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Preface

Casting with Lefty Kreh, published in 2008, contains approximately 80,000 words and 1,100 photos. It was the most ambitious and most comprehensive casting book that I have ever written, and it took over two years to shoot the casting sequences and write the text. I am very proud of that book.

This book, Fly-Casting Fundamentals, distills the core principles and casts that I covered in detail in Casting with Lefty Kreh. By not including some of the more advanced and specialty casts, this is a much more affordable, streamlined manual of fly casting for entry-level fly fishers and other students of casting. And for casting instructors, I chose to include many of the teaching tips and casting aids that I have found helpful over the years.

With this book, I am confident that fly fishers can learn the casts that I consider essential for fresh and salt water.
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Acknowledgments

So many people made this book possible. Joe Brooks got me started by giving me my first casting lesson. Countless friends and guides taught me various fishing casts. I consider Ed Jaworowski to be one of the best casting instructors in the world and we have learned so much from each other in our many discussions of casting and fishing. Oddly enough, after fly casting and fishing for more than sixty years I am still learning.

No one made this book possible more than Jay Nichols, a fine caster who took the photos, offered advice, and edited the manuscript.

I am indebted to Judith Schnell who encouraged me to do this book and to Amy Lerner, who helped make sense of the many photos.


[image: img]

CHAPTER 1
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Principles and
Other Key Concepts

Good casting is easy. I don’t mean that it comes easily—it doesn’t. It requires a lot of hard work, practice, and time on the water fishing. What I mean is that good casters expend very little effort making most casts. My main goal in this book is to show you how to cast—whether you are young or old, male or female—without exerting any more effort than is necessary.

If you watch several of the best baseball hitters, each has a different stance and holds the bat differently when up at the plate. But despite these individual styles, all baseball hitters are captive to certain principles of hitting. To hit a home run, they swing the bat through a long stroke; to bunt, they use a short stroke. It is the same with casting. We, too, are captive to basic principles, and if we don’t adhere to them, our casting and fishing success suffers.

I realized in the late 1970s that people are built differently and fishing situations vary, so I stopped teaching the popular method of casting and began to teach basic principles. These are not my principles, they are physics. Once you understand these fundamental fly-casting laws of physics, you can improve your cast, adjust casting strokes to your physical makeup, or adapt them to a specific fishing situation.

There is no one way or style of casting simply because anglers are physically different, fishing situations vary, and many kinds of tackle and flies are used. You shouldn’t cast a dry fly the way you would a weighted Clouser Minnow or a sink-tip line. The casting problems on a small trout stream, a big steelhead river, and a windy saltwater flat are so different that a single method or style of fly casting simply won’t work in all situations. A good caster has the ability to make efficient casts under a wide variety of conditions and with a range of tackle—from light trout rods to tarpon rods. In this book I hope to not only help you improve your fly casting, but also help you better understand fly-casting mechanics and how to adapt them to various fishing conditions.
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The best casters expend very little energy making most casts. Watching a young, strong caster huff and puff to send a fly line 100 feet doesn’t impress me. What I look for, and take great pleasure in watching, is someone who casts well with as little energy as possible.

The Principles

All sports have principles that you must follow, but individual athletes accomplish their tasks in different ways. In fly casting (and other types of casting as well), we must abide by four basic principles—fundamental truths about casting—even though we have different needs and purposes. As individuals, we are physically different. Even among people who weigh the same, one person may have longer arms or be more powerfully built. Fly fishermen seek a huge variety of species under vastly different conditions. One angler fishes a narrow mountain brook and uses a tiny 2-weight rod and a delicate line to present a small Parachute Adams to a wary brook trout in shallow, air-clear water. Standing at the stern of a rocking offshore cruiser might be another fly fisherman throwing at a sailfish or marlin. Another angler may offer a huge Dahlberg Diver to a husky jungle peacock bass, while a steelhead fisherman will be casting a long two-handed rod and a pattern with bead-chain eyes a great distance across a big British Columbia river. Waist deep in the surf, yet another fly fisherman bucks the stiff breeze casting a weighted line and a heavy fly to striped bass.

