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To Chris Korich and Steve Rajeff



FOREWORD

The sensation of a solid crack of the bat on a hardball, a perfect smack into a golf ball, a dart toss into the bullseye, the swish through the net from the free throw line, or the release of a perfect fly casting loop are examples of fantastic feelings of things well done. Done right, these activities feel easy, look effortless, and are truly joyful. Learning the basics to form well shaped loops and the casts, needed for success in flyfishing, can be accomplished within weeks, feels easy in months, but may take a lifetime to master. In The ACA’s Beginner’s Guide to Fly Casting, John Field expertly lays out steps to learn and progress through the various casts and techniques needed in fishing, as well as an introduction into tournament casting. Following these steps will greatly accelerate the learning curve to better fly casting and attaining that fun feeling. Tournament casting for me was something that, starting at age ten, required focus on getting a dry fly to land in a small target. My coach said if you can hit the targets, it will make it easier to present a fly more accurately when fishing, and you will catch more fish. More than fifty years later, I can wholeheartedly confirm it is true: A high degree of accuracy casting skill will help catch more fish. Also, in forms of fishing where long casts play an important role, learning techniques for competition distance events translates into greater catches. A great thing about fly casting and fishing, is that it can be learned at any age, and will present challenges and chances to improve all along the journey.

In writing this book, John draws from a lifetime of angling and more than fifteen years supporting tournament casting in the United States. He served as American Casting Association President and was my line tender (ghillie) in Fly Distance events for several Nationals. He was my ghillie when I broke the ACA Single Hand Distance record of 243 feet in 2009 in Mississauga, Ontario. I could hardly walk due to a knee injury, but the adrenaline kicked in and I had the strength to make the perfect distance cast. During a casting tournament co-sponsored by IGFA/ACA in 2008 in Florida, which John coordinated, an amusing incident occurred. We had rented a large grass field from a county parks and recreation department to conduct a distance competition, but when we showed up at 7:30 a.m., the field was covered with five thousand cars—overflow from a bigger than expected charity 5K running event! When we calmed down, we joked that at least we had a good spectator turnout. A field nearby, where radio-controlled airplanes were buzzing and jetting around noisily, sufficed and we still conducted the distance events.

Having been in casting competitions and on several fishing trips with John, he has a highly-tuned sense of mechanics and has artfully applied them to the easy-to-follow descriptions and step-by-step instructions within these pages. Read, practice, and have fun!

 

—Steve Rajeff



PREFACE

This is the small book that legendary angling author, editor, and publisher Nick Lyons initially asked me to write for his son Tony Lyon’s then-fledgling publishing company almost ten years ago. Hoping to maximize the public relations potential for the American Casting Association, I went a little overboard and presented an outline for a book that threw a much wider net. The book was put on hold for a few years but then Nick asked me to proceed and the result was a bigger, advanced casting book titled Fly-Casting Finesse. After finishing that project, I revisited the original concept and wrote ACA’s Beginner’s Guide to Fly Casting, as the prequel to the first book.



INTRODUCTION

This book intends to teach the American Casting Association’s method of learning how to cast efficiently, so you can be effective and enjoy your fishing or tournament casting. The book starts with advice on selecting your first fly rod and how to set it up and care for it. Next, this book explains the ACA method using a unified method of casting developed in tournament casting and fishing. Chris Korich has been immensely helpful by recently distilling these methods for me to share in this book. I will give advice on how to learn on your own, at clubs, or with mentors and professional instructors.

You will learn a good foundation for making the fundamental casts, then focus on having the control to cast accurately and cast to your maximum distance. Since the fundamentals of ACA’s methods aim at tournament casting, I will show you how to use these casts in fishing situations in fresh and saltwater with specific types of presentation in mind, and give advice on how to cope with the challenges of windy conditions.

Since no one is perfect, I included a chapter on troubleshooting the cast which explains what to look for and how to make corrections. At the end of the book, there is also a casting glossary of the some common terms for your reference. If you are in good health and really want to unlock your distance casting potential, read the exercises for distance. Please consult your physician or trainer before performing them.

