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PREFACE

Saltwater fly fishing continues to attract new adherents. Some have fished extensively for saltwater game fish with spinning, casting, or trolling gear, and are interested in adding fly tackle to their arsenals. Generally, they have little or no fly-tying experience. Many others, coming from the ranks of freshwater fly anglers, and well versed in trout or warm-water fishing and fly tying, are anxious to make the transition to salt water. Then again, many saltwater fly fishers, familiar with certain species and the flies used to take them, want to test new waters, like the striped bass angler in quest of his first bonefish or the redfish and seatrout angler pursuing his first tarpon.

Essential Saltwater Flies is a primer for these three groups. If someone new to fly tying can master the basic designs covered here, he will have learned the fundamental techniques and how to handle the most important materials, and he will find it easy to move on to unfamiliar flies and the endless variations that he will encounter as he gets more immersed in the sport. Anyone crossing over from fresh water, and who is already familiar with basic tying procedures, will expand his horizons, learn to handle different materials, and tie flies often of larger proportions. Finally, the experienced saltwater fly fisher in pursuit of new species will find here basics to help him tackle his new challenges.

This isn’t a master reference work or encyclopedia, cataloging the ever-growing list of individual patterns with their recipes. Many such works exist, and others will follow. In the 1950s, 60s, and early 70s, little was available in the way of saltwater fly tying instruction. Then came Kenneth Bay’s wonderful little seminal work Salt Water Flies (Lippincott, 1972), with its step-by-step photo/text sequences. Bay showed procedures for eight basic flies that covered the majority of the fly fisher’s needs. In concept, that’s the approach I’ve taken, to give saltwater tiers a select list of all-purpose patterns based on a limited number of designs. Of course, saltwater fly fishing is no longer a fledgling sport. It has grown over the last two generations, in terms of species pursued, venues fished, new fishing techniques discovered, fly materials employed, and mostly in the cumulative knowledge amassed by saltwater fly fishermen. Naturally, therefore, I have had to expanded on Bay’s offerings, although nearly all his basic designs are included here. I believe that armed with a small selection, chosen from among approximately three dozen flies described in these pages, any angler can feel confident and prepared to catch any target species under 90 percent of fishing circumstances and conditions.

The tier should find most of what he needs here: dressing recipes, images of finished flies, a bit of information about their evolution and development. Step-by-step photos and instructions constitute the heart of the book. Throughout the work he will find many tips for more creative tying, making adaptations, working with various materials, weighting flies, adding weed guards, as well as preferred knots for attaching the flies, retrieves, and other random techniques for fishing them. The tier need only supply the remaining, yet vital ingredient: practice. This handbook can get you started, take you to the next step, or provide new direction to your saltwater fly tying and fishing. Most of all, I hope it will help you get more enjoyment and satisfaction from your sport.
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CHAPTER 1

Innovation and Variation

Individual saltwater fly patterns or dressings are seemingly endless; designs or styles, relatively few. By “pattern” I mean a specific dressing, typically limited by color, size, or material. Almost daily, season after season, thousands of new saltwater fly patterns are born in vises of tiers around the world. Yet, only occasionally does a new design come to light. “Design” is a conceptual thing. It represents a style or theme that invites variation of size, color, and material, and allows—indeed, can usher in—a whole field of creative adaptation and imitation. Bob Clouser’s Deep Minnow, one of the world’s most universal flies used in fresh and salt water, whether tied with long green and yellow bucktail, or short red and white Super Hair, still warrants the moniker “Clouser Minnow.” The concept is the key. As opposed simply to endless variations, designs have pointed the fly tier’s craft in new directions. In addition to Clouser’s fly, Lefty Kreh’s Deceiver, Larry Dahlberg’s Diver, and Bob Popovics’s Surf Candy immediately come to mind. They are innovative. From each of these examples, tiers have created hundreds, perhaps thousands of new flies. Most sport different names, and different creators lay claim to them, but changing the hook or color, or making some minor adjustment in technique amounts to variation, not innovation. It is important for the tier to appreciate this distinction. First, so as not to feel overwhelmed and bewildered by all the fly patterns he will encounter, recognizing that many are simply variations on a theme. Second, so that he can feel free to exercise his own creativity, and not feel restricted to a dressing that specifies exactly the color, material, or tying procedure. For years, that had been the bane of trout fly tying. Tiers searched in vain for a precisely dictated shade of dun hackle or olive dubbing to imitate a particular mayfly, as if all animals of a given species are precisely the same color. Saltwater flies are much less prescribed, as these photos illustrate.
 

