minimally tied fly. I believe that the effectiveness of beadhead nymphs stems more from the flash of the bead than from its weight. In fact, more often than not, I fish beadhead nymphs with additional split shot on the tippet to sink them quickly to desired depths.

    Lead eyes and conehead weights are typically heavy enough to sink nymphs and streamers nose-first and quite vertically, even in strong current. You can rig any nymph to plummet nose-first by sliding a heavy split shot tight to the hook eye, and I sometimes do that, but shot does not deliver the attractive color or flash of painted or plated weights. I usually carry a few robust prospecting nymphs and streamers tipped with heavy lead eyes or coneheads for achieving a very fast vertical sink in swift pockets, including the turbulent pools found at the bases of plunges and falls.

    Lead eyes and coneheads make nymphs so nose-heavy that they can be stripped or pumped with an erratic hopping action. Hopping a nymph often triggers aggressive strikes, even from inactive trout. Lead eyes lashed on top of a hook shank generally cause a nymph to roll over and ride with the hook point up, making it more snag-resistant than other heavily weighted nymphs. For hopping a nymph directly across silt bottoms and kicking up fish-attracting plumes, lead eyes are ideal. Trout certainly aren’t offended that this is basically a jigging action. Natural organisms such as crayfish and sculpins scoot across the bottom in much that fashion. And apart from nymph fishers imitating natural organisms, there is the entire spectrum of attractor nymphing, which relies on lively materials, flash, and erratic movement rather than precise imitation to attract attention and trigger strikes. In true prospecting—searching the water for scattered trout—I spend a lot more time attractor nymphing than I do precisely imitating natural nymphs.

    

    WEIGHTING THE TIPPET

    Nymphing in current with a floating line, weighted tippet, and unweighted or lightly weighted nymph has some inherent advantages. A small-diameter tippet weighted with split shot knifes through current, dropping the nymph quite vertically. Yet the unweighted nymph is free to buoy just off the bottom throughout the drift.

    Since weighted tippets are much smaller in diameter than sinking fly lines, they’re much less susceptible to drag. The combination of a floating fly line and weighted tippet also allows the use of a strike indicator on the leader, which telegraphs strikes and provides visual feedback during the drift, informing you at a glance whether your nymph is drifting naturally or beginning to drag. A floating fly line sitting on the surface is easily mended to counteract drag as you detect it.

    Sinking fly lines and weighted flies are fixed in weight, but you can readily alter the amount of weight on your tippet as you progress along a stream through varying current speeds and depths. Having the flexibility to sink the nymph at the desired rate and to the desired depth as you move through a mix of water types is a big card to play, so play it liberally. Alter your shot arrangement as often as necessary. Taking a little time to fine-tune your sink rate to the depth and current speed is much more productive than fishing for prolonged periods with ineffective weight.

    

    APPLYING SPLIT SHOT

    Altering your shot arrangement is quick and easy if you streamline the process. Begin by discarding the compartmentalized boxes that split-shot assortments are sold in. Selecting shot from individual compartments is tedious, and those cheap rotating lids are prone to opening on their own, resulting in spillage. More than once I’ve dumped an entire compartment of shot into the water or grass as I removed a rotary shot box from a pocket. For years I’ve carried a full assortment of shot sizes in a breath mint container. I simply pop open the secure lid, shake a dozen or so shot into my palm, select those I want, and dump the remainder back into the mouth of the container. Every few outings, I refill the container with the shot sizes that are running low. I periodically shake the container to mix the shot so that a range of sizes always dumps into my palm.

    With a bit of practice, applying shot to the tippet is simple. As a right-hander, I hold a shot with the groove up between my left thumb and fore-finger, the leader running through my lightly clenched left fist. After seating the tippet in the shot groove, I simply pull down on the tippet, securely pinching it between the same thumb and forefinger that hold the shot. Now I have the tippet fully seated in the groove and under tension so that it can’t travel, and my right hand is free to pinch the shot closed with pliers or hemostat. I can easily hold a couple additional loose shot between my fourth fingertip and left palm as I operate the hemostat with my right hand. Sometime when you’re not fishing, grab some tippet material, some shot, and your hemostat, and work out the mechanics of applying shot smoothly and efficiently. Really observe the small details as you refine your technique. Once you can apply shot quickly and smoothly, altering the arrangement frequently as you move through different water types becomes second nature.

    Pinching shot too tightly can nick fine tippets. Hard shot has more bite to its edges, so identify and use shot that is fairly soft. After pinching a shot onto 4X or finer tippet, I slide it a couple inches and feel for nicks in the pinch-on zone. That saves some nymphs and occasionally a good fish.

