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SERIES INTRODUCTION


We fly fishers are rightly proud of our long and distinguished literary tradition, but too much of that tradition has slipped out of reach. It is unfortunate enough that most of the older books are unobtainable, but as the sport’s techniques, language, and even values change, the older authors become less accessible to us even when we do read them. Fly fishing’s great old stories and wisdoms are often concealed in unfamiliar prose styles, extinct tackle terminology, and abandoned jargon.


The lessons and excitement of these older works will only survive if we keep reading them. By presenting the most readily accessible material from these authors, this series invites you to explore the rest of their work. Whether the selections in each book are instructive, entertaining, or inspirational, it is our fondest hope that they will whet your appetite for more of this lovely sport’s literary adventures.


It is one of fly fishing’s greatest attractions that the actual fishing is accompanied by a vast and endlessly engaging conversation. We have been conducting this conversation in print for many centuries now, and we seem always to have more to say. In this series, we invite you to sit back, turn the page, and give a listen. The conversation has never been better.


Paul Schullery


Series editor
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INTRODUCTION


The British angling writer George Edward Mackenzie Skues (1858–1949) has been described not only as the father of nymph fishing, but as the greatest fly fisher who ever lived. He was also a modest, humorous, and warmly accessible writer whose writings never lost sympathy for his fellow anglers. His self-deprecating and deceptively simple-sounding writings on trout and fly fishing remain among the wisest and most revealing in the sport’s enormous literature.


I came to my interest in fishing literature from voluminous reading in a parallel literary universe, that of natural history. With that perspective I am convinced that had Skues chosen to devote his energy, observational gifts, and literary skill to almost any element of the natural scene other than fish, he would have achieved far broader public renown than he did in the relatively narrow readership of fly fishing. He was a great nature writer.


That said, Skues’s initial fame in fly fishing came about in good part because he led the way in correcting the excesses of the “dry-fly revolution” that Frederic Halford and his colleagues launched on the southern British chalk streams in closing decades of the 1800s. Halford, whose dry-fly teachings were showcased in Halford on the Dry Fly, one of the inaugural volumes in this series, symbolized a movement in angling that, for all its wise theorizing and scientific precision, soon approached bigotry in its condescension toward other fly-fishing methods. It is difficult for us today, accustomed to a happy diversity of fly-fishing methods and tastes, to imagine the intensity of the dry-fly specialist’s self-pronounced superiority a hundred years ago. But such was the atmosphere in which Skues learned to fish, and against which he so effectively reacted in his own writings.


Skues’s first book, Minor Tactics of the Chalk Stream (1910), tentatively rebelled against the exclusivity with which dry-fly advocates perceived themselves as the highest and most refined form of anglers. His second book, which many still regard as his masterpiece, was The Way of a Trout with a Fly (1921), and it quickly established him as one of the day’s great angling theorists—as it also established the intellectual and ethical basis for sunken flies as legitimate tools of a well-rounded angler.


But it would be a great disservice to Skues to regard him merely as an iconoclast whose only legacy is that he saved fly fishing from its own worst impulses. He did not base his fly-fishing theories on a blind devotion to the older wet-fly styles that had preceded the Halford era. Instead, he built on the older traditions of sunk flies as effective imitations of immature forms of insects while employing key elements of the dry-fly specialist’s methods.


He advanced this corrective process with remarkable speed. Colonel E. W. Harding, another of the twentieth century’s most thoughtful angler-naturalists, was among those offended by the “arrogance” of the “cult of the dry fly.” As early as 1931, he said that Skues “restored balance and tolerant sanity to the sport” because he “extended the dry fly purists’ technique to the use of the wet fly and created a new and delicate branch of the art of fly fishing.”


That “branch” is usually known as nymph fishing. And though many generations of anglers had appreciated the value of imitating subaquatic insects, to Skues goes the foremost credit for codifying the theory and practice of this kind of fishing among modern anglers. It is no wonder that Brian Clarke and John Goddard, in their own milestone book, The Trout and the Fly (1980), described Skues as “the greatest liberator of the human mind in fly fishing in this century.”


For this sampler of Skues’s writings, I have chosen to excerpt his pathbreaking study of trout behavior that occupies the first “division” of The Way of a Trout with a Fly. I am aware of no other book, and certainly no book published up to Skues’s time, that contained anywhere near as perceptive and helpful a study of the creature our sport depends upon. I think of it as brilliant nature writing thinly disguised as a superb fishing book. The already world-famous chalk streams of southern England, with their slow, clear currents and readily observable trout, provided Skues with the perfect laboratory in which to study the behavior of a fish whose daily life had remained a mystery to most anglers for many centuries.


