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I

  Equipment, Materials, and Basic Methods

  To the uninitiated, it might appear a trifle absurd that a fisherman should take thread, scraps of feathers, and bits of different-coloured fur and other materials, and tie them on a hook with the intention of fooling a fish into believing that this is its favourite food. Be that as it may, this is what many fishermen have been doing for centuries, and more and more in our lifetime. Flytying, or fly dressing, is considered by many people to be something of an art. The word “art” might put some people off, while others may want to reach for their gun when they hear it, but call it an art or not, there is nothing more satisfying than catching a fish on a fly that you yourself have tied. And the more flies you tie, the more you learn about the natural fly, and the better you are able to pick an artificial fly to match the flies that are active on the river or lake that you are fishing.

  To be able to tie a fly, you do not have to have a surgeon’s delicate touch or dexterity. In fact, one of the best flytiers I know has enormous hands, yet he ties the most exquisite flies right down to a size 22. The great G.E.M. Skues had fingers that have been described as short, thick carrots, yet he could tie the smallest of flies up until the age of ninety. No mean feat, when you consider that he was blind in one eye...

  What the beginner needs to remember is that he should always tie, say, six of every pattern he tries. By the time he gets to the sixth, he will have ironed out the faults in his technique and will have found the right way to handle the materials. Practice makes as near perfect as you will ever come! And in the long winter evenings, what better pastime is there than to see to it that your fly box is filled and ready for all eventualities when the season opens.

  In the beginning, you should take a course in flytying or get a friend to introduce you to the tricks of the trade. This will make your first steps in flytying easier, and the advice of someone experienced will help you to avoid getting into bad habits which will be difficult to get rid of later on. Learning to tie flies is a bit like learning to play golf: a little coaching goes a long way.

  Equipment

  The essential tools for flytying are neither many nor costly. As the tools are not expensive, you should buy the best that money can buy. Good-quality tools, being more reliable, will give you confidence and will, if you treat them with care, last a lifetime. If in doubt about what to buy, go to a well-stocked tackle shop where the staff is known to be knowledgeable and friendly, and ask them to advise you. Having friends in a tackle shop is a worthwhile investment: you can get a lot of good advice and help from them. And as it is becoming more and more difficult to get hold of the rarer flytying materials, it is always good to have a friend in the supply chain who will keep a rarity tucked away for you until you come by.

  The vice

  A good vice will hold the hook firmly in position while allowing your fingers the room to work freely. The vice is your most essential piece of equipment, so be prepared to pay as much as you can afford, and buy a reputable make. If possible, try out the vice before you buy it (ask a friend who has one to let you work on it, or go into your friendly tackle shop when they are not busy). Remember that there are far more bad-quality than good-quality vices on the market, so it is worth your while to be pernickety about it.

  Scissors

  These are your next most important tools. One pair should be for heavy duty, such as cutting quills and coarse materials like tinsel. Good-quality medium-sized manicure or pedicure scissors will do.

  The other pair of scissors should be somewhat smaller and have slightly curved blades of the highest-quality steel. It should be used only for trimming hackles closely and for working with fine materials. Sharp-pointed surgical scissors are the best bet here.

  The dubbing needle

  This is simply a sewing needle with a handle at the eye end. It is an extremely all-round tool, being useful for many of the small jobs that you will have to do: applying varnish or cement to a head, separating fibres on a feather quill, “fuzzing up” the fur on a fly body, spreading dubbing material on the thread, and so on.

  You can buy a dubbing needle, but it is simple to make your own. Take a suitable piece of dowel (wood is best), drill a small hole in one end and fill it with epoxy cement, and push the eye end of a sewing needle into the hole. When the cement has hardened, the needle is ready to be used.

  Hackle pliers

  This is simply a spring holder with which you hold the hackle by its tip when you are winding it around the body of the fly. More experienced flytiers often prefer to use their fingers, as they want to have the “feel” of the tension as they wind on the hackle. If they are winding on a mixture of materials, this “feel” is important because each material has to be kept under a different tension, and the jaws of the hackle pliers are insensitive to this.

  The jaws of the hackle pliers should close together over as much of their length as possible, and the edges of the jaws should not be sharp. In fact, many pliers have rubber-covered edges to protect the sensitive hackles.

  The bobbin holder

  The tying thread has to be kept taut throughout the operation. If you let go of the thread while preparing some material, it can unwind. This can be avoided by tying a half-hitch every time you let go of the thread, but this is time-consuming and can produce a body that is too bulky. The bobbin holder holds the tying-thread spool so that the thread is under tension all the time, yet can be pulled from the spool as it is required.

  The whip-finisher

  A neat whip-finished head is a must if your fly is to be durable and not unravel after a few casts. A whip-finishing tool can help you do this in the beginning (instructions on how to use one are always sold with the tool), but the method on is easy to learn.

  Materials

  All the materials mentioned in the patterns in this book are available in any well-stocked tackle shop. One of the pitfalls for the beginner is to buy too much material and too many different types. Keeping a neat and orderly desk, drawer, or box of materials will save you much irritation. So start off by buying just what you need for the first series of flies that you are going to tie. Label each piece of material clearly and use some kind of system (alphabetical is the simplest) so that you can find them at will.