Because of these differences, no one method of fly casting is correct. Recognizing this in the late 1970s, I gave up teaching fly casting using conventional muscular movements and instead began to teach principles students could adapt for their physical makeups. Later they would be able to use these same principles to solve fishing problems and challenges as they arose. The advantages of the four principles are that you can adapt them to your physical build (no two people can really cast exactly alike), you can adapt them to your fishing situation, and you can analyze and correct your own cast. These principles are not based on particular motions, because not everyone can make the same motions. You should never cast the way your instructor casts. You should cast the way that suits your physical makeup.

Principle 1

You must get the end of the fly line moving before you can make a back or forward cast.

To get the end of the fly line moving, you need to remove all the slack from the line. If your line is not completely straight in front of you, some of your lifting motion is used to pull the line straight before the end starts moving. If you are trying to teach this principle to someone, simply place a garden hose on the lawn and put a single wave in it to resemble a potential sag in your backcast. Pick up one end of the garden hose and begin walking while looking at the other end of the hose. You won’t move the far end of the hose until the large curve has been removed.

Pulling out the slack in your cast is wasted effort, and if you cast before you remove all the slack from the line and get the line end moving (drifting in the current doesn’t count), you lose some of the benefits of accelerating the rod, and shock waves may develop in the line.

Moving Line
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This sequence not only illustrates principle 1, but it is also handy for when you need to quickly cast as much as 20 feet of line and leader on the water without stripping in the line. Loose line lies on the surface in front of you, often after you have just replaced your fly. Once you move the end of the fly line in wide figure-eight loops, you can make the cast. Lower the rod tip close to the surface, and move the rod widely to the side. Never stop the rod as it sweeps back and forth.
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Sweep the rod tip in the opposite direction. Don’t make short sweeps or the line may tangle.
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As the line moves toward the rod, elevate it.
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Without stopping, sweep the tip in the opposite direction while keeping the rod tip high.
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Immediately return the rod in the opposite direction while lowering the rod slightly to prepare for the best possible backcast.
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Repeat the rod sweeping motion. The rod should never stop moving until the backcast.
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Watch the line end while sweeping the rod back and forth. Anytime the line end begins moving, you can make the backcast in the direction opposite the target. Allow the backcast to almost straighten before starting the forward cast.

Principle 2

Once the line is moving, the only way to load the rod is to move the casting hand at an ever-increasing speed and then bring it to a quick stop.

A good casting stroke begins slowly, but smoothly and decisively, gradually accelerating to an abrupt stop. This long acceleration, followed by a speed-up-and-stop, occurs on both the back and forward casts. The sudden stop at the end of the cast is often called a power stroke, but applying “power” can spoil the cast. Instead of applying that find of force, at the end of the acceleration, briefly move the rod hand even faster and then stop it abruptly.

The stop is critical in delivering the full energy of the cast toward the target. Any immediate follow-through of the rod after the stop opens the loop and reduces line speed. Most casters make a short backcast stroke, stop the rod, and then drift back to get a longer casting stroke forward. Since the stop is so critical I believe it is more efficient to go to where you end the backcast and then stop—eliminating the drift.

Instead of “power stroke” or similar terms, I use the term “speed-up-and-stop” to describe the period in which you accelerate the rod to a dead stop in the casting stroke. The speed-up-and-stop is one continuous motion, so I like to hyphenate the term when writing about it to convey that it is all one motion. The faster you accelerate the rod hand in the first portion of the casting stroke and the faster the hand speeds up and stops, the more energy the rod stores and the faster the line travels. Speed, not power, determines the efficiency of the cast.

You can deliver more powerful casts by using a longer stroke to increase line acceleration and the additional energy stored in the deeply bent rod. The farther back the rod bends, the more energy is stored in the rod for the moment you stop it. An easy way to demonstrate this is to have somebody hold the end of the fly line in his thumb and first finger while you bend the tip of the rod; he can hold the line easily. Then if you walk away a few more feet and bend the rod more deeply, you can pull the line right out of his hand. The greater stroke length also gives you the option of making the cast almost immediately or anytime while your rod hand is moving forward. When you don’t move the rod back far, timing the forward cast becomes more critical.

