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  Introduction




  Long before I was a fishing guide I was a fly fisherman. Much of what I knew about the sport—or thought I knew—came from reading and learning from other fly fishers. When the “sport” turned into a profession, I discovered that there is a big difference between being a casual fisherman and having to feed your family by fishing. Most of my faintly conceived notions couldn’t stand up against the naked truth of experience. Now, after thirty years of guiding, my perceptions about catching trout are based on personal experience.




  Being a “commercial fisherman” has shown me that the keys to fly-fishing success are usually just commonsense rules of nature: keep the sun at your back and your fly in the water; think like a predator. Such observations are rather mundane details, and that makes them unpopular with complicated fly-fishing types. We fly fishers revel in complexity and choose convoluted solutions over simple ones.




  This has a lot to do with our times. When I started fly fishing, folks were more connected with the natural world than they are now. It was a more rural land then, and people spent more time outdoors. Many were already hunters and fishermen, and taking up fly fishing was just part of a natural progression that started with bait fishing and went on to spinners before graduating to the fly rod. They learned a lot about trout and the ways of Mother Nature along the way.




  In the new millennium most of us are strangers in the natural world. With everything computerized, categorized, and virtualized, the modern fly fisher has developed an overly technical and analytical approach to the sport. His leaders need to be constructed with micrometers; the thorax of his fly needs to be tied out of opossum—not common ’possum, mind you, but the rare Siberian opossum. Overburdened with all these theories, formulas, and flies, he splashes ungracefully into the stream. Dragging all those ideas along can be more of a burden than an asset. Knowledge and gear don’t, in themselves, make a fisherman, and they are poor substitutes for simply knowing how to fish.
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  The author with a monster brown trout. Instincts and common sense play big roles in becoming a good fisherman.




  But defining “how to fish” is elusive. You can’t see it, taste it, or smell it, but we all know that some people know how to fish a heck of a lot better than others. The problem is that many of the things that make a great fisherman are things that he does instinctively and subconsciously. Ask him why he ducked there or chose to fish a pool from that particular spot, and he wouldn’t know.




  A few years ago I tried to get this down on paper. I sat and typed at the computer, but what came out sounded too much like most of what I had been reading all my life. I finally realized that much of what I was trying to capture was intuitive, predatory skills too slippery to be so easily caught and written down. I concluded that the only place to get in touch with this primal fisherman is on the water. So, over a period of several years I yapped into a little tape recorder. I kept notes on both stream and lake, in New Mexico, Colorado, and Argentina, with clients who represented every phase of the learning curve.




  The tapes revealed that the modern fly fisher’s instincts are indeed hidden deep in the forest—on the back branches of his family tree—and that on the trout stream common sense “ain’t common.” In between all the screwups and blunders, tangled lines and hooked thumbs, a lot of trout were caught, however, and I paid careful attention to the often-subtle reasons why those fish took the fly. I found that a thousand factors helped catch them, many of which I had never noticed in all my years of guiding. What follows are those thousand—and one—things.




  MORE INSTINCTIVE FLY FISHING




  Although I was happy with my original Instinctive Fly Fishing, there have been many occasions while out fishing when a pearl of fly-fishing wisdom rises, and I think, “Damn it, I should have put that in the book!” So I started to jot down notes for Instinctive Fly Fishing and have now realized that the first book just scratched the surface in many aspects.




  There are new tips, knots, and specifics on common hatches. There are observations on fishing and casts that we have been using for years but never really analyzed until now—like the Cimarron sling and the lift-and-snap. And in what seems an overlooked subject, there is a travel section, where I try to put anglers in good water on their next fishing trip.




  I have come to realize that much of the premise of the original book was based on the idea that if you find the fish difficult to catch, just go to the lengths necessary to find dumber ones. This is an elitist stance perhaps because many of us have to fish with crowds on public water—on Saturday afternoons, no less. So this edition deals more with catching overly smart trout and their dysfunctional cousins, the slow-witted—but neurotic—stockers.




  




  
1Instinctive Fly Fishing





  

    “If industrial man continues to multiply his numbers and expand his operations he will succeed in his apparent intention, to seal himself off from the natural and isolate himself within a synthetic prison of his own making.”