In Chapter 8, ACA Clubs and Events (page 83), there is a description of the fly events and a club directory. You will find here the rules for the popular 5wt event, which is a good starter event for any local fishing club or fishing-related organization or promotion. Most of us like to catch fish, but others enjoy casting better. It’s totally up to you.



CHAPTER 1

GETTING STARTED

A fly is a hand-crafted representation of a food or threat that fish consume or attack. Some fish are carnivorous and others are vegetarians. When fish strike something, it is usually motivated by hunger, but often it’s just instinctive or learned behavior. When fish spawn they are often territorial and attack parasitic or predatory intruders. With salmon and trout, spawning suppresses appetite, so striking at flies is mainly a reflexive feeding behavior. The stomachs of spawning salmon are usually empty, yet anglers catch them on flies.

The size of the creatures that a fish will bite—and that we can imitate with flies—ranges from almost microscopic to about sixteen inches in length. The maximum size of a fly an angler might use is limited by his or her ability to cast it. Someone who designs their own flies has the choice of creating a realistic, an artistic, or an impressionistic imitation of what the fly tier thinks the prey might be. You tie a fly by attaching man-made or natural materials to a hook shank, tube, or line with thread and/or adhesives. Depending on the tier’s objective, hook weight, materials, and quantities, flies can be made to sit on top of the water, just below, or sink at varying rates.

Fly fishing is generally harder to learn and perform than conventional fishing with bait or lures. It is considered by most anglers to be more challenging, and to have fewer impacts on a fishery. Many fly anglers voluntarily use barbless hooks to minimize damage to fish. With large flies imitating finned prey, tiers seldom use more than one hook. That is much less damaging than the three-treble hooks on many crankbaits used with spin or conventional tackle. Flies are also usually safer to fish because they lodge in the fish’s mouth, whereas fish tend to swallow live and artificial baits deeper, where the hooks can cause more damage.

[image: ]

This is an assortment of weighted flies, floating flies, and poppers to catch a variety of freshwater and saltwater fish on or below the surface.

In conventional fishing, baits or lures vary in weight from around 1/8 ounce, up to several pounds in the case of live saltwater bait. Flies tend to be lighter to facilitate easier casting. In either case, the translucent monofilament line is usually undetectable by the fish. In terms of simple machine mechanics, all fishing rods are a combination of lever and spring, but you cast them differently.

When an angler casts a bait or lure with a spinning or bait-casting outfit, she leaves the bait or lure hanging by the line a few inches or feet below the rod tip and pins the line to the grip or holds it with a button. Then she makes a cast with the rod which bends the rod and throws the projectile when she releases the line or button. The momentum of the bait or lure pulls the line off the spool of the reel until it lands. When you catch a fish, or wish to bring in a bait or lure, you crank the line back on the reel with the handle. It is to be taken for granted these reels will have various drag systems to allow a big fish to pull line off the spool without breaking the main fishing line. With spinning and bait-casting reels, the handle does not spin backward when the line goes out. It remains stationary.

In fly fishing, the fly is relatively light and the relatively heavy line provides the weight needed to deliver the fly to its target. To prevent the fish from associating the heavy line with the fly, we use a leader or tippet made out of a translucent monofilament. When you fish for species with certain kinds of teeth, you would use other materials such as steel to prevent the fish from biting through the leader.

To make a cast with a fly rod, you need some line extended beyond the rod tip in a manner that provides resistance (I’ll teach this shortly) and then you must accelerate the rod with a stroke to get the line moving towards where you want it to go, then stop the rod to control the formation of an unrolling loop which will move toward its aimed direction. The bend in the rod is an indication of the result of your stroke against the line’s resistance in relation to the flexibility of the rod.

