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    Here’s to saints and sinners who’ve ever cast a dry upon the moving water and couldn’t answer why.

    Dedication  [image: ]

    To Koke Winter, who taught me most of what I know about fly fishing. I learned the rest by accident.

  


  
    

    Preface

    Dave Hughes and I were sitting around a table at an authors’ reception sponsored by Nick Lyons at the September 2002 Fly Tackle Dealer Show in Denver. The room was filled with authors, publishers, editors, and some other ne’er-do-wells who were standing in small groups discussing fly fishing, fly tying, rods, reels, lines, leaders, the drought, stream flows, hatches, big fish, little fish, and anything you could imagine that might be remotely connected with fly fishing. There was even a heated discussion about politics going on in one corner.

    Dave asked what I was currently working on. I told him I had just finished writing and photographing the second edition of Production Tying, was about half done with writing the second edition of Dyeing and Bleaching, was sketching out some magazine articles, and was tying some flies.

    He asked, “Why don’t you write a book about what you haven’t written?” I said, “I don’t know anything else.”

    “Yes, you do.”

    “Hell I do.”

    “You still fish don’t you?”

    “Ofcourse.”

    “Well, write about it.”

    It’s a scary thought. Many very fine fly-fishing experts have written excellent books on how to fly-fish, and I told him so. How did he think the readership would be interested in yet another book that essentially dealt with how to fly-fish? “They’ll be interested in how you do it,” he said, “because you have some different things to say in a new voice.”

    I have always thought that going fly fishing simply meant that you drove to the stream, strung up your rod, tied on a fly, looked for a rising trout, and then cast to it until you caught it. It does work out that way sometimes, and it’s a lot of fun. But other times it gets a little more complicated, and that’s even more fun.

    Dave’s challenge has haunted me every waking hour (and some sleeping hours) since. So with all due respect and great admiration to those who have written a book like this before, here goes. This is what I do in an attempt to prevent complications before they arise and how I deal with them when they do.
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    Wearable Gear

    How deep are your pockets? That will determine to a great extent how much of the following stuff you think you need. What you and others think you need could be an entirely different matter than what you actually need. What you actually need is equipment that will outfit you to fish in your waters. What I actually need is fewer rods and reels because I do most of my fly fishing with an 8-foot, 6-inch bamboo rod for a 5-weight line. But a feller ought to have a backup rod, right? And that thought is always the first step toward what many would label being a collector (I prefer the term “tackle junkie”). Then you begin thinking, “What if I get the chance to fish in (fill in the state/country and stream name)? I’d better get a rod for it.” (And a backup.) It’s a slippery slope. The next thing you know, you do get a chance to fish in (fill in the state/country and stream name), and you’re damn glad you bought the tackle ahead of time. You’ve just convinced yourself that you’d better be prepared for anything! Next, you begin thinking about other places to go, and you outfit yourself for them (with backups). Congratulations, you’ve just become a tackle junkie.

    It doesn’t matter if you’re a first-year fly fisherman or a veteran with thirty years of fly-fishing experience. You still need some basic equipment that is specifically matched to the kind of fishing you will be doing most of the time. And, as you begin collecting (when your better half is around, you should use the word selecting; it doesn’t sound quite so extravagant) your equipment, you should always keep in mind that you will be fishing other waters someday.

    I remember how excited I was when I outfitted myself with my first round of fly-fishing gear. I was about twenty-five years old. The rod was a solid fiberglass rod about seven feet long that I found in an Army surplus store, and the reel was an old casting reel that my dad gave me when I was about six years old. The level wind mechanism was long gone, and I thought it might hold most of a C-level line. I bought a package of those little barbed eyelets that you stick into the end of the fly line, a spool of ten-pound test monofilament for leader, and two plastic bass bugs that vaguely resembled frogs. I scrounged a spare pair of fingernail clippers to trim the knots and stuck the extra bass bug in my straw hat. I lived in Iowa at the time and waded wet in farm ponds and small warm lakes. It was a humble beginning to what my life has become. The interesting thing is I had just as much fun then as I do now. I had only the equipment that I actually needed.

