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PREFACE

 

In the late 1970s, I wrote Mastering the Art of Fly Tying. It was published in spring 1979 and stayed in print for just over twenty years. I was amazed at that book’s durability and the countless positive comments I received. Guide to Fly Tying was conceived as a second edition of Mastering, but by the time I was finished adding, updating, and revising, I found I had written a new book. I hope this one will meet with similar approval from the fly-fishing and tying community. Since the publication of Mastering, many astounding changes have occurred in fly fishing and tying. New techniques and methods have evolved. Hundreds of new products have been introduced, and there have been near-incredible advances in the genetic development of fowl for hackle feathers and other fly-tying applications.

Despite this explosion in tying and fishing products and technology, the fundamentals are unchanged. You can still catch a lot of fish on an Adams, a Hare’s Ear, a Mickey Finn streamer, or a Muddler Minnow, and they are still tied pretty much the same way. However, there are many refinements that enhance both the tying and the fishing, and these are what make this new book necessary.

This book not only explains and refines the techniques involved in tying the various fly types covered in the first book, but also explores some interesting and useful new methods and procedures, often using new materials. This will greatly expand the tier’s repertoire and the angler’s arsenal. The book also includes some basic criteria you might apply in assessing new materials as they come along. Innovations are occurring so fast that catalogs and periodicals are having trouble staying current and giving accurate appraisals, and advertising would have you believe that all these products are wonderful.

The first few chapters include a lot of information and photographs that may, to the more experienced tier, seem redundant. This was done in order to update the material covered in the original book and so that the book would be essentially complete in itself and beginners wouldn’t have to go to other sources to find the basics.

While you’re going through the tying procedures presented here, let your own imagination and talent shine through. You may come up with your own ways of doing certain things, and they may be better than mine. For this, I’d be pleased and gratified.

Yours for tying mastery and enjoyment,

 

Dick Talleur


CHAPTER 1

Vises, Tools, and Materials

VISES

It’s a bit risky to get specific about fly-tying vises these days. There has been quite a lot of volatility in that field, with several top-of-the-line products vacillating on and off the market, and it’s difficult to keep up with all the changes. I am compelled, therefore, to take a more generic approach.

There are many good vises on the market that vary in design and features. There is also an enormous price range, and usually, as the old saying goes, you get what you pay for. I’ll add the following caveat, however: If you spend top dollar, be sure you do get what you pay for.

Vise Design

It isn’t necessary to spend a small fortune on a vise that will hold a hook securely. What does justify a higher price tag is functionality, which refers to both features and dependability. Besides holding the hook absolutely immobile, there are only a few requisites for a vise to be highly versatile and functional. They are:

•  Revolving or rotating capability. This refers to the ability to revolve the hook and view it from the rear. The vise also needs to have an angle adjustment feature so that the entire assembly and the hook shank can be positioned horizontally and in a straight line.

•  Adjustable collet angle. This means the ability to increase or reduce the angle at which the entire sleeve-collet-head assembly is positioned, from vertical to horizontal. The sharper the angle, the better the access to the hook from the rear, which makes tying on small hooks much easier. The horizontal position is helpful when tying on large hooks. Having an adjustable collet angle allows you to rotate the assembly to inspect and work on the back side of the fly. Streamer and salmon fly tiers find this feature most valuable.

•  A wide range of chuck or jaw settings to accommodate hooks of different sizes (referring to the wire thickness). One vise, the Hunter’s Multi Head (HMH), from the Kennebec River Fly & Tackle Company, offers the unique feature of changeable jaws that facilitate tying on the entire spectrum of hooks, from largest to smallest.
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The classic lever-cam vises of the D. H. Thompson Company set the design criteria for an entire generation of vises.

Vises also differ in how they hold the hook. Many use the traditional lever-cam design. Some use a wheel that, when turned, pulls the jaws backward into the collet, thus clamping down on the hook shank. Other models use a lever mounted near the jaws to effect closure. One vise, the Regal, employs a unique spring-loaded method of closure in which you operate a lever to open the jaws, and the spring exerts the required pressure to close them.

All of these technologies work. They are all designed to do one thing: to hold the hook securely. How well they work depends on the quality of manufacture and your willingness to understand and properly adjust the tool. The specific design is secondary to function and features. Don’t let high-tech appearances or hype sway you. Decide what you want from your vise, try out as many as you can, and choose the one that you’re happiest with.
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The Hunter’s Multi Head (HMH) vise, with its interchangeable jaws, is rich in features.

Pedestal Base versus C-Clamp Mount

Whether to buy a vise with a pedestal base or a C-clamp mount depends on your personal preference. Each style has its own advantages. The C-clamp mount is more solid; if properly secured, it’s immobile. It gives you the ability to adjust the height of the vise, and it’s usually a bit cheaper.

The pedestal base is much more adaptable and can be set on any flat surface, thus it’s great for traveling. The base has no obstructions that would interfere with lap drawers. The pedestal base does not give you the ability to adjust the height of the vise, but this isn’t usually a major problem. If you need to change your height relative to the vise, a common adjustable office chair solves the problem. The matter of stability shouldn’t be a problem, either, provided that the base is of sufficient size and weight. Some vises offer a conversion kit so that you can use either kind of mount.
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An economical model from Griffin makes a good starter vise.