    —Edward Abbey, Desert Solitaire


  




  The osprey dangles above the water on beating wings—intense eyes fixed on its prey. Every atom in its body has but one goal: catch the fish. It doesn’t chat with itself while this is going on: “Perhaps I should go around the next bend; this trout is too deep.” The animal instinctively knows the answer. A decision is made from somewhere deep inside. The fluttering wings become rigid, and the bird whirls and plunges. When the water explodes above the trout, the startled creature has but a wisp of time to flee. The fish that ponders will be eaten.




  The human fisherman doesn’t have—or have to have—a fraction of that concentration. He’s just standing there in midstream, mouth ajar, staring into his fly box. At times he may actually be fishing, but he’s as likely to be puttering around the edges of it rather than actually doing it. “Should I try that pool up there?” he asks himself. “Maybe with a different fly? Didn’t I read that—oh, was that a splash? Did I just have a strike? Where was I?”




  Few of us ever get to the gifted state that is all action, and if and when we do reach that blissful place where instincts guide movements, it usually can be captured only fleetingly. Michael Jordan’s “zone,” the music in Mozart’s ear—that God-given state of genius is unobtainable to those who are constantly supposing, thinking, and changing flies. Certainly the intellectual will sink a basket here and there, but the real pro knows that when it is time to play, instincts rule the game.
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  The instinctive fly fisherman may not stand out in a crowd—but you’ll know one when you see one. Peter Lloyd




  It is on rare occasions that you will spot this instinctive fisherman on the water. He doesn’t stand out, and your eyes would more likely be drawn to the person midstream winging a long line. To the untrained eye the long caster is the one who looks the part, whereas the real expert may not attract much attention. He’s slinking along the bank, dangling a few feet of line in carefully chosen spots. His movements are those of an animal on the prowl rather than of an urban technician. He isn’t hampered with the second guesses that shame most anglers out of the action. It isn’t a bubbly “top of the morning to you” attitude, just a confidence that says, “A fish is going to eat my fly any second!” This guy may have little faith in life, other people, and himself. Maybe that is why this loner fishes so much. His positivity makes him all eyes, all ears, all present and accounted for.




  Another phenomenon that I have observed is called, for lack of a better word, luck. Yes, that’s what we call it, but that isn’t exactly what it is. Put two guys of seemingly equal talent on the water, and one will almost always outfish the other. I see this all the time when guiding: The one whom you assume will catch a lot of fish doesn’t. This fellow often talks a good game but may have no feel for the outdoors. His ability to not catch fish is astounding, and he does the wrong thing at just the right time. He will take the fly out of the water just as a trout is rising to eat it. I’ll jump a foot into the air and say, “Didn’t you see that fish?”




  “No,” he will say. The guy wades up a stream like a grizzly chasing salmon, and when he finally hooks a fish he fights it with a delicacy equal to that of the bear.




  The other guy, the one who catches trout, has a commonsense nature that is responsive to instructions from the guide, the stream, and the fish. He may not even know many of the details of the sport, but they are the easy part. They can be learned.




  Although no easy matter, the instinctive, the intuitive, can be learned, and you can become “lucky,” too. I have guided many people who were at first out of place on the water, but I’ve found that if they stick with it, they start fitting in and eventually become good, natural fly fishers.




  How does the modern fly fisherman get schooling in Mother Nature’s ways? First, you must eliminate that which interferes with your focused pursuit of fish. This may mean as little as tidying up your fishing vest or as much as tidying up your way of life. Maybe it’s your stressful job, cranky spouse, or boisterous kids who are keeping you distracted and out of the water. If any of these factors get in the way of your fly fishing, they gotta go! I know that some of you will hem and haw on this, so for those who are not willing to go to such lengths, here are some watered-down suggestions—compromises, if you will—that should help bring more cohesion between human and fish.