[image: img]

[image: img]

[image: img]

These represent three versions of a tarpon fly called a Black Death. All are tied “Keys style,” with all the materials at the back, but all use hackles and/or marabou feathers in different ways. The only similarity is a combination of black and red. Similar examples abound with other fly patterns.



Ironically, and despite this general fact, some bonefish and tarpon flies show little variation, yet do carry different names. Obviously, a Bonefish Clouser, a Crazy Charlie, and a Gotcha all represent similar design. Nevertheless, I have featured these individually because their identities, names, and dressings have become standard, and tradition dies hard.

Despite this anomaly, my general intention is to present a basic assortment of essential fly designs, as opposed to a wide mixture of random patterns. Nearly all the flies included in this work are standards or, in some cases, classics. Some newer, more contemporary flies have been included because they illustrate different tying techniques, or because they are destined to become standards. All are basic flies that every tier should know how to tie, because most new flies employ tying procedures and materials that these flies first used. Fortunately, and this should be encouraging, most are rather simple to tie, calling for familiar tying techniques and average dexterity, and frequently requiring only one or two different kinds of materials. Such is the case, for example, with the Seaducer, Blonde, Hi-Tie, and “Keys-style” tarpon flies. These flies will teach you to handle common materials like bucktail and saddle hackles. Some of these earlier designs too, although not so popular as they once were, have been included for just that reason: namely that familiarity with them will make anglers aware of the historic evolution of our sport and the rationale of its development. None represents a tour de force, tying simply for the sake of tying or showmanship.

Countless hundreds of other flies might have been included, many as good as or, for some purposes, perhaps better than some of those I’ve selected. But no one can have fished more than a small fraction of the existing patterns. Furthermore, no two anglers would select the same three-dozen basic flies. We all have our favorites, and certainly my own prejudices, shaped by my personal experiences, show through in each grouping. Still, for almost any species you target you can find here several proven and productive patterns. That is the purpose of this book. Credit to the true innovators often gets misplaced, and verification is often impossible. That is unfortunate, because their contributions have had a permanent and lasting effect on our sport. I have tried to accurately research the origins and evolutions of the flies I’ve selected and assigned them to their creators as best I could.

In each chapter and under each fly name, you will find the primary design illustrated in one specific pattern, with detailed, step-by-step photographs and tying instructions. You will also find variations of the basic designs. If you can tie one, by merely making minor modifications to the instructions, you can likely tie them all. Change the sizes or colors, even the materials, to suit your own desires or needs. Where it seemed especially appropriate, I have included notes and suggestions for fishing them, along with the species or conditions to which each design is generally best suited, lest we lose sight of the point of this craft.

I have never found a perfect system for classifying saltwater flies. Game fish regularly ignore our attempts to classify flies as species specific, i.e., bass, tuna, redfish, or bonefish flies. The same crab pattern can work for stripers or permit, and jacks eat bluefish flies. I once caught a juvenile bonefish in Belize on a large “tarpon fly” and a Bahamian permit on a “bonefish fly.” Lefty’s Deceiver, while initially designed as a striped bass fly, is about as universal a baitfish imitation as exists. You can make it short, long, slim, bulky, tiny, huge, solid, or multi-colored. It attracts countless species of small inshore or large offshore fish. Similarly, the Clouser Deep Minnow can be made in smaller sizes to fish for bonefish on sandy flats, weedless for redfish and snook, or weighted with large eyes (or even multiple pairs) to fish the deepest waters for striped bass. Still, since some organization is called for, I have presented the flies in categories that seemed logical, even if they are not completely consistent. Only two groups are aimed at specific fish: bonefish and tarpon. The largest group contains basic, generic baitfish imitations, adaptable to inshore or offshore use, for striped bass, bluefish, redfish, snook, weakfish, seatrout, snappers, jacks, yellowtail, bonito, and a host of others. Surface flies seemed to merit a separate chapter, as did specialized imitations of crabs, shrimp, eels, and worms.