Rotary Vises

Vises also can be rotary and stationary. True rotary vises are those that are intended to be used in a fully rotating mode. Stationary, standard-design vises may have a rotating or revolving capability, which is useful and desirable, but it’s not the same as true rotary operation.

Rotary vises have their advantages and disadvantages. Manufacturers claim that they ease, improve, and speed up certain operations, such as wrapping floss bodies on large hooks. Also, when feeding such materials out of a bobbin, no twists are introduced, as there are during conventional wrapping with bobbin-mounted materials.

The standard bearer for true rotary has been the Renzetti line of vises. Andy Renzetti is a master machinist, and his products are of excellent quality and fine precision. There are several models to choose from, with a considerable range of prices.

There are certain technical disciplines associated with the true rotary vise and its operation in that mode. The design is such that the shank of the hook can be aligned on a true axis with the main shaft of the vise. Thus the hook can be rotated 360 degrees with the shank maintaining a straight, horizontal position. The assembly is designed to turn freely so that you can spin the hook and apply materials without hand wrapping.
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The Regal, with its spring-loaded jaws, incorporates a unique design.

In theory, that sounds like a great advantage. However, in order to use true rotary, you have to secure the thread, which means knotting it with either a few half hitches or a three-turn whip finish. Then the thread is draped off the front of the hook by means of a device called a bobbin rest. After the operation is completed, the bobbin is retrieved from the bobbin rest, which is moved out of the way until it’s needed again. Some tiers have adjusted to this, and it doesn’t bother them. I find it a bit awkward and time-consuming, and I don’t like having to tie a knot at an intermediate point, as I often like to reduce thread buildup by unwrapping tie-in wraps after completing an operation, such as when making a two-layer floss body. The knot makes that impossible.

Even so, there are those who swear by these tools. Many tiers of highly cosmetic full-dress Atlantic salmon flies feel that they can achieve greater precision in such operations as applying ribbing tinsel or shaping a floss body. Master saltwater tiers, such as Bob Popovics, use the rotary feature to apply various coatings. These great masters of the art spent a lot of excruciating hours at the vise developing such skills, however. Their fine flies are not just a result of the design of the vise.

There are a couple of other problems with rotary vises. When the rotating feature is not being used, which is most of the time, you have to work around a lot of machinery. This inhibits clear access to the hook from the rear. And it can be difficult to align the hook shank with the center of the shaft so that it will revolve on a true axis and not wobble around.

Rotary vise manufacturers have tried to address these problems with innovations in design. Ron Abby, proprietor and designer of the Dyna-King line of vises, has a recent entry in the rotary market called the Barracuda which features a removable hook-centering device that greatly simplifies setting the hook shank in perfect alignment. This is aided by an adjustable jaw barrel, which allows the entire jaw assembly to be slid up or down as desired. These are giant steps in the right direction.
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Andy Renzetti has long set the standard for true rotary vises.

The top-of-the-line Renzetti has several adjustment features that enable the tier to simulate the posture of a conventional vise when the rotating feature isn’t in play. This helps unclutter the area behind the jaw mechanism, allowing easier access from the rear. A crank assembly that mounts on the rear of the vise increases speed considerably. This works better with C-clamp mounting, as a pedestal base tends to move about while you’re cranking.

Although I don’t use the true rotary vise, I don’t speak against it. I recommend that you thoroughly try it out for yourself. Consider how often you would use the true rotary feature. If a rotary vise seems to best suit your tying needs, then it may be the design for you.

Travel Vises

Taking a fly-tying vise on a trip is no problem unless you’re flying. Then the added weight and bulk can become a bit unwieldy, especially with a pedestal base. Miniature travel vises reduce this problem somewhat, although their functionality can be questionable. In order for a vise to comfortably accommodate fly-tying tools, certain dimensions are critical, especially the distance between the front of the jaws and the upright shaft on which the assembly is mounted. If this does not allow sufficient working room, tying becomes difficult. Before buying a travel vise, tie some flies with it—the flies you’d normally tie for your fishing locales. If you find this uncomfortable, take your regular vise on your trips.
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The Dyna-King Barracuda, built and designed by Ron Abby, is a top-quality new entry in the rotary market.

OTHER TOOLS

After years of tying, and having played around with dozens of gadgets, I believe that a small assortment of practical and essential tools is all the fly tier needs. Few special-purpose tools enable you to do things better, easier, or faster than you can do them by hand. In fact, some of them make the task more difficult.

I’m reminded of my days at AT&T Headquarters in downtown Manhattan. In the summer, when the weather was nice, we often encountered street vendors hawking various products. One that intrigued me was a vegetable slicer. He could slice up carrots, cucumbers, potatoes for French fries, and all sorts of stuff with bewildering wizardry. It was very impressive. I finally ended up buying one of those things. However, in practice, I found it cumbersome, and before long, it was stashed in the back of a drawer and I was back to my paring knife. It occurred to me that all this guy did was slice veggies for show all day, every day. I don’t prepare food that way; I might slice one or two cukes a week. Get the message?

I now have a drawer that contains a whole bunch of fly-tying gadgets that complicated, rather than simplified, my life. Rather than do likewise to yours, I’ll omit lengthy descriptions of them. I’ll make mention of some, and if you want to give them a try, you’re on your own. Just remember; when you’re at a big fly fishing show, and you see a guy doing neat-looking tricks with some StarWars vise, cute dubbing spinner, or bizarre hackle pliers, keep in mind that he slices those cucumbers many hours a day.