  A special vocabulary has been developed by flytiers over the centuries to describe the different tones and hues of the feathers and other material that they work with: dun, honey, honey dun, pale blue dun, and so on. The best way to familiarize yourself with these different shades is to build up a collection of feathers that you buy from your tackle shop. If you happen to be a hunter, then you have a ready-made supply when you shoot pheasant, partridge, grouse, mallard, or teal, but it is important that you can identify the actual hues, so that you use the right feather for the right fly.

  BASIC METHODS

  Dry-fly Wing Styles
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  1. Hackled dry (no wing)
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  2. Upright split wing
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  3. Sedge wing
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  4. Upright hackle point
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  5. Spent hackle point
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  6. Fan wing
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  7. Upright hair wing
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  8. Hair wing sedge
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  9. Spent fibre wing (hair or feather fibres)

  Dry Fly Winging (upright split wing)

  1.

  Two slips of wing quill are placed on top of the hook and held there by the thumb and first finger of the left hand. Three turns of tying thread secure them.

  2.

  With the same two fingers, raise the feather slips to the vertical position and take three turns of tying thread on the other side. Some maintain that the wings should now be divided by means of a figure-of-eight turn of thread between each wing slip. I have found that this is not necessary; by carefully easing the slips apart with a dubbing needle, the natural outcurve of most wing slips keeps them separated.
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  Figure-of-eight Knot

  
Types of Hackle

  1. The dry-fly hackle is a cock hackle wound in a full circle around the hook, just behind the eye. It supports the fly on the surface and simulates the wings and legs of the insect.

  2. The wet-fly hackle is a soft hen or game-bird hackle wound around the hook, collar-style. The soft hackle moves and pulsates in the water, giving life to the fly.

  3. The false, or beard, hackle is tied beneath the hook to simulate the legs of the insect.

  4. The palmered hackle is one of the oldest hackle designs. The hackle is tied along the shank. It gives extra support to dry flies and extra “movement” to wet.

  5. The skater hackle is tied with an extra-long hackle that keeps the hook out of the water. The fly can move very naturally with the water or when pulled with the rod.
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  Starting the Fly

  The first step in tying any fly is to lay down a whipping of tying thread along the hook shank. Place the hook in the vice. Check the hook’s temper by flicking the hook with your fingers. If it is under-tempered, it will be soft and have a tendency to bend in the vice. If over-tempered, it will be brittle and more often than not will break in the vice. A correctly tempered hook will ring true with a distinct “ping” when flicked with the finger.
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  1.

  Take the bobbin holder and pull off some thread with the left hand. Offer the thread to the hook.

  2, 3.

  Still holding the loose end of tying thread in the thumb and finger in the left hand, revolve the bobbin holder around the hook shank.

  4.

  Continue this winding around the hook shank, trapping in the loose end as you go along. When you have laid a satisfactory amount of whipping along the shank, cut off the loose end of thread (if any).

  You now have a bed of tying thread on which to apply the fur and feather. The bed of thread makes it easier to tie on wings, tails, and so on, securely.
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  Normally, you use a thread that is already waxed when you buy it. It is only rarely that the pattern requires a specially waxed thread (but see, for instance, Greenwell’s Glory on, which specifically states cobbler’s wax, to discolour the yellow thread so that it becomes greenish-yellow).

  One essential point to remember when tying the rest of the fly: The ribbing should always be wound in the opposite direction to that in which the body material was wound. Not only does this make the body more secure, but also the ribbing will not then sink into the body material and be covered.

  The mark of a well-tied fly is its even and regular ribbing.

  Dubbing

  Some fly dressers mix large quantities of dubbing fur at the same time in a domestic blender. This is an excellent way of thoroughly mixing different types or tones of fur to get just the mixture or colour that you want. The following method shows how to spin dubbing fur onto the tying thread.

  If you are trying to copy the colour of a natural, remember that you should compare both in the wet state. That is how they will be in or on the water. Spin some of the dubbing onto a piece of thread, wind it onto a hook, and wet the hook. Now compare the wet body with that of the natural, which you should have in water.

  1.

  Apply some wax to the tying thread. As mentioned above, this is not necessary if a ready-waxed thread is used. Take a pinch of the fur to be dubbed and offer it to the thread.

  2.

  This is easy if you support the thread and fur with the forefinger.

  3.

  Spin the fur and thread into a rope with a squeezing, rolling action. It is vital that the rolling action is in one direction only (either clockwise or anticlockwise). More fur can be added if you want a bushy body. (It is better to apply the fur in small portions rather than all in one large mass.)

  4.

  The finished dubbed thread should look like this.

  5.

  The fur-laden thread is now wound, around the hook shank, back up towards the eye, to form the body of the fly.
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Finishing the Fly

  All flies are finished off by what is termed a whip finish, although some flytiers complete their flies by means of a series of half hitches. A neater head is achieved by the whip finish.