Fly color is seldom dictated, except in a few cases like the Gotcha, Apte Tarpon Fly, and some others. Don’t regard the colors of the examples shown as the most highly recommended or the most productive colors for that specific fly. I’ve tried to give the tier some “eye candy.” We can only theorize why chartreuse succeeds on one outing, and blue and white the next. Most, like the Deceiver, Whistler, Seaducer, Bendback, Clouser, and Tarpon Bunny, readily encourage you to experiment with different color combinations. “Flash” is another matter of personal choice. If you feel adding some form of tinsel will enhance your flies, don’t hesitate to include it. Better yet, tie some each way, with and without. Fish with them and decide if one is more productive for you than the other.

Fly tying is a matter of interpretation, making counterparts of natural forage as we imagine they will most appeal to fish. Just as no two artists will paint a horse exactly the same way, we shouldn’t expect two tiers’ versions of a shrimp or mullet to be exactly the same. Don’t limit your thinking. You don’t have to be a great tier to produce fish-catching flies. Use your creative instinct; apply your own ideas or requirements to your tying. Enjoy it. Don’t change for the sake of change, simply to be cute, clever, or different. Experiment, within reason and always with a purpose, when tying flies and fishing them. To assist in this, note the “Additional Tying Notes and Variations” appended to each set of instructions. These will give you some idea of where tiers have taken various ideas, or where you might.


CHAPTER 2

Materials and Tools

IMPORTANT FLY TYING MATERIALS

The list of materials used by tiers is seemingly endless, and continuously growing. For that reason, the subject eludes complete or exhaustive treatment. I suggest you visit a few well-stocked fly shops, or study their catalogs and websites to become acquainted with the myriad of materials available. The items discussed and shown here will give some idea of the range and types of materials commonly used. Uses for most of these, and many others, will appear in the “Tying Tips” section of the following chapter and in the tying instructions for specific flies that follow.

Hooks

The hook is the most important ingredient of any fly. The hook should complement the fly design, but it must also penetrate readily and hold securely, without straightening or breaking. I am puzzled, and somewhat amused, by fly fishers who readily spend hundreds of dollars for rods or reels, and willingly fork over thousands of dollars on destination trips, then complain about spending fifty cents for a hook. Don’t skimp on hooks. Understand the varieties and features of fly tying hooks, so that you can make better choices when it comes to hook selection. Tiemco, Owner, Varivas, Mustad, Partridge, Daiichi, Eagle Claw, and other companies make a wide range of excellent hooks suitable for fly tying.

Hook shanks may be “standard” length, longer or shorter. A 1/0 hook may be described at 2X long, meaning that its shank length is that of a 3/0 hook. Some flies, like the Jiggy and many poppers, require longer shanks. New Jersey master tier and fly designer Bob Popovics uses long shank hooks on a number of his fly designs. Famed California angler Dan Blanton favors an Eagle Claw jig hook for many of his flies (see “Whistler” flies). Most tuna anglers choose short shank hooks. They believe that the fish get more leverage with long shank hooks, allowing them to pull out or break. There are many bend shapes, too. The multitude of choices stems from tiers’ preferences, and different shapes complement different fly designs. The O’Shaughnessy bend has been the most popular throughout the years, but on some fly designs it allows the materials to wrap around or foul readily. A Model Perfect bend may solve the problem. More recently, other bends, including different circle hooks, have become popular, and tiers have been busy modifying traditional fly designs to suit these unusual shapes.
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Every fly begins with hook selection, and tiers have a large variety of hook styles from which to choose.
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Top row: lead, copper, and silver wire. Bottom row: clear mono, flat waxed thread, floss, and fine twisted thread.
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Left to right: accelerator for cyano-acrylate, gel CA, brush-on CA, and three popular head cements.
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Clear acrylic, silicone, and 5-minute epoxy are some of the newest generation of fly tying materials.