Here is some information on tools that are indispensable, or nearly so.

[image: img]

[image: img]

Scissors for fine work must have fine-tipped blades that meet precisely from both front and side.

Scissors

Most tiers have at least two pairs of scissors. People who tie a wide range of flies, from small drys to large saltwater streamers, may have quite an assortment. Scissors are specialized tools and should be treated as such. In other words, don’t cut a big bunch of synthetic hair with your fine-tipped dry-fly scissors.

Scissors used for the most delicate and precise sort of work must have tips that come to a sharp point and are precisely matched to perform efficiently. The blades must be thin when viewed from the sides for close-in cutting. Better-quality scissors have a screw, rather than a rivet, at the axis so that they can be tightened. Whether the blades are straight or curved is a matter of personal choice.

Such delicate scissors are easily damaged. A few indiscreet cuts of heavy or tough material can ruin them. At the very least, the tier must avoid cutting any heavy stuff with the tips of the scissors, but rather should work well down into the blades. Keep a second, sturdier pair on hand. They need not be expensive. Nail clippers also are useful for cutting thick quills, oval tinsel, plastic wraps, and similar materials. Some scissors have tiny serrations along one blade. This helps the blades grip and shear materials and is particularly helpful for trimming spun hair, which has a tendency to slip when being cut.
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The size of a scissors’ finger loops is your choice.

When choosing scissors, there’s also the matter of fit—the size of the finger loops as well as overall length. Many tiers keep their scissors in their dominant hand at all times, with the fourth finger through one of the loops. In order to do this without getting stabbed, the scissors must be long enough to extend beyond the palm. I need 4-inch scissors, but for those with smaller hands, 3½ inches may suffice.

The size of the finger loops is a matter of personal preference. Some people like oversize finger loops. I feel that a closer fit gives me more precise control, and overly large finger loops are uncomfortable when the scissors are resting in the palm of my hand. Try several models to see what feels best.

It’s possible to sharpen most scissors and thus extend their useful life. You’ll need a very fine stone. Open the blades as wide as they will go. Draw each blade across the stone without altering the bevel—the angle of the cutting edge. If one of the blades is serrated, you can touch it up a bit, but too much sharpening will remove the serrations.

Some good scissors are offered today at reasonable prices, although I advise against buying very cheap ones. They may look nice at first glance, but closer inspection usually turns up various imperfections, and you won’t get the metal quality found in better scissors. When I bought a bargain-priced pair several years ago, they dulled quickly, and when I tried to sharpen them, the blades virtually disappeared.

Bobbins

The fly-tying bobbin is a most useful tool, as it replaces several tedious operations formerly done by hand, eliminates a lot of knot tying, and maintains tension on the thread. The most important thing is that the tip of the tube be perfectly smooth or it will cut the thread, which is a nightmare.

I see a lot of bobbins every year while teaching, and I’ve seen brand new ones with bad tube mouths. When I see someone constantly breaking thread with moderate tension, or if I notice thread fraying all the time, I immediately suspect that bobbin. If you encounter such problems and despair of your heavy-handed technique, borrow a bobbin that’s known to work well. Get an experienced tier to help, if possible. You may find that it’s not you, but the tool—in which case you return it, of course. Bobbin tubes may develop sharp edges over time simply through wear from the action of the thread. Some bobbin manufacturers use ceramic tubes or inserts to prevent this. The Griffin Company offers a well-designed bobbin that has a little ceramic doughnut in the tip, as well as plastic bushings that fit into the hole that goes through the spool to prevent the spool from coming into contact with the frame of the bobbin.

Most new bobbins need to have the tension adjusted. The bobbin should be able to hang in suspension without feeding out thread by virtue of its own weight. The thread should feed out readily and smoothly, but under a modicum of tension applied by the tier. To achieve the proper tension, mount a spool of thread in the tool and carefully bend the limbs of the wishbone until the bobbin behaves as desired. Bend the limbs uniformly on each side so that the thread spool is centered when mounted.

Bobbin Threader

A bobbin threader is used to draw the tying thread through the tube of the bobbin. Essentially, it consists of a sharply pointed loop of fine wire that’s fitted into some sort of handle. Lacking this, you can get by with a piece of fairly stiff monofilament, doubled over. Dental floss threaders make great bobbin threaders, especially for mounting bulky threads, flosses, stretch nylon, and other such materials.

Bobbin Holder

A bobbin holder holds the bobbin and thread out of the way when you’re working on something that doesn’t directly involve them. I find the tool to be much more of an interference than the thread and bobbin, but some tiers find them helpful. With a true rotary vise, the bobbin holder is a necessity when the rotating feature is being used and comes with the vise as standard equipment.

Hackle Pliers

The primary function of hackle pliers is to grip a feather while wrapping it to form a hackle. There are a number of designs on the market today, some of which are quite a departure from the basic or conventional. Though I’m a strong advocate of innovation, gadgeteering is evident here. You only need simple hackle pliers with a firm but gentle grip, comfortable size and shape for handling, and sufficient weight to hold a feather in position when hanging suspended. This last is important, as quills are stiff and will try to unwrap themselves unless tension is maintained. After thirty-five years of fly tying, I still prefer English hackle pliers, which meet all of these criteria. Adding a small piece of heat-shrink tubing to one of the jaws improves the grip and lessens the possibility of breaking feathers. A word of caution: Avoid miniature pliers, as they’re harder to handle and lack sufficient weight. You can work on small flies just as easily with normal-size pliers; it’s the size of the jaws that counts, not the overall size of the tool.
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Two models of classic English-style hackle pliers.
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The jaws of a pair of typical hackle pliers can be enhanced by the addition of a piece of heat-shrink tubing.