    I didn’t know it then, but my equipment was perfectly matched to the fishing. The solid glass fly rod cast the C-level line well enough to carry the plastic frog where I was looking, and the rod had enough backbone to handle bass up to three or four pounds. I didn’t know about fly reels at the time, I just wanted someplace to store the line I wasn’t using.

    Things are a bit different forty years later. I now own enough fly rods (with backups) and reels to fly-fish for nearly any species of fish anywhere on the planet. But each selection was made with a specific use in mind. And I’ve developed a genuine love of fishing for trout with bamboo rods whenever it’s appropriate. I’ll get into that a little later.


    This chapter covers the equipment that you wear, which sometimes can be almost as important as rod, reel, line, leader, and fly. Going fishing is an exercise in survival. If you aren’t properly equipped with the stuff you wear, you can easily find yourself in a miserable, even life-threatening situation. Fly fishing is an activity that should be enjoyed without any worry of personal welfare or comfort. With a little forethought and some minor expenditures, it’s a simple matter to eliminate any concern of this sort. Plan well and choose wisely, and you’ll be ready for any complication that may arise when you’re on the water.

    I’m going to begin the equipment discussion with some thoughts on waders. My first pair of waders was the rubber-soled, cleat-foot, canvas-upper type that was so popular back in the 50s. They just looked right to me, and that’s all that was available. I forgot what they cost, but I do remember that when I finally trashed them, they had something like forty -three patches! I busted them the day I put them on and one of the boots separated from the leg! I’ve owned just about every kind of chest-high wader made since then, including hip boots. Maybe it’s my age, or maybe it’s just the experience of having fly-fished for over forty years, but I really don’t see the need for a pair of waders that comes up to my armpits. All they do is allow me to wade in way too deep. In fact, if you’re in up to your armpits, you’re likely going to have trouble wading back out and you’re already standing where you should be fishing. I often hear someone say, “Well, I need to get in that deep to reach the other side.” So I ask, “Are all the trout on the other side?” There’s never an answer.

    I think the answer to the wader question is a pair of waist-high waders. With waist-highs, you can get your hand in the pocket of your jeans to find your car keys, your upper body is not encased in a rubber suit that will make you sweat all day, and they will keep you from wading into trouble. I have discovered that it’s a lot easier to wade into trouble than it is to wade out of it. I’ve fished a lot of streams throughout the United States and can’t think of a reason that I’d ever need anything more than a pair of waist-high waders. I figure if the water is too deep for waist -high waders, I should be in a boat!

    If you think you can’t live if you don’t have a pair of armpit-high waders, by all means wear a tight wading belt any time you’re in the water, no mater how shallow it may be. It’s amazing how fast a pair of waders can fill with water when you fall down, and someday you will fall down. Many wader manufacturers include the belt as an integral part of the wader. If you don’t have a belt on your waders, find a nylon belt with a quick-release buckle. Believe me, that’s important when nature makes an urgent call on your bladder! All the waist-high waders I’ve seen come with belts, but they never seem to be the correct height. I bought a pair of heavy-duty suspenders and leave them attached. The suspenders will keep your waist-highs at a comfortable height and prevent the wrinkles at your knees from wearing through and causing leaks that are almost impossible to mend.

    I’ve tried hip boots and always get a wet crotch. They’re nice in the summer when it really gets hot, but then so are Gore-Tex waist-highs. It seems that I too often find myself in a spot where I could wade around a boulder or log if I could only wade in just higher than my crotch. The other choice is to climb out of the stream and walk around a boulder field, slog through a swamp, or climb over a logjam and risk ripping a hole in a spot that will always be knee high. I’ve been wearing a pair of waist -high Gore-Tex waders for the past five years and have not been sorry. I can still stand in water deep enough that I should be fishing, it’s easy to climb in and out of a float boat, I can usually find a place to cross the stream if I feel I really need to be on the other side, and I think they’ve saved my life a few times by keeping me from wading into trouble. By the way, if you are going to teach your young son or daughter how to fly-fish, for heaven’s sake do not get him or her a pair of waders! Until they are five feet tall and weigh more than 120 pounds, kids simply don’t have enough body mass (or, more importantly, experience) to wade in water up to their armpits. And for heaven’s sake don’t make them wade wet; they’ll be miserably cold in no time. Get them a pair of hippers. You’ll both be glad you did.