  1.

  Form a loop in the tying thread, holding it open by means of the first two fingers of the right hand.

  2.

  By rotating the fingers, take the thread over the hook shank, trapping the tying thread.
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  3.

  Repeat the procedure. A normal head on a fly will require three or four turns.

  4.

  Pull the end of the thread tight and cut flush.

  5.

  A drop of varnish seals the knot.
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II

  Fly Patterns

  
NYMPHS
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  The nymph is considered by the fly-fisherman to be an imitation of any aquatic larva on the river or lake bed, or on its way to the surface to hatch. Some nymphs go directly to the surface, while others do it more slowly, perhaps going from stone to stone before rising. Nymphs form a large part of the trout’s diet and that is one of the reasons why nymph fishing has increased enormously in popularity over the years.

  There are two basic stages during which the trout feed actively on the natural nymph. First, the active larval stage when the fish feed deep on the stream or lake bed; second, the inert stage, when the mature nymph makes its way to the surface, to split its case and emerge as an adult. The trout then follows it upwards to the surface. As far as the fisherman is concerned, the latter stage is the more important.

  In still water, approximately ninety per cent of the trout’s diet is made up of nymphs in their larval or inert stages. Also, the nymph is available to the trout for months before that brief moment when it rises to the surface for the last time and casts off its nymphal case to become an adult insect. During their last few days as nymphs, they become restless, rising to the surface and then falling back onto the river or lake bed several times. This activity attracts the trout, who start to gorge themselves. The trouts’ activity is easily seen in still waters, as they “head and tail” or “bulge” on the surface.

  An interesting development in the tying of nymphs is the fact that a growing number of flytiers are dressing some of their nymphs with lead wire along the shank of the hook before building the actual body. Their reason for this is to get the nymph down quickly to the river or lake bed, where much of the natural nymph’s life is spent. This fairly recent modification has met with much success, and most tackle shops now stock such nymphs.
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  Amber

  One of the very earliest imitative patterns designed for lake and reservoir fishing. Originally tied by Dr. Bell of Wrington who fished this nymph very successfully at Blagdon. There is not much doubt that these patterns were tied to imitate the many species of Sedge pupae that are predominantly orangy/brown.

  I have illustrated two patterns and the only difference is the colour of the thorax and the hook size.

  Hooks: Down-eyed 10–14

  Thread: Black (larger pattern), yellow (smaller pattern)

  Ribbing: Gold

  Wing-case: Brown feather tied over body

  Body: Amber yellow seal’s fur

  Thorax: Dark brown (large pattern), hot orange (small pattern)

  Hackle: Honey hen hackle fibres – sloping back under thorax

  Head: Black (large pattern), yellow (small pattern)

  1.

  As always, start the fly in the usual way by winding the thread down the shank. At the bend of the hook tie in a slip of brown feather. This will be the wing-case. Dub some amber seal’s fur onto the tying thread.
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  2.

  Return the dubbed thread up the shank about two-thirds of the way. Next, take the brown feather over the back and tie off; cut away the surplus. Dub the fur for the thorax, brown for one version, orange for the other, onto the thread.

  3.

  Form the thorax as shown.

  4.

  Add a few fibres of light ginger or honey hackle and complete the fly.
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  American March Brown Nymph

  As a natural, the American March Brown (Stenonema vicarium) is notable for its stiff tail. When tying the tail, it is a good idea to tie the centre of the three tail fibres first and the other two at an angle of about 45° on each side of the centre fibre. This is tied in the same way as the Catskill Hendrickson.

  Hook: Down-eyed 10 long shank

  Thread: Brown

  Tail: Three elk or cock-pheasant tail fibres

  Body: Amber seal’s fur mixed with a small amount of tan fox fur and dubbed on the tying thread

  Thorax: Peacock herl

  Ribbing: Brown embroidery cotton

  Legs: Brown partridge hackle, tied as a false beard

  Wing-case: Cock-pheasant fibres

  Head: Brown

  [image: image]

  Bloodworm Larva

  This is the Taff Price dressing. Trout tend to congregate and feed on the Bloodworm larvae when they emerge from the mud and rise.

  Hooks: Down-eyed 12–14 long shank

  Thread: Black

  Tail: Red marabou

  Body: Red floss with evenly spaced bulges along the length of the hook

  Ribbing: Fluorescent red floss

  Head: Peacock herl

  1.

  At the bend of the hook, tie in a bunch of red marabou fibres, about the same length of the hook. Also tie in a length of fluorescent red floss.

  2.

  Take the tying thread back up the hook shank and tie in a length of red floss.

  3.

  Take the red floss up and down the hook and wind in such a way as to form little undulations. Rib the valleys of the undulations with the fluorescent red floss. Tie off and, at this point, tie in two strands of bronze peacock herl.

  4.

  Wind on the head of peacock herl and complete the fly with a small neat head.

  [image: image]

  [image: image]

  [image: image]

  [image: image]

  Breadcrust

  Originally classified as a wet pattern, this has been found to be more effective when fished as a nymph.
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