The most common sizes used for saltwater flies run from 8, for small bonefish flies, to a hefty 4/0; some flies call for larger. The wire may be lighter or heavier, round in profile or forged flat to increase strength while limiting weight. Stainless steel is the choice of most tiers, but some prefer carbon steel or hooks plated with tin. One concern is that sharpening can remove the plating, exposing the metal to rust and corrosion. Long thin points can bend easily if they strike anything hard, and high barbs resist penetration. I fish barbless hooks exclusively. They do less damage to fish and are safer for anglers. I simply crush the barb flat with pliers. If you prefer to use barbed hooks, choose hooks with small “micro barbs” that penetrate readily but hold well.

Threads

As with most tying materials, thread choice largely depends on personal preference. I use various threads, but I am partial to Uni-Thread in 3/0 or finer 6/0, especially for smaller flies. My tying friend John Zajano prefers Danville, flat-waxed nylon floss; hence, most of the flies in this volume are tied with that. It’s strong enough for most saltwater tying operations, comes in a wide range of colors, and doesn’t create appreciable bulk. Bob Popovics ties almost exclusively with clear monofilament tying thread. Some tiers use white thread for nearly everything and simply color the last few inches with a permanent marker, reasoning that most often the color shows only on the head of the finished fly. Try a few different thread types and use what works best for you.

Glues and Cements

Hard as Hull, Dave’s Flexament, Pharmacist’s Formula, Loon Water-Base Head Cement, and Hard As Nails nail polish (available at cosmetics counters), are some of the most commonly used head cements. Look for products that are clear, penetrating, and dry hard. A brush attached to the cap makes application easier.

Cyano-acrylate (commonly referred to as CA), with such band names as Krazy Glue and Zap-A-Gap, is a quickbonding cement with many applications. Loc-tite CA in gel form comes in a small, convenient squeeze bottle, and Krazy Glue is available with a brush-on applicator. A tiny spritz of an accelerator or “kicker,” available in pump bottles, will harden this glue instantly. Note: exercise care when using CA. Acetone or paint thinner may be needed to release fingers that inadvertently get bonded. Read instructions carefully on these and all chemical products, and only use them in well-ventilated areas.

Bob Popovics’s “Pop Fleyes” designs have made epoxy, such as Devcon clear 5-minute epoxy, a tying staple for the past twenty years. Use this two-part cement, composed of epoxy and a hardener, to shape and model fly bodies, to protect thread wraps, and to add durability to flies. Flex Coat, an epoxy commonly used by rod builders to protect wraps, is a bit thinner and retains some flexibility. Thirty-minute epoxy takes longer to gel and set, but it has a lesser tendency to yellow. One-minute epoxy is fine for coating heads, but allows too little working time for sculpting most fly bodies. Placing epoxy components under a warm lamp for a short time will make them flow more readily and easier to work with.

Acrylic plastic, similar to that used in dental reconstructions, is gaining in popularity as an alternative to epoxy. Bob Popovics, “Mr. Epoxy” himself, now uses it in lieu of, or as an alternative to, epoxy for many of his fly designs. It doesn’t have the weight of epoxy, which may be an advantage or disadvantage, depending on your needs, but it remains clear and doesn’t yellow as epoxy does. It is hard, doesn’t run or chip, and is easy to apply. Tuffleye brand, manufactured by Wet-A-Hook Technologies, comes in handy syringes. Also unlike epoxy, acrylic doesn’t harden until you expose it to a “blue-light,” relieving the angst that sometimes accompanies epoxy use. Exercise extreme caution when using any such lights; never shine them toward your eyes.
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Deer tails, commonly known as “bucktails,” are one of the most useful materials for tying saltwater flies.
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Squirrel tails, calf tails (or kip), and rabbit fur strips have many uses.



Silicone, a rubber compound, such as GE or DAP caulking compound, has found its way to tying benches. Softex is another rubber product used to coat fly bodies. Simply dip the fly into the jar. Instructions for using silicone, epoxy, and acrylic are found throughout the text in the appropriate places.
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