In fact, rereading Skues now I am reminded of the old story about the college sophomore who naively complained that he didn’t like to read Shakespeare’s plays because they were so full of cliches. There is hard-earned wisdom in our modern understanding of the trout as a fly-fishing quarry, and it’s hard to overstate how much of that wisdom was first or best articulated right here.


Naturally, we now know more of some subjects, such as the vision of trout, than Skues did so long ago. But on most topics, we are still holding these same inquiries on the stream as we attend to the descendants of the fish that so engaged and baffled the anglers of Skues’s day. Nobody has ever thought harder or more creatively than he did about the questions that vex and intrigue us as anglers, or watched fish with a more penetrating eye, or gave us more charming disquisitions on the whole fly-fishing scene. As I worked on my own recent book about how trout take a fly, The Rise (2006), I was repeatedly struck by how often, and how thoughtfully, Skues had plowed the same theoretical ground.


As mentioned in the series introduction, it is our goal to make these new editions of older fishing writings as accessible to the modern reader as possible. My own first encounters with many of the older fly-fishing books were halting and confused by the great changes that have occurred in the language and practice of the sport. Even a hundred-year-old book can be almost impenetrable to the new reader who isn’t familiar with the old terms and attitudes. It is to Skues’s credit that there are relatively few such obstacles in the following text—I will mention a few in a moment—but let me first encourage you not to worry much about them. Skues’s greater meaning is always clear even if some specific detail is not. Like every specialist of every age, he had his own jargon; some of his fly patterns you may recognize, many you may not. I hope you’ll want to learn more about them all later, but for now they aren’t as important as the greater story of which they are just a detail. Feel free to read past them for the story’s real point.


The modern reader’s problems with Skues may mostly involve minor matters of terminology. Depending upon where you fish, you may or may not recognize a “sedge” as a caddisfly (the “grannom” was a type of sedge), though the word is also used to describe some tall water plants. For Skues and his chalkstream companions, the May fly was not any mayfly; it was a certain very large mayfly that occupies a position of significance in the chalkstream angler’s year much like the one occupied by the Green Drake in the American East or the “salmon fly” in the American West. On the other end of the size spectrum, the “smut” was some very tiny insect, and trout that were “smutting” were feeding on it. Likewise, a “curse” was an exasperatingly small fly. Smut, midge, and curse were at times interchangeable terms. Some of his scientific terminology for certain groups of insects has gone by the wayside, but he gives the common names for those groups as well, so you shouldn’t get lost there.


A “brace” is a pair. “Gut” was silkworm gut, the translucent fiber extracted from silkworms that was used by almost all anglers for leader material; at first glance it looks like modern monofilament. His mentions of “weed-cutting” refer to the intensive management of aquatic vegetation that was by Skues’s time a routine part of chalkstream fishing. You will notice here and there indications that the Test, Itchen, and other streams enjoyed by Skues and his comfortably well-off companions were in many ways engineered specifically for the enhanced enjoyment of their fly-fishing proprietors, to an extent rare on most American public waters. Skues fished in a different world, but a trout is always a trout, and the same challenges and lessons apply now as then when we try to catch one.


Though I encourage you not to let unfamiliar details distract you, I do wish that when you come upon the name of some authority whom Skues invokes you will make a mental note to track down that person’s work some day. Halford, Mottram, Stewart, Ronalds, Younger, and many other very smart fly fishers informed Skues’s thinking. Whether you realize it or not, they inform yours, too.


Last there is the matter of Skues’s own example as a reader. As you will see, he read voraciously but with a fine eye to the trustworthiness of each book. (Is there a wiser observation on reading than his opening line: “Authorities darken counsel”?) So I suspect that if he could offer you any advice about how to read this little book, he would tell you to read it cautiously. He has already turned out to be wrong in his conviction, so forcefully expressed near the end of the book, that of all the aquatic insects only the mayflies can be successfully imitated in their immature forms. I expect and hope that you will find other things to disagree with, or at least reserve judgment on. Skues knew better than most of us that fly fishing isn’t about finding the final answers to our fishing questions; it’s about the “bafflement” of trying to understand a creature whose world, though so close to our own, is so utterly and beautifully different.


Paul Schullery














THE WAY OF A TROUT WITH A FLY


When the Wise Man laid it down that there were three things which were too wonderful for him—yea, four which he knew not—he came to the climax with “the way of a man with a maid.” Some future Solomon will end with a fifth—the way of a trout with a fly—for it combines the poise of the eagle in the air, the swift certainty of a serpent upon a rock, and the mystery of the way of a ship in the midst of the sea, with the incalculableness of the way of a man with a maid. Our aviators seem to be on their way towards a solution of the way of the eagle in the air. The mystery of the way of a ship in the midst of the sea has yielded all its secrets to the persistence of modern man, but the way of a man with a maid and the way of a trout with a fly remain with us to be a delight and a torment to thousands of generations yet unborn.