    Felt-soled boots (the kind you put on over your stocking-foot waders) are a must if you fish anyplace where there are rocks in the stream. They provide much-needed ankle support, and they’ll save you from stumbling around after a slip on a greasy rock and spooking every trout within twenty yards both up-and downstream. Slipping on a rock with rubber cleat-soled boots is much like doing a sloppy (often wet) river dance. There is also the felt-soled ballet, performed when the rocks are covered with algae slime. The footwear I find ideal is tungsten-studded felt-soled boots. But you have to be careful on dry rocks, and you won’t be able to get in a float boat with them on. Those little tungsten spikes will scratch the hell out of the bottom of an expensive float boat, and you won’t be able to stand up in it without sliding all over. The guide will either make you take them off or you won’t be able to go on the float trip of a lifetime. If you are a serious fly fisher, you’ll probably end up with two pairs of felt-soled boots, one studded and one not.

    I wear thick wool socks inside the neoprene stocking feet of my breathable waders, whether it’s summer or winter. Don’t make the mistake I did by trying to wear another pair of socks under the wool socks for wintertime fishing. The extra layer that I thought would keep my toes warm a little longer actually made my boots fit a little too tight and cut off blood supply to my toes, and they got cold sooner! The best thing to do when your toes begin to get cold is to get out of the stream and walk around for a few minutes.

    A thin pair of fleece long johns is all you need for winter fishing under the breathables. I don’t advise Levis or any other type of cotton pants, since there is virtually no insulating value to them and they do not wick moisture from your skin. Summertime is fun time; I wear a pair of wool socks and my Jockey shorts under the breathable waders. The waders breathe and my skin stays dry. I would strongly advise wearing fleece for warmth under your rain shell when the temperature begins to dip. I have a heavy fleece vest and lightweight and heavyweight fleece jackets. By layering combinations of these fleece garments under my rain shell, I can stay comfortable in all but the cruelest conditions. Fleece is very light to carry and doesn’t weigh heavily on my body, and I believe the layers of fleece trap more air than any thick wool sweater I own.

    I hardly ever go fishing without my wading staff, no matter how small or large the stream. It doubles as a fine walking stick when I’m hiking in and a third balance point when I’m sloshing around in a little boulder-strewn stream. And it’s a wonderful testing device when you’re wading in murky water and can’t see the bottom two feet down, or fishing in a pond that has a mucky bottom. It’s saved me from drowning or getting wet hundreds of times, especially when I’ve been standing in thigh-deep ice-cold water and decide it’s time to turn around and head back to shore. Wading staff or not, you should always turn your body into the current as you turn around. It’s a lot easier to lean forward into the force of the current than it is to lean backward. The sudden force of the water against your back will probably put you face down in the stream. Use the wading staff to help keep your balance, and don’t try to hurry. I think my feelings about using a wading staff are tempered to a degree by my aging body, coupled with the desire to stay alive so I can fish another day.

    Ah, the fly vest. I keep mine hanging on a hook where it’s the first thing I see every morning when I go downstairs to my office/fly-tying room. I look at it to remind myself of what I really should be doing!

    Each time I put it on, heavy as it is, I remember past fishing excursions, the streams I’ve been on, and friends I’ve fished with while wearing it. There’s a dark greasy stain left from the day I was frantically changing flies high on the St. Vrain and forgot to close the top on my bottle of Gink. The lower left outside pocket is smeared with blood stains (mine), from the day I damn near broke my left arm while sliding down a gravel slope and grasping for any branch in reach. One of the pockets is sticky with dust from a bottle of fine desiccant that burst its cap. In the big pocket way in the back of my vest are a couple of highly flexible honey and oats granola bars and a badly misshapen Snickers bar. I have no idea how long they’ve been there, but I’ll leave them there, just in case.

    My vest is loaded with “just in case” items. That’s probably why it seems to weigh so much. Actually, even with a wood frame landing net, it’s only a couple of ounces over six pounds. There are those who frown on the use of a net, but it’s how I learned to land and release fish quickly. I seem to fumble around a lot longer without one.