    I find it more efficient to group smaller shot rather than use a single large shot. Adding shot in increments lets me adjust my sink rate quickly and precisely as I move from run to run. For instance, if I’m rigged with sizes 4 and 6 shot and encounter an exceptionally fast or deep run, I may add a size BB shot to my string. As I move to more normal flows for that particular stream, I can simply remove the size BB shot to get back to my original weighting.

    

    POSITIONING SHOT

    I generally position shot or putty within 6 to 8 inches of the nymph. When the shot ticks bottom, the unweighted nymph rides in the productive zone just above. Also, when casting nymphs at long ranges with high line speeds, I get fewer tangles if I keep the weight close to the nymph.

    Casting with high line speeds can cause split shot to slide on the tippet, usually toward the nymph. In my experience, shot grips best with the original pinch. Once a shot begins to slide on the tippet, pinching it repeatedly, even mashing it, rarely stabilizes it. It’s usually less grief to simply replace a sliding shot.
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    A compound tippet is abrasion-resistant and prevents shot from sliding toward the nymph during casting. A typical compound tippet for bouncing on the bottom is 3 to 4 feet of 2X with a short point section of 6 to 8 inches of 4X. The split shot goes on the 2X section just above the splicing knot. A split tippet in a single diameter, such as 3 feet of 3X with a short point section of 8 inches of 3X, also stabilizes split shot when casting at high line speeds.

    You can avoid the problem of shot sliding toward the nymph by using a split tippet with a short point section of only 6 to 8 inches, and affixing shot just above the splicing knot. When I’m prospecting with big nymphs on 3X or stronger tippets and casting with lots of energy, I often do just that. For example, I might split my 3X tippet into an upper section of 20 inches and a short point section of 6 to 8 inches, and run my shot just above the adjoining blood knot.

    A compound tippet also prevents shot from sliding toward the nymph and is a very efficient and abrasion-resistant rig for extended dead drifts over rock bottoms. You might run 3 feet of 2X tippet joined to a short point section of 8 inches of 4X tippet. Pinch enough shot to bounce on the bottom on the heavier 2X, which can take more abrasion. Tie an unweighted nymph to the short 4X point section; it will buoy naturally just off the bottom. Now you have a durable rig that is ideal for long drifts in direct contact with rocky bottoms.

    

    REMOVING SHOT

    Altering your shot arrangement regularly requires removing shot just as often as you add it. Most split shot used in fly fishing are too small to accommodate dog ears for easy removal. To easily remove small, round shot, stretch the tippet and shot over a forefinger, with the groove facing your finger. Lay the jaws of the hemostat against your fingertip at a right angle to the shot groove, and pinch the shot from the backside opposite the groove, flattening it a bit; it will usually open cleanly. If not, it at least will open enough to be spread and removed with a thumbnail. Keeping the tippet under good tension and pressed into your finger pad prevents it from being nicked as you flatten the shot. Since a split shot rarely grips well after its first use, I discard all used shot, including those that are not seriously deformed during removal.
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    To remove round split shot, simply pull the tippet taut and squeeze the shot at a right angle to the tippet and shot groove. Even the smallest shot will usually open wide enough for easy removal. Keeping the tippet taut prevents it from being nicked as the shot is squeezed.

    

    CHECKING FOR LEADER FATIGUE

    Nymphing subjects leaders and tippets to more abrasion than does fishing on top. Simply casting with weight on the leader accelerates tippet and knot fatigue. Get into the habit of quickly checking the integrity of your leaders as you’re adding or removing shot. Slide the leader between a thumb and forefinger to feel for fraying or wind knots. If you feel any fraying of the tippet or the transition sections leading into the tippet, replace them.

    Use the bounce test to check overall leader strength. Pinch the hook bend in your fingers or with your hemostat, then grab the middle of the leader with your opposite hand. Now quickly pull the leader taut a few times, exerting enough pressure to feel the leader sections bounce or stretch a bit. If you can feel some bounce and nothing gives, then your knots and tippet material are close to full strength. If your leader parts like cobweb in your hands, as it will on occasion, that’s a good place to have it happen.
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    Use the “bounce test” to test the overall strength of your tippet and the transition sections just above it. Pinch the hook bend in your fingers or with pliers, and grab the leader a few feet above the fly. Pull the leader taut a few times, exerting enough pressure to feel the leader stretch or bounce a bit. If nothing gives, then your knots and tippet material are close to full strength.

    

    ALTERNATIVE WEIGHTS

    Lead sinkers are already illegal in Yellowstone Park and in a few states, and the list of areas where lead is prohibited is likely to grow. As a result, each year we’re seeing more alternatives to lead split shot.