  Do things that get you in touch with your natural self: meditate, smell flowers, get off that choppy hip-hop and listen to something that flows, like Vivaldi or Coltrane. And go fishing, of course. I don’t mean fly fishing. Get yourself a cane pole, some stink bait, and a bobber and head to the catfish hole. Don’t scoff at the idea of bait fishing; there’s a lot to be learned from it. Bait fishing offers one thing that fly fishing lacks—foreplay. There’s a heavenly period when you are letting the fish eat your worm, which doesn’t happen when fishing with most artificials. The rod is tapping, the line is tugging, and you become filled with anticipation because you know the throbbing rod comes next!
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  Why do fish like this start biting at certain times? Why do they stop? Truly observant anglers often know.




  When your catfish is safely ashore, whack it on the head and then yank the skin off with pliers. If you get your hands covered with guts and stuck by catfish spikes, so much the better. While lounging on the bank after you have barbecued your fish be sure to watch the wind shake the leaves on the trees and notice how the clouds grow and drift. Take your shoes off, stand in the mud, and let it ooze up between your toes. Whatever you do, don’t—I repeat, don’t—take along any reading about the life cycle of aquatic insects. Suggested reading could include “Big Two-Hearted River” by Hemingway or the works of Roderick Haig-Brown.




  Haig-Brown writes with the skill and simplicity of someone who has mastered his craft. He spent his life outdoors and sees beyond the frivolous details to the basic elements: water and weather conditions, amount of fishing pressure, timing, and attitude. In A River Never Sleeps, he writes about difficult fish: “. . . they always like it; they aren’t chalk-stream fish or even fish that live near a city; they’ll come if it looks like food.” He made that comment when faced with a fish that wouldn’t take the fly that he always used at that place and circumstance. He ultimately did have to change flies and tactics to catch it, but he wisely started out with the premise that the animals are dumb. That way he could just go along catching them with a tried-and-true method and fly until he ran into a smart fish. He didn’t get to the water and invent problems and complications; he simply fished and dealt with a situation when it arose.




  He writes that he didn’t catch any large fish on a particular day because the water was warm. End of story. He didn’t wrack his brain about this. It is simply a fact that larger trout don’t feed well in warm water. All the fly changing in the world won’t alter that. Certain things may work better than others under those circumstances, but if the angler remembers the elementary fact about water temperature, he will make better decisions about where and how to fish.




  And fish just don’t eat all the time. All species of fish are subject to this rule, and all species of fishermen, especially fly fishermen, are reluctant to accept this rule. When faced with the dilemma, a fly fisherman will change flies and fish harder rather than take a nap or watch the river flow—something to get him rested so that when the fish do start feeding, the angler will be fresh and ready. You’ll probably learn a lot more by watching from your observation post than you would by beating the water to a froth. Like why and when the fish start biting. Usually there is a subtle change of weather that turns on the fish—or insects.




  Maybe you could plan your next trip away from the popular tail-waters. Shoulder-to-shoulder fishing for big trout brings out the worst in many anglers. I find myself cramming my lunch down my throat while cursing at the guy across the river who has the audacity to catch more fish than I do. Fishing smaller, more-remote streams with spooky little trout will develop your predatory instincts. There you will discover the importance of keeping the sun at your back and of staying low and in the shade. The skills you pick up will be beneficial in all other fishing situations.




  Another helpful pursuit that has fallen out of favor in some fly-fishing circles is hunting—taking quiet steps in the shadows, crawling, and slipping between trees. It demands all of one’s senses and intelligence. When fresh sign is spotted, instincts as old as time arise, the nostrils open, ears and eyes strain, and the clutter in the mind clears. The human animal is again in his natural place.




  And most helpful is being observant on the water. You’ll absorb a lot more information than you might realize that will later spill out as intuition. Someday you’ll be able to just stick your head out the door and sense if the fish are biting: Your nose will catch the scent of the still, moist air that trout love; your eyes will notice that the light is slanted about right; and before you know it, you’ll be on your way to the river wondering how the fly rod found its way into your hand.




  




  
2Fly-Fishing Personalities





  Spending the day with folks engaged in the intense game of fly fishing will teach you a lot about people. After years of observing my fellow fishermen I now feel qualified as an amateur psychologist and ready to pontificate on the subject of fly-fishing personalities. Following are several that I have identified.
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  The author and his son Nick, also an established fishing guide and owner of Taos Fly Shop. Between them, they have seen all types of fishermen.