    One of reasons why my granola bars are so badly crumbled is because I carry Band-Aids and a little bottle of Mercurochrome in a small tin box. In another small tin box is a little tube of Barge cement for plugging tiny holes that appear now and then in my waders. Each time I take a rest and lean against a tree or boulder, I pulverize the granola bars a little more when they get between the tins and my backrest. I’ve only had to make use of the items in the two tins once in the last six or seven years and was damn glad I had their contents with me. I used the Barge cement to repair a small hole in the left knee of my waders on the same day the Band-Aids and Mercurochrome fixed a puncture wound in my left hand when I grabbed a branch full of broken stubs on my slide down the gravelly slope. If this should ever happen to you, fix the hole in your waders first! Your hand will bleed out nicely while you patch your waders, and by the time you get your hand fixed, the Barge cement will be almost dry enough to resume fishing!

    The big back pocket also contains an old Kodak aluminum film can full of small wooden matches and a piece of the striker from the side of the matchbox. I’ve only used it a couple of times and was thankful to have dry matches on a cold, rainy day when the flint on my lighter gave up. I keep the film can in a Ziploc bag with a few inch-wide strips of white birch bark with which I can start a fire in all but the worst of downpours.

    Speaking of white strips, there is another Ziploc bag in the big back pocket that contains twelve feet of toilet paper, some to use and some to spare. (You never know!) I also keep a couple of long boot laces back there, just in case I should ever need them for something, like tying a

    couple of branches together to make a quick frame for a shelter if I have to spend the night in the mountains. The back pocket of my vest is essentially a grab bag of stuff that is integral to a day’s fishing, such as two pieces of bike inner tube for use as rod pullers (to help pull apart the fer-rules after a day of fishing), a pair of sun gloves, a pair of neoprene gloves for those days at 10,000 feet when it suddenly turns cold, a quart canteen full of water, a couple of extra rolls of film, and a rolled-up rain shell that is more often used as a windbreaker.

    Hanging on the front of my vest is a safety pin that I fastened to the zipper tab with a looped ball chain. It’s a good aid in picking out those little triple figure 8 knots in my tippet as well as poking the head cement from some of my hastily tied flies. Also hanging in front is a pair of expensive, fine-point fly-tying scissors on a heavy-duty zinger. I don’t like those little clips for nipping off leader tags, because that’s all they’re good for. I can trim leader tags and the bottom of a hackle collar with the scissors. The scissors will function for any number of other clipping chores, and their fine points are much easier to use than the blunt ends of a pair of clippers. You can use the scissors to cut away those damned snap -together cloth tabs that I guess we’re supposed to use to hold the front of the vest together. There’s already a zipper for that, and all the tabs do is grab your fly line just when you want to shoot an extra twelve feet to the trout of a lifetime. Another item that hangs from a small zinger, but is stored in a small inside pocket, is a leader gauge. I tie my own leaders and want to be certain of the exact diameters each time I repair my leader or addtippet.

    Since I mentioned leaders, I carry all the spools of leader material I’ll need to completely rebuild a leader from the first butt section to 7X tippet. I learned long ago that if I used knotless tapered leaders I was using another person’s idea of how I should cast and under what conditions every day. I can adjust any portion of my leader at any time to suit any fishing condition. I’ve had to do this many times, and I consider the leader kit I carry on two heavy ball chains in the extra reel spool pockets of my vest to be essential. Three more essential items are a small bottle of sunscreen in one small pocket, a small bottle of liquid bug repellent in another, and my fishing license.

    When I lived in Michigan I always carried a good compass because one can get lost in the thick north woods in less than five minutes. All you have to do is decide to take a shortcut back to the truck. You can be ten feet from a road and not know it because the woods are often so dense you can’t see more than six or eight feet ahead. Carrying a compass in the Rockies where I live now is almost useless because there are so many ore deposits and deeply buried meteors. Shortcutting back to the truck is a matter of following the stream through deep canyons.