Some people use spring-loaded electronics clips as hackle pliers. For general work, they are too light and the wrong shape. Nevertheless, they don’t cost much and are handy for certain operations, such as twisting and wrapping peacock herl.

Hackle Gauge

In dry-fly tying, proper sizing of hackle—that is, assessing barb length as related to hook size—is very important. Once you gain some experience, you’ll be able to eyeball a feather and tell what size it is, but as a beginner, you may need the assistance of a hackle gauge. I recommend a model with a small peg or pin around which you can bend the feather to simulate its being wrapped around the hook. A hackle gauge that can be attached to the post of the vise is most convenient.

Bodkin

Also called a dubbing needle, a bodkin is simply a sharp-pointed instrument used for such tasks as picking out fur bodies and applying head cement. My favorite consists of a hardware-store item called a pin vise, which enables you to change points any time you choose. An alternative to a bodkin for picking out and fuzzing up fly bodies is to use a little piece of “male” Velcro, the side with the tiny hooks. It works great and never cuts the thread.
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Tweezers come in handy. Different designs serve different purposes.

Tweezers

A good pair of tweezers can be blessedly useful on a fly-tying desk. I have several pairs of different design. The ones I treasure most are a flat-nosed pair made by a company called Tweezerman. They are very good quality and well worth the rather high price I paid for them. The quality is recognizable, because they are the most often pilfered of all my tools at public tying events. These tweezers have tips a little over ⅛ inch across, which are cut at an angle. They are useful for everything from picking up stray hooks to flattening quills to crimping materials.

Hair Evener

A hair evener, or stacker, helps you to quickly and effectively align the tips of bundles of hair. A number of designs are available. The most important consideration is that the inside diameter of the tube be of adequate size. Those with narrow tubes only work with small bunches of hair and are ineffective for calf tail hair which is crinkly and requires a generous-size tube. You can operate on smaller bunches with a wide-tube stacker, but not vice versa.

Hair Packer

A hair packer is a specialized instrument used when spinning deer or similar hair. As the bunches are tied in place, the packer is used to compress the hairs, which improves the appearance and performance of the fly. It’s a low-cost item, but you can make a serviceable one from the housing of a ballpoint pen.

Whip Finisher

The most effective knot for tying off the thread after completing a fly is the whip finish. It is sometimes used during intermediate steps as well. The whip finish is easily done by hand, but it’s even more easily and quickly done with a good tool. I particularly like the Matarelli whip finisher, which at this writing comes in two sizes. The larger model is much more versatile and easier to work with.

Half-Hitch Tool

There was a time when the half hitch was frequently used in fly tying. The elderly gentleman who got me started didn’t use a bobbin; he secured each operation with a half hitch or two until the end, where he did a whip finish by hand. Today, thanks mainly to the bobbin, half hitches are practically a thing of the past, though there are occasions where you might want to use them. Making half hitches by hand is simple, however, and a half-hitch tool is not really necessary.
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Two useful tools. Top: a hair packer; bottom: a stacker, or hair evener.

Materials Clip

A materials clip is an adjunct to the vise that holds certain types of materials out of the way while subsequent operations are being performed—for example, it’s used to secure ribbing tinsel while you tie the body of the fly. Many vises come equipped with materials clips. In any case, it’s a useful and low-cost add-on.

Hackle Guard

Some beginners find a hackle guard useful. Its purpose is to hold the completed hackle of a dry fly out of the way while you finish off the fly. If the proportions of the fly were reasonably good, and the hackling fairly well done, there would be no need for the hackle guard. I don’t even recommend it for beginners, who should instead work on learning good technique.

Dubbing Twisters

Several different types of dubbing twisters are available. These devices may be of some practical use, such as for spinning tough-to-handle dubbing materials. Some tiers need such tools, although I prefer to do my twisted-type dubbing with spinning loops, hackle pliers, and adroit technique.

There are other devices that serve specialized purposes in fly tying. You’ll undoubtedly find out about them as you go along, and it’s your decision as to which, if any, of them will be helpful. As stated earlier, I’m all for innovation, but only in the interest of improvement and progress. Essentially, my rule is not to use a tool for any task that I can do just as well by hand.

Adhesives and Protective Coatings

Though I don’t advocate overdoing it, the use of adhesives and protective coatings can be most helpful. In some cases, they are actually part of the tying process. Head cement or lacquer is most commonly used. With modern synthetic waxed threads and well-tied whip-finish knots, fly heads could be left unfinished with minimal danger of their coming apart. But then you’d have to be careful not to damage the thread with forceps or some other tool when unhooking fish. And flies simply don’t look as pretty without a nicely finished head. So I vote for lacquer or cement of some type. In fact, I use two coats on larger flies with more prominent heads.