  ANALYTICAL FLY FISHERMAN




  The analytical fly fisherman keeps so busy fiddling with his formulas, strategies, and entomological charts that the simple, straightforward solutions to catching a fish are often overlooked. If, for instance, he can’t catch a fish, he should examine the obvious first: Has the fish actually seen the fly? Has the fish seen him? Heck, maybe the fish can’t even see. I once approached a client who was casting to a dead trout lying on the bottom of the river. He told me that it wouldn’t “take” and was showing the decomposing animal a new fly as I arrived. To first study the condition of such a docile creature might have been the commonsense thing to do, but, as a cabby once told me, “Common sense ain’t common.”




  THE JIGGLER




  The jiggler is a stressed-out breed of cat commonly found residing in large cities. Far removed from his ancestral homeland his senses get overloaded when near trout water. And when approaching said water his body vibrates as if it were electrically charged, thereby oscillating the fly rod to form a tangled ball of line, leader, and fly. Although cardiac problems are a possibility, there are more practical concerns: This angler’s fly seldom sits still long enough to catch a fish. The jiggler also changes flies often, always thinking that the next choice will be the right one. With those shaky fingers, however, it is a time-consuming process and should be avoided.




  If the jiggler should somehow hook a good fish, the chances are slim that it will be landed. If a person is that excitable before a trout is actually hooked, imagine what happens when he latches onto one. The hyper angler hates to give a fish line and can generally be counted on to freeze hysterically when a big fish takes, breaking the leader and losing the treasure.




  The jiggler will invariably generate unnecessary tension in the casting arm, and that rigidity takes the feel out of the casting operation. Because he cannot feel the line loading, the timing of the cast becomes a guessing game. His uncertainty tends to make him perform many needless false casts.




  THE SLACKER




  The lazy angler doesn’t take care of his slack line. When I’m guiding I usually say a hundred times a day, “Pick up the slack, please—all of it.” Most anglers are guilty of this serious infraction. These are often the same fishermen who do not extend their arm far enough when reaching. And very few “slackers” wade close enough to their targets. When compiled, these details add up to bad drifts and missed strikes.




  These items are dealt with later in the book but are of such significance that—just like I do with my guiding clients—I will start nagging you now so you will get your money’s worth by the end of the book.




  I remember a client who complained about the day’s fishing. He didn’t have any right to because he fished with one hand in his pocket all day! With all the slack lying about, he spent his time tangled with rocks, brush, and his appendages. His fly was out of the water—and the fish’s mouth as well.




  Fishing in streams, if done correctly, is a lot of work. Try that difficult cast under the brush, or see what’s up that channel you’ve never fished. Save lazy for the catfish hole.




  Another kind of lazy angler is epitomized by an old friend, Billy, who has a house on the Batten Kill. The river is known for its fabulous Trico hatch, but the tiny black and white mayfly does its elaborate metamorphosis in the mornings only—providing some of the most interesting and inspired feeding in a trout’s world. But when I asked Billy how he does in the hatch, he said that he “doesn’t fish in the mornings.” He is an excellent fisherman and drives for hours to get to this house on the river and worked for fifty years in the corporate world to get it. So we know he is not lazy. He buys all the right gear and ties great flies, but by this omission in his fishing repertoire he gets graded as a “casual” fisherman. Sorry, Bill.




  Staying late is another important factor that separates the pros from the amateurs. Few fishers—including me—fish as late as we should in summer, which is until dark. In warm weather, larger brown trout come out only then. If you are doing it right you should be using your flash-light to find the car.




  THE FLY-FISHING SNOB




  We fly fishers have a deeply ingrained sense of superiority that sometimes gives us a bad name. (Well, a bad name to bait fishermen anyway.) The real fly-fishing upper crust is wrapped up in the mystique of the sport and develops particular ideas about what’s right and wrong. Perhaps fishing only dries made from natural materials and delivering them with a wisp of a bamboo rod. Heaven knows how people come to profound opinions over such a trivial pursuit as ours. I think the Brits are responsible: For instance, you can’t fish with weight or strike indicators in the U.K., but you can thump all the trout you catch. (But only with a “proper” tool; a priest it’s called—for God’s sake.)