    The pockets for my fly boxes are usually the fullest. I’m one of those types who always carries enough flies to open a small streamside shop. But I do try to sort the flies by season to limit my selections. There is always a possibility of a midge hatch, so I bring the midge box. Since blue-winged olives can be found hatching nearly any time of year, I keep a box full of duns, parachutes, and spinners for the BWOs. The third box is full of nymphs, with everything from size 22 midge larvae to a couple of size 6 stonefly nymphs. A fourth fly box I always bring along is a small box of a dozen or more “never fail” streamers.

    Come spring, I add dry-fly boxes that are full of Red Quills, Adamses, Royal Wulffs, ants, beetles, and caddisflies. As summer comes on, I stick in a box of hoppers and large drakes. When fall blends into winter, I begin paring the selections back to the basic four.

    I hate it when the old vest finally wears out. The zippers don’t work, all the Velcro has become useless, and the worn-out stitching that I have meticulously replaced with needle and thread has deteriorated to the point that I’m afraid one of the pockets will fall off. It seems that just when I become so familiar with my vest that I can find anything in it in pitch black darkness, it’s time to get a new one. And of course that kind of vest is no longer being made. It’s frustrating. It’ll take at least two years to get acquainted with a new vest because all the fly box pockets will be different sizes and in new places. And many of the fly shops carry only a limited selection of vests. None of them seems to have enough pockets.

    My favorite kind of fishing hat is a soft cotton hat with a wide brim all around it. It protects my ears and much of my face and neck from the scorching sun. I can pull the front down low over my eyes to block out the low angle of the sun, which can be blinding during early morning and late evening hours. It fits comfortably under the hood of my raincoat, and it soaks up bug repellent very nicely, which, by the way, does help to keep some of the black flies and mosquitoes at a distance and gives the hat a nice, well-used look. On those really hot days, I can dip my hat in the stream and the wet hat keeps my head cool for a while. Although I hate doing it, I do toss the hat in the washing machine (about once every two years) because the sweat stains, mud smears, and fish slime that season the hat do get a bit offensive. If you decide to go with a cotton hat, be very careful about its size. You want it snug enough that the wind can’t blow it off, but slightly big to allow for shrinking after washing. You can prevent shrinking appreciably by taking the hat out of the dryer while it’s still a little damp and wearing it until it’s completely dry. If you don’t do this, it’ll shrink at least a full size.

    You can find long-sleeve shirts with large pockets in most fly shops or catalogs. They are designed for the active sportsman and function quite well. However, I caution you to avoid those with Velcro tabs on the pockets. You will eventually lose whatever you have put in them when you bend over to net or release a fish. I speak from experience when I say I cannot trust Velcro to hold any pocket together for more than two minutes. There are one or two manufacturers that make shirts with buttons large enough to secure ample pocket flaps. When your fingers are cold, you can handle large buttons more efficiently than those little baby pea -size buttons that are used on dress shirts. Long sleeves will protect your arms and wrists from damaging sunburn as well as provide you some degree of warmth when the temperature begins to fall. Some shirts are constructed with ventilating panels in the back and sides. Wearing a fly vest pretty much negates that function. Be sure to choose a shirt in some shade of green, tan, or brown; you’ll blend in with your surroundings much better. Trout can see a white or bright yellow shirt long before you get close enough to make a cast.

    I’d also suggest you consider a pair of sun gloves. Thirty or forty years of sun burned hands can cause skin problems. Skin cancer is a complication no one needs, and it’ll probably keep you off the trout stream.

    A raincoat that will roll up into a small package and fit in the back pocket of your vest is a must. Once again, size is very important. You’ll have to decide how you want to use the raincoat—under or over your loaded vest. My advice is to get one that is large enough to easily zip when you wear it over your vest. A heavy vest gets even heavier when it’s soaking wet. I found an XX-large Helly Hansen rain jacket a couple of years ago and it’s the best one I’ve ever used. I carry it with me at all times because I’ve learned that the people who have jobs telling you what the weather is going to be are usually reporting what’s happening at the moment and not what will happen later. A good rain jacket also makes a wonderful windbreaker that will help keep you warm a little longer. Make sure it has at least one pocket with a zipper and two side pockets for cold hands.