Probably the next most widely used adhesive is wax. A lot has changed with regard to the need for wax. Back when tiers used silk thread, proper waxing was a necessity. The great tiers still practicing when I was just a beginner used silk thread almost exclusively and were very wax-conscious. The list includes Helen Shaw, Ray Bergman, Ray Smith, Walt and Winnie Dette, and Harry and Elsie Darbee. The Darbees made their own wax. The recipe may be found in that most entertaining book, Catskill Flytier, along with a hilarious note about a lady who thought the stuff was homemade candy, and got her false teeth stuck in it. The first recipe consisted of resin, beeswax, and lard. Later, castor oil was substituted for the lard. The resin provided the tackiness, the beeswax served as a preservative, and the castor oil texturized the stuff.

Even with such powerful waxes, all of those people used a head coating. The Darbees preferred a glue called Ambroid, thinned with acetone. It was very good stuff, and I used it for years. The acetone caused the glue to penetrate well into the thread, despite the resistance of the wax.

I don’t use wax very much. I’m fortunate enough to have smooth, somewhat moist hands. As a teacher of fly tying, however, I encounter people who have rough, dry hands. A little wax is most beneficial to these folks. Still, I’m not a fan of really sticky waxes. The judicious use of a less-tacky wax should be all you need.

The typical cements and lacquers of today require some form of solvent, such as acetone, methyl ethyl ketone (MEK), toluol, or lacquer thinner. The last is a mixture of chemicals and varies somewhat in formula. One brand I use contains methanol and toluol and is meant to be used with various wood and metal finishes. It is not compatible with rubber, plastic, asphalt tile, linoleum, brushes with synthetic bristles, and most automotive and similar specialty lacquers. Pretty potent stuff.

Be sure to buy the right thinner for whatever lacquer or cement you use. This is important. Though a general lacquer thinner may seem to work on a particular product, it may actually be changing the formula, so it’s best to use the one that’s recommended.

These solvents often contain toxic substances, so when you use a solvent, be sure to have proper ventilation and protection. If you frequently get a lot of this stuff on your hands, wear protective vinyl or rubber gloves.

A favorite coating of mine is a Veniard product called Cellire, which is not a lacquer, but a celluloid varnish. It comes in white, yellow, red, black, and two consistencies of clear—thin for fly heads and heavy for rod wrappings.

I recommend using the Veniard varnish thinner, Unitit. I have found that while a general-purpose thinner will cut Cellire, the varnish doesn’t harden as well and the luster is lessened.

Properly thinned and applied, Cellire renders a beautiful finish. When tying cosmetic flies for framing, I suggest a coat of clear, two coats of black, and another coat of clear, allowing for thorough drying time in between. For fishing flies, two coats of whatever color you prefer will do the job.

Cellire is also good for making painted eyes. The following procedure will give the best results with any brand of head lacquer.


	Apply a coat of clear cement, and let it dry completely.

	Lay the fly on its side.

	With a cylindrical object of some kind, such as the butt end of a small drill bit, pick up a droplet of yellow or white Cellire and transfer it to the head of the fly. If the substance is of the right consistency, the droplet will spread into a near-perfect circle without having the applicator actually touch the head of the fly. Do this on both sides.

	After the Cellire has completely dried, dot on black pupils with an applicator of smaller diameter.

	When the pupils are dry, apply a clear coat as protection.



I should say, in fairness to other manufacturers, that I would follow the same procedure for finishing heads and making painted eyes with any brand of head lacquer.

Most head finishes, Cellire included, are hard and brittle when dry, although there are a few that are described as flexible. The most well known is Dave’s Flexament, a product of renowned fly tier Dave Whitlock. This is a clear compound that dries to a tough, rubbery finish. It has adhesive qualities and helps hold the fly together. It can also be used to perform repair jobs, such as mending splits in jungle cock feathers.

The thinner is generally available in fly shops where Flexament is sold. You’ll need to keep a supply on hand, as it seems to evaporate quickly, and Flexament needs to be kept from getting too thick.

Nail polishes can also be used as head finishes. Some seem to work quite well, and the range of colors is practically limitless. I use metallic colors, such as pearl, to finish heads on certain flies. Painting up fly heads is not what the manufacturers of nail polishes have in mind, and many of them don’t form the best kind of coating for flies. You’ll have to experiment. Sally Hansen products are pretty good, and the clear Hard-as-Nails is quite popular as a head finish.

Nail polish bottles also come in handy, with a built-in applicator in the cap. I trim out most of the bristles with a razor blade to reduce the brush to a better size for fly-tying applications.

When it comes to head finishing, there’s nothing stronger or more durable than epoxy. The mixing process is a bit tedious, however, and then there’s the long drying time. Even the five-minute variety requires a number of hours before you can fish the fly. The proportions have to be right, and epoxy won’t set properly in overly cold temperatures. When buying epoxy, be sure to get the clear type. Avoid the two-part finishes intended for coating rod wrappings, as they are low in viscosity. Epoxy applied over waxed thread doesn’t penetrate as well as some other finishes. For security, you might first apply a coat of well-thinned, clear lacquer and allow it to dry completely.

Cyanoacrylate superglues are extremely strong and fast drying and can be used to protect quill bodies and other delicate components. Zap-A-Gap is a popular brand among fly tiers.