    Most nontoxic split shot are tin alloy, which, like lead, is reasonably soft and inexpensive. Unfortunately, tin is significantly lighter than lead. To achieve the same sink rate as lead, a tin shot must be about 60 percent larger in diameter; that’s an increase in mass of roughly 300 percent. When micronymphing, a tin shot of suitable weight is often larger than the nymph I’m fishing. Trout do strike weights, just as they strike indicators, and I prefer weight on the tippet to be as unobtrusive as possible.

    Lead or nontoxic ribbon can be twisted around a tippet, but you need a long enough section to twist securely. Ribbon is difficult to apply in the small increments that I’m often looking to add.

    Nontoxic weighted putty can be molded onto the tippet with your finger tips. It doesn’t pinch or nick tippets, it stays positioned fairly well during casting, and it is reusable. These are all very nice properties. The putties I’ve used stiffen when exposed to cold air or water. It helps to carry the container where it absorbs body heat and to roll cold putty in your fingers to warm and soften it as you make weight adjustments, but I’ve found putties difficult to work with at cold temperatures. A putty as heavy as lead that remains pliable when cold would have a very attractive mix of properties.

    Toobies Shot is an innovative system out of New Mexico (800-752-7132). A section of soft plastic tubing is slipped onto the tippet or leader, and a tool forces one or more nontoxic shot that are slightly heavier than lead into the tube. The shot are not grooved; they are held in position by friction between the tubing and tippet. The shot and tubing can be repositioned easily, and the smooth shot sleeve makes the system great for bouncing on the bottom with few hangups. Shot can be squeezed out of the tubing and reused indefinitely. The tool and shot are both magnetic for positive handling. Once you become proficient at handling the system, it has several clear advantages. Currently two kit sizes are sold; each kit includes two shot sizes (6 and 9, or 2 and 4) and two sizes of tubing.

    From a performance and handling standpoint, I still like lead shot and frequently use it where it’s legal and will not accumulate in significant quantities. Lead fishing shot are simply not the environmental hazard that lead shotgun pellets are. Compared with the ounce and a half of lead pel-lets per duck load, and the millions of duck loads that rained down annually over waterfowl marshes until about 1980, fishing shot is deposited in minute quantities and widely dispersed, usually at significant depths or over rocky substrates where waterfowl or other birds are extremely unlikely to ingest it. Be that as it may, lead is destined to be banned for more and more fishing. On the plus side, restricting the use of lead split shot should create a demand for high-quality nontoxic split shot that are comparable or superior to lead in density and softness. I’d gladly pay several times the price of lead split shot for a high-performance alternative.

    

    LEADERS

    Despite the many recent innovations in leader design and materials, I still build my own knotted leaders. Nymphing requires frequent rebuilding or altering of the leader, and with a knotted one, I know at a glance the diameter of every point on it. For speedy modification on the water without guesswork or the need to physically measure line diameters, knotted leaders are tops. By building your own leaders, you also work out butt and tippet formulas that perform well for you.

    I do the majority of my trout fishing with 4- to 6-weight rods and with modifications to a single 8-foot 3X leader formula. I tie this leader in quantity and alter the length and tippet size right on the water to cover most of my trout fishing from top to bottom.

    My basic 8-foot 3X leader formula:

    40 inches of .017-inch (20-pound Maxima Chameleon)

    14 inches of .015-inch (15-pound Maxima Chameleon)

      8 inches of .012-inch (10-pound Maxima Chameleon)

      8 inches of .011-inch (0X tippet material)

      8 inches of .009-inch (2X tippet material)

    20 inches of .008-inch (3X tippet material)

    You can easily convert this to a 9-foot 4X leader by cutting the 3X section back to 10 inches and tacking on 20 inches of 4X tippet. You can convert that 4X leader to a 10-foot 5X leader by cutting the 4X back to 10 inches and tacking on about 20 inches of 5X, and so on. If you maintain a conventional tippet length of about 20 to 24 inches tacked to a 10-inch transition section, each 1X decrease in tippet diameter results in about 1 additional foot of leader length. This works well for most trout fishing from top to bottom, although I sometimes run 3- to 4-foot tippets off this leader formula. You can also convert the basic formula to 8-foot 2X or 1X by splicing 2 feet of 1X or 2X to the 0X transition section.

    The stiffness of a leader butt is a function of length, diameter, and material. A leader butt that’s considerably stiffer than the fly line doesn’t turn over like an extension of the line during casting. A butt that’s too limp doesn’t transmit enough power to turn over weighted nymphs or tippets with authority and accuracy. I find that a 40-inch, .017-inch Chameleon leader butt is about right in stiffness for my general trout fishing with 4- to 6-weight lines.