The American Fishing Tackle Trade Association publishes a line-weight chart showing the standard for lines from a 1-weight to a 15-weight. Weight is abbreviated as wt., or indicated with the # symbol. The measurement, typically in grain weight (or 1/7000ths of a pound), is made for the first thirty feet of the line, starting at the tip where the leader would connect. Line manufacturers also measure and offer lines with just the grain weight of the first thirty feet. The fly-rod industry tries to design and label rods to correspond to these line weights. Most manufacturers are now laser marking the line information on the line coating of beginning of the fly line.
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These marks indicate that this is a Scientific Anglers Mastery Series GPX model weight-forward 4-weight floating fly line.

The rod acts as part lever and part spring. The action of a fly rod is how much the rod will bend and where it will bend against a downward pull, or resistance, on its tip. Rod designers and builders have testing equipment for this and measure and record rod actions. Rod manufacturers usually design a rod with an intended purpose and an action to achieve it. The action of a rod is designed to assist in casting well at distances, presentation, and in also protecting the tippet—the thin, translucent, and weakest part of the line attached to the fly.

The descriptors currently used in marketing rods to describe rod actions are slow, medium, and fast. A slow action bends from the tip all the way into the grip, a medium action from about half way down to the tip, and a fast action rod bends mainly from the tip to about a third of the way down.

Although it isn’t the best choice for all-round accuracy and distance, a slow-action rod is easier to cast for beginners, and it can help maintain tension, so the hook can be set and you can detect soft bites. A medium-action rod is a good compromise for accuracy, presentation, and distance. A fast-action rod is intended for heavy flies and casting distance, but not intended for light tippets. The action of a rod also has an influence on how you cast them, but I’ll get more into that later.

When you cast a fly toward the fish, or where you suspect a fish to be, there are two ways to make the cast reach. Either you pull line off the reel as you add more and more length in the air while you casting back and forth until it is the right length and make your delivery, or you have line ready and release it into a cast so its weight pulls line through the rod guides. The latter is like throwing an apple off a stick. These steps have specific names and techniques which I’ll describe in detail in this book.

Instead of retrieving a fly every cast by cranking the reel handle, as you would on a spinning or bait-casting reel, you use your line hand (the one you don’t cast with) and pull line back in through the guides. This action is called stripping line in. You can also strip line out, by pulling it off the reel.

When you catch a small fish, you can strip the line to bring the fish in and even let the fish pull line back through your fingers if necessary. If you catch a bigger fish that could break the line against resistance, it’s usually safer to reel-in the slack and fight the fish “on the reel” to prevent a break off from tangles. In some instances you must make sure a furiously-spinning handle doesn’t hit you in the knuckles, and there are few fly reels made with special anti-reverse mechanisms to prevent this. Most reels today have an adjustable mechanical drag to control for this purpose and I’ll describe it more later on in the book.

There are different reasons why people fish. It can provide a challenge, immersion in nature, friendly competition between anglers, or a means of providing food. Some anglers want to catch the most fish in the least amount of time, others want to catch the biggest fish they can. Anglers can select the type of tackle they use based on the degree of challenge or to minimize the impact on the environment. Tackle can even impact the likelihood a fish will survive being caught and released. Worms catch trout readily but cause them to swallow the hook and die. Some anglers harvest all the fish they catch when permitted and others catch and release most or all they catch. In some places where harvesting isn’t permitting you must release every caught fish with the least injury and stress.

Fly casting and fly fishing have their unique rewards. You can catch most fish with bait and lures on bait or spin tackle more easily, but when you catch them on a fly rod, the degree of difficulty is higher. Most fly anglers say it is more fun to play fish on a fly rod because having the handle near the end is a disadvantage; it’s more challenging. A fly rod gives good feedback through the grip when we cast well. If you golf or play tennis, you might have had a similar experience with a club or racquet. The best fly fishing is experienced pursuing wild fish in beautiful places. A nicely-cast loop is beautiful to see sailing through the air anywhere. Do it in the wild and it’s even more special.