Manufacturers have recently been offering coatings and adhesives with water-based finishes. These products, made by companies like BT’s Flyfishing Products, Rainy’s, and Lac Loon, are truly solvent-free or have only a little denatured alcohol to help keep them from freezing during shipping. They can be thinned and cleaned up with plain water.

I’ve experimented extensively with the BT product which comes in red, yellow, black, and two types of clear—hard and flexible, the latter called AquaFlex.

Although I was a bit skeptical at first, I’ve found that the water-based products compare favorably with the solvent-based ones. I’m delighted with the appearance and consistency they produce, as well as the short drying time.

Most of all, I’m intrigued with the properties of AquaFlex. I have been using it in place of epoxy and those messy silicone bath tub sealants, and the results are superb. I’ve been able to encase heads having stick-on eyes by blobbing on two generous coats, allowing complete drying between them. The finished coat is very tough, with a consistency akin to surgical tubing. I’ve also had great success repairing splits in jungle cock eyes with this product.

Aside from durability over time, the only question I have is how the BT finishes will behave when applied to waxed threads. As mentioned, solvent-based lacquers, if properly thinned, penetrate such heads. I’m not sure this is the case with water-based ones. I’m also not sure how much it matters. As a precaution, you might do as was recommended with epoxy.

With water-based products, make sure the finish is absolutely dry before exposing the fly to water. Once the compound has hardened, it’s impervious to water, but until then, the slightest amount of wetness will wash it away.

The BT bottles tend to stick shut when stored for any length of time. As a preventative measure, you can rub a thin smear of Vaseline around the rim now and then, as I do with cans of Barge Cement, the adhesive I use for resoling waders. Otherwise, the bottles can be opened with wide-jawed pliers or by immersion in hot water for a few minutes.

Rainy’s Water-Based Popper Paint works well on bass poppers. It can be applied to foam poppers without destroying them and also works very well on balsa wood.

Water-based rod-wrap finishes are now available and will probably be standard soon. A water-based epoxy is just around the corner. Ah, technology! I think water-based is the way we should be going, and I’ll be awaiting new developments with hopeful anticipation.


CHAPTER 2

Hooks

There are many hooks on the market today. The most important thing is to select the best hook for each type of fly you tie. That’s not very difficult, once you understand a few simple points. When choosing a hook, there are several essential considerations in determining the quality:

•  Good metallurgy—neither so soft that the hooks bend, nor so hard that they are brittle.

•  Well-formed eyes—no open spots or rough, sharp edges.

•  Sharp points as they come from the package.

•  Properly formed points, relative to the diameter of the wire.

•  Small barbs that do not substantially weaken the hook at that spot.

HOOK DESIGN

There are also several considerations related to design. The following are those that I feel are the most important:

•  Dry-fly hooks should have a model perfect bend, which means that the shape of the bend describes a semicircle. This best accommodates the standard dry-fly structure, with the tail extending straight out from the rear of the hook.

•  Turned-down and turned-up eyes should be formed at an angle of 30 to 35 degrees. This enables the use of knots that form behind the eye, such as the improved turle, allowing the leader to come straight out through the eye without offsetting the positioning of the fly or causing it to be held at an angle.

•  Ultrashort hooks, where the gape is almost equal to the shank length, don’t engage well, especially if the hook has a turned-up eye.

•  Longer hooks need to be made of heavier wire so they will resist bending under the strain of fighting a large game fish.

•  Wire diameter should bear a relationship to the type of fly being tied and to the size of the hook, which is determined by the gap, or gape. Dry-fly hooks need to be light, whereas hooks for sunken flies should be heavier so that they contribute to the sink rate and minimize the need for adding weight.

[image: img]

Comparison of shank lengths. From top: standard, 1XL, 2XL, 3XL, 4XL, 6XL, 7XL (there is no 5XL).

•  Hooks for streamers and certain other types of flies work best, from a tying standpoint, if they have a looped eye.

•  Though not a functional necessity, wet flies, nymphs, streamer flies, and salmon flies seem to look and ride better on hooks with compound bends, such as sproat, improved sproat, or limerick.

[image: img]

Comparison of shapes or bends. From top: model perfect, sproat, modified sproat, Limerick.

[image: img]

Some unique hook designs. From top: Daiichi model 1270 curved-shank; Daiichi model 1770 swimming nymph; Daiichi model 1870 Gary Borger larva; Daiichi 2720 wide-gap stinger.

•  Very fine-wire hooks should have shorter points with small barbs. The fineness of the wire allows such points to penetrate effectively with modest pressure so that fine leader tippets can survive strikes and hookups. Conversely, heavier wire hooks require longer points, as the diameter of the wire inhibits penetration if the points are too stubby. Resharpening also becomes a problem with such a design.

•  The barb should be small on all hooks to aid penetration and lessen the probability that the hook will break during debarbing. Such hooks can often be used without debarbing, while still allowing for easy release of the fish.

A looped eye is formed by running the wire that forms the eye down the hook shank a little way, rather than closing the eye by simply forming a circle. The looped eye appears a lot on Atlantic salmon hooks, partly due to tradition and partly for functional reasons. With the eye formed in this manner, there’s no chance of having a rough edge or poorly closed eye, which eliminates one source of disaster when playing a large, acrobatic fish.

Looped eyes can be turned up, turned down, or straight. The main thing is that the wire that runs down the hook shank, called the return wire, must be tapered down to nothing so that there’s no bump where it ends. Unfortunately, not all manufacturers follow this procedure. Watch out for looped-eye hooks with untapered or poorly tapered return wires.