    Maxima Chameleon is available in convenient 27-yard spools for building leader butts. It is green and darker in shade than most tippet materials. As I modify my basic 3X formula, the third clear tippet section below the last green Chameleon section (the 8-inch, .012-inch section) is always 3X, so I know at a glance exactly where 3X is on the leader (and what tippet size I’m currently fishing one, two, or three sections below the 3X).

    About half of my 40-inch leader butt is a 20-inch tag section of .017-inch Maxima that is spliced to my fly line with a needle knot, which is a nail knot tied after the butt is threaded through the tip of the fly line for about 1⁄4 inch. With the leader butt extruding from the center of the fly line and the nail knot seated firmly into the line coating, there is no rough or bulky transition as the butt enters the rod guides. There is also no bulk or hinging between the fly line and the leader butt, so energy flows smoothly from the line into the leader. You don’t want to have to tie a nail knot every time you change leaders, so tie on a permanent tag section, and then splice on your fresh leader with a blood knot. The permanent tag section loses about an inch each time you change leaders; as it grows shorter, you need to compensate by retaining more butt on the fresh leader in order to achieve a .017-inch butt that is 40 inches overall. If a tag gets too short or limp, change it. A change or two of tag sections covers the life of most fly lines.

    Knotless leaders are often touted as far superior for fishing in weeds, moss, or scum. They’re not. Junk picked up by knotless leaders simply slides down the leader and fouls the fly. Granted, knotted leaders are tougher to clean, because slime and moss catch on the individual knots, but nymphing in real slop is a pain with any leader design.

    

    TIPPET LENGTH AND DIAMETER

    Tippet length and diameter affect sink rate and drag coefficient. A 4X tippet sinks faster and creates less drag than a 3X tippet of the same length. It pays to remember, however, that increasing tippet length, rather than decreasing tippet diameter, also improves sink rate and decreases drag (while increasing, rather than decreasing, tippet strength). I often nymph with a 3-foot 3X tippet instead of a 2-foot 4X, or a 4-foot 4X tippet instead of a 3-foot 5X. Increasing tippet length, not decreasing the diameter, is usually my first choice when I need to increase my sink rate or reduce drag.

    Many anglers forget that even within a given X size, tippet length affects tippet strength. A 3-foot 4X tippet has more stretch and strength than a 2-foot 4X. That can be critical when you’re battling trout that are really taxing your tippet.

    The water type I’m fishing always plays into my tippet construction. If I’m nymphing a small spring creek where I might need to check a 4-pound brown on a very short leash to keep it from powering under a nearby cut-bank or downed tree, I often run a 3X tippet, or even 2X, and increase its length to 3 or 4 feet to help improve the sink rate and drift. If I’m fishing a small nymph on a big western river or an alpine lake where I can let a 4-pound trout run into my backing, I often go with a finer tippet, but I keep it long. Whenever I’m working to very strong trout, I like to lengthen my tippet for that extra shock absorbency.

    As a rule, I like to cast the longest tippet I can turn with authority, given the nymph and shot arrangement I’m fishing. Casting significant weight into a strong headwind calls for a shorter tippet than casting with a tail-wind or no wind. As I increase the weight of my rig, I often shorten my tippet to maintain casting accuracy. In long-line nymphing, turning weighted tippets over with authority is critical to casting accuracy. When my long-line nymphing accuracy isn’t quite up to snuff, shortening the tippet just a few inches often puts my deliveries back on target.

    

    TIPPET MATERIAL

    There are many excellent tippet materials on the market. I’ve fished most of them and have never developed a runaway favorite. To me, condition is more critical than brand. I’d like to see the date of manufacture stamped right on the spools as standard procedure. Orvis is now putting an expiration sticker on their tippet spools, which serves much the same purpose. You can go into a busy fly shop that turns tippet material at a good clip and handpick spools with the latest expiration dates. At least you know you’re not buying stuff that has sat on the shelf for an extended time. Over the years, I’ve canned a fair amount of 3X and lighter tippet, in both nylon and fluorocarbon, that had poor knot strength right off the shelf. I suspect age was the culprit. These days, I buy tippet with the latest expiration dates and don’t buy more than one or two backup spools in 4X or finer, so that I’m always fishing reasonably fresh stuff in the small diameters. I keep backup tippet, spare fly lines, and camera film in a small accessory bag that I store in a relatively cool covered area of the vehicle so they don’t slow-cook at 130 degrees. Bug dope is also bad news for tippets, fly lines, and many wader and rainwear fabrics and coatings; keep it off your palms to avoid transferring it to the equipment you handle.
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