As the name of this book states, it’s intended for people who are just beginning to cast a fly rod. You may never have fished before with any type of tackle, or you may have used other tackle and want to add fly fishing to widen your repertoire or increase your fishing skills. There are several key things you need to know to become a successful fly fisher: What equipment and flies to use, how to cast and present a fly, and where and when to fish. This small book offers the very basics of how to cast and a primer on presentation. If you want to read about advanced fly casting and presentation, get a hardcover or digital copy of my book Fly-Casting Finesse: A Complete Guide to Improving All Aspects of Your Casting (Skyhorse Publishing, 2015).

Sight fishing is when you can see one or more fish, or the effect of their movement in the wild, and present your fly to them in an enticing manner. The most challenging is fishing for one individual fish, instead of casting into or in front of a group or school. Casting accuracy is important because if the fish you want does not see the fly, it won’t take it, but if you hit the fish on the head it will usually spook. Timing is also critical. If the fish is cycling around a pool or structure, or establishes a feeding rhythm, putting the fly down when it isn’t ready will result in failure.

If the water is clear, you can usually see the fish’s reaction to your fly, or if it’s muddy, you might see signs of a quick exit. It will either spook, strike, follow and strike, follow and refuse, or ignore your offering completely. It’s exciting to see an immediate take, but it is very helpful to see other reactions so you can change what you’re doing to increase your success! If you like to sight fish, fly fishing is ideal.

The other types of fly fishing where distance casting is very important are structure fishing, fan casting, chumming, and teasing. Structure fishing is when you cast close to a shoreline, island, or over submerged structure. It can also be casting to places in moving water where an unseen fish might be located. Fan casting is when you make long casts at regular intervals in a semi-circle resembling a Chinese fan. Chumming is when you throw food in the water and cast to the fish that come to feed. Teasing and “bait and switch,” is when another person casts or trolls a hook-less bait or lure until fish show up. Then the person doing the teasing withdraws the teaser and the angler casts a fly to the fish. All of these require accurate casts, except fan casting.


PARTS OF A FLY-ROD OUTFIT

Lightweight fly rods for freshwater fish feature an end cap at the butt end made of aluminum, plastic, or rubber to protect the end of the rod if it contacts ground or pavement. On saltwater rods meant for large fish, there is usually a fighting butt below the reel to place in contact with your stomach or thigh as a pivot while fighting large fish. This fighting butt is an extension of about three inches with cork or soft rubber.

The next part is called the reel seat and holds the reel onto the rod aligned with the guides. There are two systems of locking real seats. The first is the up-locking seat and the second is the down-locking seat. The up-locking seat is the most common. There is one advantage to a down-locking seat for freshwater use or tournament casting—there are fewer items below the reel for line to catch on, but there is no fighting butt.
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Here are down-locking (left) and up-locking (right) reel seats showing where your hand grips the handle in relation to the end of the rods.

Rod manufacturers use three main handle shapes, full-wells, reverse half-wells (often called Western), and cigar. The idea is, the larger the line weight and the more effort needed for casting or fighting fish, the more thumb support is needed. Therefore, most manufacturers install full-wells handles for rods over 7 weight and half-wells or cigar handles for lower line weights. They are even making some of these handle shapes in a range of sizes to fit all needs.

The blank of a rod is the flexible conical-shaped tube on which a fly rod is finished by attaching the other components. Manufacturers make them out of tapered man-made composites like graphite or of cultivated split-bamboo cane and glue. Rodmakers roll the blank material for modern graphite fly rods on a steel mandrel of the same length as the rod.
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Various cork handle shapes. Due to the increasing scarcity of cork, more handles are being molded of foam materials.

For ease of shipping to the dealers and transport by the consumer, rodmakers cut the rods into shorter lengths and fit them with mating ferrules for disassembly and reassembly. Some manufacturers offer one-piece rods for economy and decreased maintenance. With few exceptions, rods are available in two-piece through four-piece. Today, four-piece rods are the most commonly available.
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