Some hooks have tapered eyes, where the metal that forms the eye has been reduced, or tapered. This is a nice touch, especially on dry-fly hooks. It allows the inside dimension of the eye to be properly sized while minimizing the bulk of the outside of the eye, thus eliminating a bit of metal. A tapered eye isn’t essential, but it’s definitely nice to have. Eyes on which the metal isn’t drawn down are known as ball eyes, particularly if they are straight and not turned down or up.

Turned-down eyes are the most popular, and understandably so. If properly formed, they will accommodate just about any of the commonly used fishing knots, a very valuable feature. Straight eyes will accommodate only those knots that form in front of the eye, such as the improved clinch. They are particularly good with the Duncan Loop, an increasingly popular knot that allows a fly more freedom of swing. This knot is used mostly with streamers, large nymphs, and saltwater flies.

Turned-up eyes are mainly used by salmon fly tiers, although they can be used in general tying. For a while, they were favored by the mini- and microfly tiers, as they had better hooking characteristics than the turned-down eyes. The recent advent of down-eye hooks in very small sizes with oversize gapes has offset this, however.

HOOK FINISHES

Tradition and habit continue to govern hook finish. Most hooks are still coated with bronze lacquer, a rather subdued, relatively inconspicuous natural color that doesn’t draw undue attention to itself.

The black Japanned finish still predominates with Atlantic salmon-fly hooks. The initial purpose was to inhibit corrosion, as salmon are sometimes fished for in brackish waters. Today’s regular bronzed hooks would probably be fine for the salmon angler, but I’m not going to tangle with tradition.

The saltwater set prefers a silver metallic finish. Stainless steel is still popular, despite the hassles over its resistance to biodegrading. Nickel and tinned finishes are duller, which is probably good, but saltwater fly fishers seem to like the sheen of stainless.

[image: img]

Other unique hook designs. Top left: Partridge model K4A grub/shrimp; top right: Daiichi model 1155 heavy wide-gap, gold; bottom left: Daiichi model 4253 salmon egg, red; bottom right: Partridge model K2B Yorkshire sedge.

Over the last few years, I’ve seen a definite improvement in hook quality. Still, it’s advisable to be on the lookout for poorly-formed eyes that aren’t fully closed or have rough, sharp edges. It’s also a good idea to pay attention to metallurgy, particularly with dry fly hooks. It doesn’t take much of a variance from the norm to cause problems here. If you should notice hooks bending or breaking easily, especially during the tying process, check in with your dealer. Sometimes a whole run of such hooks will come through, and the shops will have become aware of the problem.

As with threads and leader materials, hooks are encumbered by an arcane and inaccurate system of sizing and classification. It’s the “X  “thing again—2X long, 3X fine, and all that. The X allegedly stands for “extra.” The main problem with the system is that there is no benchmark. If all manufacturers could agree that the standard wire diameter of a size 12 dry fly hook be established as, let’s say, 20 thousandths of an inch, the shank length from the beginning of the bend to the beginning of the eye at ⅜ inches, and the gape (gap) at half the shank length, or 3/16 inches, that would at least give the tier a point of reference.
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These two streamer hooks are from the same manufacturer and are listed as being the same size. Size is determined by gape, or gap.

Regrettably, there has, to my knowledge, been no movement towards standardization. I sympathize with the manufacturer’s problems. Redesigning and retooling would be costly, and besides, whose hook would be designated as “standard”? So, the fly tier simply has to cope. The bright side is that there are a lot of excellent hooks out there and fewer mediocre ones all the time.

If you’re a serious dry-fly fisherman, you might want to invest in a good micrometer for measuring wire diameters of hook shanks. (In one case, I found that a hook designated as 4X fine had about the same diameter as that of another manufacturer’s 1X fine.) A good “mike” also comes in handy for measuring the diameter of leader materials, which often vary considerably from the diameter printed on the label.

As to the fair number of special hook designs we’ve seen lately, I am very much in favor of innovation, provided it isn’t for its own sake. I particularly like the innovations in nymph hooks that enable graceful shaping and enhance the swimming effect.


CHAPTER 3

Thread

In addition to many old favorites, there are a number of new threads available, some of which are very good for special applications, such as tying very large or small flies, spinning or stacking hair, and even as body material.

Throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s, Danville’s prewaxed tying thread was far and away the most widely used. It was a nylon version of the prewaxed silk thread developed by Herb Howard, a well-known commercial tier and entrepreneur of the 1950s and 1960s. The first product that significantly challenged the Danville empire was Uni-Thread, introduced at the very first fly tackle dealer show in Hershey, Pennsylvania in 1986. I well remember this, as the owner of the company, Jean-Guy Cote of Saint Melanie, Canada, recruited me to demo the stuff. To my pleasant surprise, it behaved very well indeed and did not have the attributes that bothered me with the Danville. I switched, and for general tying, I’ve pretty much stuck with Uni ever since.

The thing I found the most bothersome about the original Danville thread was its tendency to untwist and spread out into tiny individual fibers that would fray, break, and get caught on the hook point. To control this tendency and to counteract the slipperiness of the nylon, Danville applied a fair amount of wax to the thread. This caused wax buildup in the bobbin tube and, to some degree, interfered with the application of head lacquers and other finishing adhesives. Their current product, Flymaster, seems to be waxed more conservatively.

