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Royce Dam has tied at every Federation of Fly Fishers (FFF) International Conclave since 1983. He has taught fly tying in China, Bhutan, and more than fifteen states, and has twice attended Fly Fair in Holland. Royce has donated many framed fly plates as auction items for fund-raising events. The flies in these plates range from classic salmon flies to patterns for all types of lake, stream, and ocean fishing. Royce has received many awards for his fly-tying abilities and support of the mission of the FFF, including Friend of the Southern Council FFF (1988) and Contributing Artisan Achievement Award, Great Lakes Council FFF (1992). He is also a recipient of the Federation of Fly Fishers annual “Buz” Buszek Memorial Fly-Tying Award (1994).

Royce brings a new look at an ancient art form. He has discovered pragmatic approaches and more efficient ways to achieve fly-tying perfection. More than once, as you learn from this master, you will slap your forehead and mutter, “I can’t believe how easy this is.”

This is not a pattern book. The patterns in this book were chosen to teach you certain techniques. Of course, Royce uses some of his favorite patterns, and it couldn’t hurt to try a few in your home waters. Each section of the manual progresses to the next. If you follow the system, section by section, your fly-tying speed and quality will improve. Royce blends basic information on tools and techniques with more complex methodologies to appeal to both the novice and the most advanced tier.

—Mark Van Patten


FOREWORD

It’s strange how a river can have such a strong effect on the development of fly tiers. In all cases, there has been a challenge offered by the river that requires a level of artistry and imagination in the patterns developed to fish it. The flies of Marinaro were prompted by the pastoral Letort Spring Creek, George Grant developed his magical skills of weaving hair hackles to match the conditions he encountered on the Big Hole, and the No-Hackle flies of Swisher and Richards developed from observations made during a Pseudocloeon hatch on Michigan’s Au Sable River.

Wisconsin’s Wolf River has also influenced the tying tactics of many. While their tying styles remain their own, they have all undergone a convergent evolution in fly dressing. This homogeneity of style was not developed so much by collaboration as it was forced upon them by the river itself. Big, brawling, and demanding, the Wolf does not coddle its trout or its insects, and imitations had better be as broad-shouldered as the naturals they purport to mimic. And as long as the river flows peat-brown through the conifers and northern hardwoods of the highlands of Wisconsin, as long as it tumbles and dances over the glacial debris dumped there 12,000 years ago, as long as its creatures continue their annual rites of life and death, skilled artisans like Royce Dam will draw their creative strength from it.

Royce Dam lives in Wauwatosa, just outside Milwaukee. For most of his working life, he operated an 8,000-pound, steam-powered hammer forge, making camshafts, gear blanks, and other metal forgings. It was hot, heavy work, and Royce’s massive, powerful hands and forearms reflect his one-time vocation. Split fingernails, cuts, bruises, and coarse skin were also a part of the job. With his blemishes and fingers the size of bratwursts, Royce seems an unlikely candidate for fly tying. Nonetheless, he is a superb and innovative tier.

Royce began tying flies to fish for bluegills and other warmwater species when he was in his twenties. In the early 1950s Royce and three of his friends began tying professionally. Royce specialized in chenille-bodied patterns for panfish. He would dress more than 400 dozen of these flies a year.

In the late 1950s Royce fished the Wolf, and it worked its magic on him. Soon he was fishing it faithfully. He came to know the late Ed Haaga, and before long, Ed and Royce were exchanging ideas on tying techniques and patterns. If he arrived at Ed’s home and found that Ed was out fishing, Royce would hang his new patterns on Ed’s screen door next to the real insects that were there.

Although Ed had a strong influence on Royce’s development as a tier, Royce’s work is individual and creative, reflecting his own thoughts on pattern development. Much of this development is the result of fishing experience, but there is also evidence of the work of tiers such as Atherton, Wulff, Rosborough, and others.

Although he can and does tie dry flies of all styles, Royce favors heavily dressed patterns for his own fishing, a reflection of the hours he’s spent fishing the broken water of the Wolf. And with those massive hands of his, he dresses his lovely drys in sizes as small as 22 with apparent ease.

One of Royce’s unique patterns is a very effective caribou-hair mouse that he developed in the late 1960s for night fishing. One evening, he took seven trophy browns with this mammalian imitation. Although Royce gives his mouse ears and whiskers, it is not a pattern designed to charm people. Rather, it is a carefully thought-out design that creates the impression of a swimming rodent. When Royce’s artificial mouse is retrieved with a pumping action, its skirt of goat and caribou hair pulses like the legs of a mouse frantically paddling for its life.

True, this big fly is strikingly effective for night-feeding browns foraging in the shallows under the alders, cedars, and hemlocks that hug the banks of the Wolf, but don’t think that only Wolf River trout have fallen victim to this meaty morsel. It has taken big trout in spring creeks, New Zealand lakes, and Alaskan rivers, a tribute to Royce’s creative fly designing.

The skills of this master fly tier have been shaped not only by the currents of the Wolf, but also by the currents of time, and if you think that Royce is a local tier, specializing in flies for Wisconsin’s Wolf River, let me say that you’re still standing in the shallows while Royce is way out there in deep water. His skills go vastly beyond his beginnings. Royce is a world-class fly tier and designer. His knowledge runs as deep and as broad as his beloved Wolf. And in the end, his skill has become artistry.