FOREWORD


Authorities darken counsel. An authority is a person engaged in the invidious business of stereotyping and disseminating information, frequently incorrect. Angling literature teems with examples. I imagine that few anglers have devoted more time than I have to the study of authorities. From Dame Juliana to the latest issue of the press there is scarcely a book on trout-fly dressing and trout fishing which I have not studied and analyzed, and this conclusion seems to me inevitable. It was not until I realized this that my reading became any use to me. Up to that point I had been swallowing wholesale, with my facts, all sorts of fallacies and inaccuracies, alike in the matter of dressings and their use, and what they were intended to represent. From that point on an author became merely a suggester of experiment—a means of testing and checking my own observations by the water side, and no longer a small god to be believed in and trusted as infallible. And that is all an author, writing on any progressive art or science, ought to be. It is good now and again to have the ideas and discoveries of an epoch analyzed in the crucible of some acute intellect, and the problem restated, but this age has put an end to all belief in finality, and the business of that analysis should be to clear away the lumber of the past, while preserving all that is of value, and not to add more than can be helped to the lumber that some later writer will strive—probably in vain—to clear away. An authority who lays down a law and dogmatizes is a narcotic, a soporific, a stupefier, an opiate. The true function of an authority is to stimulate, not to paralyze, original thinking. But then, I suppose, he wouldn’t be an authority.


Since the very beginning of things men have talked fish and fishing, just as they have talked religion and metaphysics, without progress commensurate with the amount of labour and energy expended, and with as many divergencies to right and left and as much slipping back and floundering in morasses of error. That the subject is so eternally interesting is my only excuse for the collection of the speculations contained in the ensuing pages. That they advance the sum of human knowledge on the subjects with which they deal is too much to hope.


G. E. M. Skues














PART I














I


Considerations of Motive


One frequently sees it maintained in books and in articles in the press that it is impossible to say why trout come on to the rise. With all possible respect for the distinguished authors of those books and articles, I venture to disagree. Trout come on to the rise for two reasons in combination—(1) because they are hungry, and (2) because there is food. It is no answer to say that frequently fly is in quantity on the water and is neglected. That is quite true, and yet it is consistent with the trout not being hungry—being perhaps gorged—or being busy with some preferable diet under water. It is clear that the trout do not rise without something to rise at, that when they come on to the rise they do so with remarkable unanimity, that they leave off with a unanimity almost as remarkable, that when fly food is scarce they do not rise as freely as when it is plentiful. And when it is plentiful and they are not rising it is not too great an assumption to suggest that it is because they are not hungry. It is probably within the experience of most chalk-stream anglers that fleets of upwinged duns sail down neglected, with only a trout rising fitfully here and there among them, and that that trout here and there is singularly amenable to the attraction of an iron-blue dun. That only means that trout have a preference for one food over another and are at times so gorged as to be dainty. After a long course of one insect they are apt to prefer another. In liking a change of diet they do not differ greatly from ourselves. That diet may be sought on the surface, in mid-water, in the weeds, or on the bottom. It is an entire mistake to assume that the trout is only feeding during the rise. It is indeed probable that there are few hours of the day when he is not feeding on something—mainly down below. And if his subaqueous supplies be plentiful and filling it would easily account for his not being excited by a plentiful exhibition of surface food. Indeed, the examples of dour rivers like the lower and middle Kennet and the Middlesex Colne prove that there are cases where the supply of bottom food is so large as to keep the trout down below in the absence of the rare attraction of the May fly or the large red sedge, and at times the grannom. The Kennet at any rate breeds large quantities of duns. The fact that the upper Kennet is less dour only proves that the supply of bottom food is less satisfying. But it is still more satisfying than that of such rivers as the Itchen and the Test and free-rising streams of that class. And there are all degrees of stream in between these two ends of the scale. There is, therefore, no real mystery about the question why trout rise to the fly. The only real problem is why at times, when everything appears in favour of their doing so, they do not. It may, however, be assumed that there is a common-sense reason for it. In nature nothing happens without a reason. The difficulty for the angler is merely that the reason is hidden some way beneath the surface. There may be occasions when trout take the fly for sport or high spirits, jealousy, or curiosity, or some by-motive; but on these occasions it may be taken for granted that the temptation is scarce and that hunger is in abeyance.
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