    The reasons for using Polaroid glasses are well known and much discussed. My advice here is that if you wear prescription glasses, by all means get a pair of prescription Polaroids. I’ve tried those clip-on types, and the space between my glasses and the clip-ons causes a disturbing reflection. There are two kinds: one that clips to the rim of your glasses, and another that flips up when you don’t need them. The flip-up model will scratch the lenses of your prescription glasses where the little clips slide on, and the version that clips to the frame of your regular glasses is a pain to put on. I’ve had a couple of pair go springing out into the stream because I didn’t get them quite right. Bite the bullet and go see your optometrist and get a pair of prescription Polaroids with hardened plastic lenses that also have UV protection (bifocals if you need them). They’re not cheap, but then neither was your rod and reel, both of which are worthless if you can’t see the fish or the fly.

    If you are a fly tier, you’d be very wise to spend a little money and purchase a good 35mm single-lens reflex camera with a 50mm macro lens so you can get some great close-up photos of the insects in your favorite stream. Use slide film, and project your bug photos on a screen so you can study the proportions and subtleties of color. A good 200-speed color film will allow you to shoot photos very early in the morning and quite late in the evening. Faster films can get a little grainy, but they’re getting better each year. The 50mm macro lens also functions very well for shooting flowers, close-ups of your fish, your buddy with a big (or little) fish, and ordinary snapshots of the campsite or your loaded vehicle. You can record each fishing trip for sharing with friends or reminiscing later when you’re too old and decrepit to wade a stream. The camera can’t lie but will preserve some wonderful memories for you.

    Digital cameras are becoming popular, but they’re expensive. Good ones cost twice as much or more than good film cameras. A sharp photo slide of a size 18 blue-winged olive projected on a four-by-six-foot screen becomes a bug that’s nearly four feet long! There might be a way to do it, but I’m not aware of how you would do that with a digital camera and your computer. I’ve learned so much from the slides I have taken over the years. Photos are a great resource.

    Sunscreens and bug repellents are available everywhere. Use them. Be careful of the sunscreens that are rated 40 SPF or higher. Some people (I’m one) are allergic to the high SPF. I break out in a rash that’s worse than any sunburn. I can use a water-resistant SPF 15, so I just put on more throughout the day. If you have any kind of skin problem that’s sun -related, you should visit a dermatologist for some guidance on what to use. I offer the same advice for bug repellents.

    Day after day of long hours on the stream, lake, or ocean can do a number on your hands. Your hands can get dry and cracked from becoming wet and dry hundreds of times during the week. The best prevention I have found for this is to apply a few drops of a 50/50 mixture of glycerin and water to your hands just before you go to bed each night. Massage it into both hands just as you would any other lotion. You can get a small bottle of glycerin from most well-stocked pharmacies. Mix it half and half with water and put it in your overnight bag. It’s a good hint for fly tiers who live in dry climates as well. It’s a good inexpensive and effective hand lotion.

    Here are a few words on fly floatants. They really aren’t floatants at all but rather waterproofing agents. There are a bunch of products on the market these days that are supposed to make your dry fly float. Well, if your fly is constructed of material that is lighter than water, it will float. What makes a fly sink is when it begins to soak up water or gets slimed by a fish. Waterproofing the fly will prevent it from soaking up water as you fish it. You cannot prevent your fly from getting slimed after you land a fish. However, I have noticed that if I don’t net the fish, but slide my line-hand thumb and forefinger down the tippet and slide the hook out while the fish is still in the water, there is virtually no slime deposited on the fly. There are some products on the market that are advertised to remedy the problem of the slimed fly. Don’t use them! One is a patch that you’re supposed to squeeze your fly in after landing a fish. The patch does soak up some of the slime, but you are also squeezing slime into your fly as you do this. Your fly will sink after doing this. Then there is the stuff that a few of us call “fairy dust.” It’s a fine, white-powdered desiccant that is supposed to absorb all the moisture in a couple of seconds. What it actually does is dehydrate the fish slime, which will rehydrate as soon as your fly touches the water. In addition, you’re left with a fine powdery residue on your fly even after you try to blow the excess off. What does this residue do? What it is supposed to do, soak up water!
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