  With the U.K. leading the way and the United States close behind, there seems to be some correlation between this level of snobbery and the closer to doom your civilization has advanced.




  THE TROUT BUM




  There are about half a million young trout bums in the United States. I admit that I was such a pest myself, although a funkier version thereof. This new breed of trout bum drives a Toyota 4Runner, spends a lot of time on the water, and with all that youthful energy catches all our damn trout. And if you have one of these varmints living in your neighborhood, encourage him to get a family and job so that the nearby fish will be released unharmed.




  THE OVERQUALIFIED FLY FISHER




  Certain fly fishers know too much for their own good. We guide them on our small streams here in New Mexico, and they are forever casting too far, mending too much, and thinking too often.




  It is common for this type of angler to be accompanied by a beginner (see “Bluegills and Bobbers,” Chapter 15) and be thoroughly out-fished by the beginner. The beginner has the loose mind and short cast that are more effective on a lot of water.




  THE OVEREAGER ANGLER




  The overeager angler gets so obsessed that he pounds the water like a lunatic. When you find yourself doing this, listen to the little gurgling noises, take deep breaths, and remember that it’s only fishing. Thinking there just might be a nice fish behind every rock, this person tends to fish every inch of stream in sight. All really good fishermen have a no-doubt outlook, believing that each cast is going to catch a fish, but that attitude needs to be tempered with good judgment, or else there will be a lot of wasted effort.




  Such overeager anglers start pulling line out for the next cast while they are fishing the present one (thinking it is necessary to always make a longer cast). This is sloppy and distracts from fishing the cast that is on the water. If you are a good hand with the rod, you may be able to pull line out of the reel at the same time as you are fishing. But no matter how much experience you have, you’ll catch more fish if you do one thing at a time.




  FIRED-UP FLY FISHER




  The fired-up fly fisher is so dedicated that he gets worn out before the dance starts. No matter what your mind says, the body has only so much juice in it, so plan your time wisely. For instance, the long evenings of early summer can provide the best hatches and fishing of the season, so I often try to convince wound-up clients that we shouldn’t start early in the morning. Not wanting to appear to be a slacker, however, I seldom push it. Invariably these people tire and want to quit around sundown, just when things start to happen. Or they will be so pooped by then that they end up doing a sloppy job and missing all the strikes.




  THE MATERIALISTIC FISHERMAN




  We all like to catch big fish, but for many that’s the only criterion used to judge the quality of the day. Materialistic fishermen are so focused on achieving their goal that they seldom get to receive the full benefits a day outside can provide. All they care about are results—and that means big fish, period! A couple of years ago I was guiding a guy on the Chama River here in New Mexico, and the fishing was so good that I couldn’t get my angler to look at the bird overhead—an albino red-tailed hawk. The startling bird sailed this way and that and then perched on a tree branch. I was giving my client updates on the movement of this once-in-a-lifetime sight, but he never raised his head to look. We fished up around the bend, and he didn’t see it. Such guys (you guessed it: the materialistic fisher is most always male) are usually myopic anglers who would actually catch more trout if they became more aware of the world around them.




  THE DRIFTER




  Another common and amusing sort of fly fisher is the drifter. You can take him from town to country, but his mind seldom accompanies him.




  Bob is a good case in point. I was having a heck of a time trying to teach Chicago Bob to cast. Bob was one of those laugh-a-minute cats who is always looking for a joke—even if it is at his expense—so I’m sure that he wouldn’t mind me telling you this little tale. (He may have even planned the whole thing.)




  We were in the middle of a stream where I was trying to teach Bob to cast and fish. He seemed to have finally gotten somewhat of a loose grip on the casting operation, so I went off to check on his partner. I returned a short while later to see if he had had any luck. As I walked across a meadow I could see Bob in the distance making some puzzling motions with his fly rod. Bob’s casting had deteriorated beyond my expectations, which were not high. His line was traveling in wide, circular loops, and his arm had to go around and around like a windmill to maintain a sort of lasso effect. Getting closer, I was able to analyze the problem and called out.