His techniques will make you pause and ponder. They’ll drive you to the tying bench and test your mettle, investing you with new skills and polishing old ones. And you’ll come away smiling and dreaming of soft spring days or early summer mornings when you’ll baptize the new fly you’ve just created with one of Royce’s tricks. I know; I’ve done just that.

—Gary Borger


PREFACE

I grew up on a fifteen-acre fruit farm in Kenosha, Wisconsin, in the southeastern part of the state. In those days, Wisconsin farmers were completely self-sufficient. They depended on the family unit for sustenance and shelter.

My older brother Wilfred, my twin brother, Ralph, and I worked at neighboring farms weeding and picking vegetables during the summer months. I remember working on my hands and knees ten hours a day for ten cents an hour. Summer would pass, and winter would demand no less of us.

Two inches of frost on the inside walls of our farmhouse reminded us that winter would take its time yielding to spring. Mom would heat bricks in an old wood-burning cookstove. She wrapped them in towels, placing them at the foot of the bed my brothers and I slept in. Drifting off to sleep, with the cozy comfort of the warm bricks at my feet, my mind returned to the pleasant days of spring and summer. My father and I would each carry a fourteen-foot cane pole and a bucket of cornmeal balls in pursuit of carp for the family dinner. My dreams were not filled with visions of catching a trout on a fly. I knew nothing about the gentle sport of fly fishing that would one day consume my life.

The bricks cooled and deep slumber held my eyelids closed through the winter night. In the early morning, the banging of wood being tossed into the stove would drive the sleep away. The shocking cold would remind me of the work that had to be done. Life was good, but it was also hard.

Some of the great minds of psychology insist the events of our childhood impact our lives later on in ways we would never expect. Perhaps this is true. In 1933, when I was eight years old, my ten-year-old brother Wilfred was experimenting with blowing up cans. He had taken a tomato can and put gas into it. He ignited the fuel. The resulting “whoosh” caused him to panic. With a mounting fear of burning the garage down, he decided to toss the inferno outside. I had sneaked up to the garage to see what Wilfred was doing, and when he blindly threw his homemade firebomb it hit me.

In the early thirties, medical science was not what it is today. Burn injuries were usually crippling or fatal. Our local country doctor performed one of the country’s first skin grafts on our kitchen table. He removed skin from my thigh and transferred it to my legs. Thanks to old Doc Lowe and my mother, who assisted with the surgery, my legs were saved, though badly scarred.

At the age of fourteen, another incident occurred that would affect my future. I was up in one of the snow-apple trees in our orchard, pruning withered branches, when a shot rang out. A bullet ripped through the leaves close to my body. One of my friends was messing around with a .22 rifle. He decided it would be funny to give me a start. I yelled out, “I don’t think that’s a bit funny.” He answered with another shot that slammed into the trunk of the tree next to my head. I had all I was going to tolerate and scrambled down the ladder to fetch my own gun from the house. As I ran toward the house, another shot exploded behind me, ricocheting off a rock and embedding itself in my right calf.

The doctor decided I needed a tetanus shot. Within a few minutes my body began to react to the horse-serum antitoxin. My skin became covered with hives. Then my heart and breathing stopped. Adrenaline was pumped into my heart to get it beating again. My mother and father waited fearfully as the effects of the reaction that nearly killed me began to slip away. Once again, I recovered from a serious accident.

World War II shook our country like a nationwide earthquake. Patriotism was high and every able-bodied young man was eager to enlist in the armed services to do his part for our country. I was no exception. I wanted to be a Marine. I made several attempts to enlist. My medical history, severe scarring, and an inability to take tetanus shots were barriers to my enlistment. Persistence does pay, though. Finally, in 1943 I enlisted in the Marines. In two weeks I was off to boot camp. My first assignment out of boot camp was to guard an ammo-storage facility in San Francisco. In 1945 I was one of the soldiers in the campaign on Iwo Jima. The first Marines to set foot in Japan were thirty-four survivors of the original 210 soldiers in my company, of which I was one. We arrived in Japan on September 3, 1945. This historic moment marked the beginning of Japan’s occupation by the Allied forces.

After my discharge, I started fishing to find peace from the experiences of World War II. My life seemed anticlimactic after the intense stresses of war. I needed a challenge for my mind, something to lay some of the more unpleasant memories to rest. I’m not sure how it all began. Somewhere along the way I was exposed to this concept, this challenge of fly fishing. The mystery associated with the sport intrigued me. Fly fishing became my postwar therapy.

I was like most people starting out in a new hobby. I did not know enough about it even to ask directions. I bought some cheap flies and tossed them around in lakes and ponds, catching panfish and bass. It really went against my upbringing to spend good money on flies that fell apart after catching only one or two fish. The store-bought flies I held in my hand looked easy enough to make. I decided to try making my own. I did not have much to lose. Who knows, I thought, maybe mine would last longer. My fly-tying career was under way.

I did not have a mentor to teach me fly tying, so I turned to books. I remember my first two fly-tying books. One was written by Joe Blades, the other by the renowned Helen Shaw. As I progressed as a tier, I invented better ways to do things. I started to develop some of my own techniques and patterns.

It was inevitable that I would be drawn into the esoteric world of fly fishing for trout. I became acquainted with Irwin Mann sometime in the 1950s. Irwin was a purist trout angler. His dedication to the pursuit of slick-skinned flashes of silver and gold seeped into my pores. I became a trout angler. I dedicated my efforts to developing flies to catch trout. Trout fishing is and will remain my first love in angling.
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