The basic Uni-Thread product is polyester. It feels and behaves a lot like the old silk that everyone was using 40 years ago, for which reason it found favor with some of the old traditionalists, notably Walt Dette and Helen Shaw. Unlike nylon, which has no memory, polyester holds its twists very well and retains its more-or-less round configuration, which enhances the material’s natural strength. Polyester doesn’t need to be waxed, but Uni-Thread 8/0 and 6/0 can be purchased either waxed or plain, the waxing being very moderate.

Another advantage of Uni-Thread products is the high-quality spools. They don’t have rough spots, and they retain their labels, so that one can easily tell waxed from unwaxed, 6/0 from 8/0, and so forth. In the world of fly tying products, which is notorious for user-hostile packaging, this is truly a God-send.

Unfortunately, the system for rating the thickness of threads is arcane and badly-outdated. The higher the number, the finer the thread—in other words, 8/0 is finer than 6/0. Or at least, it’s supposed to be. But the system is not only inaccurate and badly flawed, it is also abused by certain suppliers in order to represent their threads as being finer than they really are, and thus possessed of a higher strength-to-diameter ratio.

In order to evaluate a thread’s quality and potential applications, there are only a few absolute criteria:

•  Tensile strength overall.

•  Tensile strength as related to thickness.

•  Shape of cross section under tension—the relative flatness or roundness.

•  Displacement, or bulk.

These qualities vary depending on the kind of fly you’re tying—you need finer thread for smaller flies, flatter thread where smoothness is important, wider thread for covering area on large hooks, and strong thread for spinning deer hair and tying down resistant materials. Related to these criteria are several behavioral considerations whose impact may not be quite so obvious:

•  Limpness or stiffness. Limper threads better enable certain techniques, such as soft, or gathering wraps. Some threads don’t behave well without a lot of tension and tend to loosen, unwrap, and jump off the hook when softer wraps are used.

•  Texture and slipperiness. Some threads are made of slippery material and don’t accept dubbing as well as others. The old silk threads had a pleasant texture and were preferred by the more traditional tiers of yesteryear, most of whom didn’t use bobbins and were very particular about the feel of their threads. Some of the modern products, notably the polyester ones, have a similar texture.

•  Memory. This is somewhat related to limpness but also refers to the tendency of some threads to untwist. This can be desirable when extreme flattening is wanted, but it must be controlled or the thread will spread too much and individual filaments will be isolated.

•  Resistance to abrasion. Some delicate threads don’t tolerate much contact with anything, including rough fingers. Using bobbins with the smoothest of tubes helps counteract this.

•  Stretchiness. A little stretchiness is okay, but threads that are too stretchy can cause problems. They tend to perform poorly under moderate tension, and in extreme cases, they can retract so much after being tied off that the whip finish is lost.

There are also a few desirable packaging considerations. The spool should be a standard-size, to properly accommodate bobbins, and smooth, with no rough or protruding edges. It should have a slot in which to stash the tag end of the thread for storage and a label that stays in place.

Learn about the threads that are available, see how they perform, and use what best suits the application at hand. If you’d like a more in-depth analysis of threads, see the article by Chris Helm and Bill Merg in the Summer 1996 issue of Fly Tyer magazine. The authors do an excellent job of assessing the characteristics of the more important and popular threads available in the late 1990s, with specific data on strength, diameter, construction, and other such details. The article also comments on the inaccurate rating system, as I do here, and refers to a unit of thread thickness, “denier,” which, ideally would replace the current number system.

THREAD MANAGEMENT

Effective thread management is the key to successful fly tying. There are very few operations in fly tying that don’t involve the thread, so developing these skills is most essential. Following are four basic and essential thread management techniques.

The Pinch Wrap

This one is perhaps the most critical of all thread management techniques, as it enables you not only to affix things exactly where they are placed, but also to execute some of the more challenging procedures, such as winging a wet fly. That being a prime example, I’ll use a simple Catskill-style wet-fly wing to demonstrate the pinch. The photos show two opposing goose quill sections, set back-to-back. These will compose the wing.


	Set the winging sections on top of the hook, centering them over the shank.
[image: img]

Hold the feathers centered atop the hook (step 1).



	While maintaining the position of the feather sections, bring the thread directly upward on the near side of them, sneaking it in between your left thumb and forefinger (the reverse for lefties). This is done by slightly opening the fingers at the tips.
[image: img]

Sneak the thread up between the left thumb and forefinger (step 2).



	
Now bring the thread over top of the feather sections, all the while controlling the materials with the pinch.
[image: img]

Bring the thread over top of the feather sections (step 3).



	Sneak the thread between the thumb and forefinger again, coming down the far side. This causes a loop of thread to form over the winging strips.
[image: img]

Come down the far side and apply thread tension downward (steps 4 & 5).



	While pinching everything together, apply thread tension directly downward, snugging that loop of thread around the winging sections. Be sure that the winging sections are held straight and centered on the hook shank. Keep your left forefinger pressed firmly against the back of the hook, so that thread torque won’t carry the material down around the far side.

	Repeat this move several times, one atop the other.
[image: img]

The result of a well-executed pinch wrap procedure.

[image: img]

A variation of the pinch, applying tension by pulling upward.
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