  “Hey, Bob, there is a fish on your line.” When I reached Bob he told me that he had been having difficulty with his casting for some time. The very dead look of the 4-inch trout supported the idea that the fish had been attached for some time.




  THE OPEN-MINDED ANGLER




  The open-minded angler uses the experience and expertise acquired on his home water elsewhere but is not a slave to it. All trout streams are different, and if you step into new water with a lot of preconceived notions, you may go fishless. A good example of this occurs when a tail-water fisherman fishes a new trout stream. Because he is used to being surrounded by both fish and fishermen, he is programmed to move at a slow pace. This is inappropriate for a normal trout stream because a regular freestone stream doesn’t hold as many fish as a tailwater stream. The trout, less pressured in the freestone stream, might take a fly the first time it goes over their head. Consequently, covering lightly fished water quickly is wise.
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  Are you an open-minded fisherman? Lazy? Overeager? Personality makes a difference when fishing.




  This open-minded angler pays attention to what is going on around him and goes at a relaxed enough pace that he can absorb the subtle hints that nature constantly supplies to the observant. This person also solicits help and advice from others and is willing to learn new things.




  In general, however, fishermen have sensitive egos, so, as with the rest of the human race, open-mindedness and self-analysis are not common. Who ever heard an angler blame himself for a poor day’s fishing? “I was off my game.” No, quotes like that are for sports that don’t have so many built-in excuses. Fishermen have been graciously excluded from personal responsibility ever since the first one of our kind stooped through the cave door with an empty stringer and grunted, “They aren’t biting.” We fly fishers are above such common lies and have developed a plethora of elaborate excuses appropriate to our lofty position in the hierarchy of fishing. “I didn’t have any No. 26s,” “My leader wasn’t fluorocarbon,” and “My guide sucked” are just a few.




  Do you identify with any of these personality disorders? Rehabilitation is possible if you are ready to put the responsibility where it belongs—on yourself. If we do that, we will become better fishermen—and people.




  




  
3Tips





  Here is a potpourri of tips I have gathered from my fly-fishing and guiding experience. Hopefully, they can help you catch more fish and increase the enjoyment of the outing.




  USE WIDE-GAP HOOKS




  I have kept score on the hookup percentages and found that flies tied on hooks with narrow gaps do not hook and hold fish. Flies tied on them should be sold for scrap. Wide-gap hooks catch more fish!




  KEEP HOOKS SHARP




  If you miss several fish, check your fly’s sharpness by running the hook point against your fingernail at a steep angle. If it digs in, it’s sharp; if it slides, it needs sharpening. If you don’t have a hook sharpener, pick up one of those smooth river rocks at your feet and hone the point with it.




  WALKING PAYS OFF




  We do a lot of walking in Argentina and the southern Rockies where I fish and guide. I prefer to fish water that hasn’t been hammered, and, for my money, with each mile walked and each hill climbed, the quality of both the fishing and the experience rises dramatically. Get the walking over with at the beginning of the day if possible. This usually means hiking downriver and then fishing back up. Try to time the hike so that when you start fishing the fish will have just started biting (usually in the late morning, depending on weather and hatches). Don’t rig the rod until the planned destination is reached. Then it won’t get stuck in the brush all the time. Besides, putting casts here and there as you go is a half-assed way to fish, and you will more likely spook more than you’ll catch. Instead, scout as you walk and look for insects and indications that will clue you in on how and what to fish. When ready to choose a fly and style of fishing, listen to your instincts. They may have learned more on the walk than you consciously realized.




  [image: image]




  Sharp hooks make a difference on tough-jawed old fish like this.




  POINT YOUR ROD FORWARD




  When strolling, crawling, and swearing your way through brush, keep your rod pointed in front of you. This gives you more control, allowing you to aim it where you would like. And if you do get it stuck, you don’t have to go back to where you’ve already been to set the fly free. When going through willows, raise your arm and point the rod straight up.
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