Principle 3

The line will go in the direction in which the rod tip speeds up and stops.

As the loaded rod sweeps forward, it bends under the strain of pulling on the line. During the speed-up-and-stop, the rod unbends or straightens, determining the direction of the cast. Also, as you speed up and stop, the rod tip does not travel in a straight path; it moves in a slight arc. The distance your rod tip descends from the beginning to the end of the speed-up-and-stop determines the size of the loop. If you make a long speed-up-and-stop where the tip drops 3 feet from the start to the end of the stroke, you get a 3-foot loop. If your stroke is short and the tip only drops 4 inches, your loop will only be 4 inches.

[image: img]

Because the rod was extended well behind me and my rod hand traveled straight toward the target with rapid acceleration, the rod is deeply loaded. Two things that really make the cast go a long distance are how fast you accelerate the rod and how quickly you come to a stop.
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For an elevated backcast, which prevents your line from hitting the water behind you, you must speed up and stop with the rod tip going up. With most forward casts, you should speed up and stop with the rod tip slightly rising. If the tip stops while going slightly downward, a larger loop occurs and sometimes causes the fly and line to crash to the surface.

Once the rod straightens on the stop, you cannot change the direction of the cast—you could throw the rod away and the line would still go in the direction of the stop. To be a little more specific, the line goes in the direction that the rod straightens when the rod hand stops. It is somewhat like shooting a gun. Once you pull the trigger and the bullet leaves the barrel, you could throw the gun away and the bullet would still travel to the target. Or once you throw a ball toward a target, its path cannot be changed. Anything that you do to the rod after you stop doesn’t affect the direction of the loop. If you lower the rod, the line is lowered, but the fly still goes toward the target.
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A fly rod is a flexible lever, and the farther back you bring it, the more it helps you make a cast. Notice how deeply this rod is bending.
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With the rod extended well behind, the angler can pull out any imperfections and load the rod deeply. Starting with the rod well behind reduces the critical timing between a back and forward cast. My feet are spread wide apart to allow the rod arm to reach farther back and also allow the body to swivel more. This is not necessary for a short cast, but critical for longer casts.

Understanding this important principle will help you monitor casting mistakes and adjust your stroke for different fishing situations. For instance, if you follow through even slightly after the speed-up-and-stop, the tip dips downward, you see sag in the line close to the rod, and some of the energy is directed downward and away from the target. Principle 1 tells us that sag is bad. To eliminate any sag on the backcast, always stop the rod tip while it is rising, in the direction you want the fly to travel.

Another situation where principle 3 comes into play is when attempting to make accurate casts with weighted flies such as beadhead nymphs, weighted Woolly Buggers, or bonefish patterns. Many right-handed casters tend to tilt the rod slightly to the right, so the weighted fly won’t hit them on the forward cast. But on the stop the tip will flex slightly to the left, and since the line goes in the direction the tip stops, the weighted fly will curve to the left as it falls to the water. It is amazing how many people using weighted flies don’t notice this. To get the most accurate forward cast, the rod tip should travel vertically and stop in the direction of the target.
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Footwork is as important in fly casting as it is in other sports. When you are casting, your body should be able to move fluidly. When a right-handed person wants to throw a stone really far, he positions the right foot farther to the rear, and it is the same with a long fly cast. This allows the body to swivel until the chest is almost 90 degrees from the target and the arm to almost fully extend after the speed up and stop. Some anglers worry that pivoting the body will rock the boat in the shallows and send shock waves that alert the fish. If the body sways while pivoting, that’s true. But if the body stays in a vertical position while pivoting to make a side cast, the boat doesn’t rock.

Principle 4

The longer the distance the rod travels on the back and forward casting strokes, the less effort is required to make the cast.

A short back or forward rod stroke only bends the tip of the rod. As the rod moves through a longer stroke, the fly line continues to build line speed and increase the bend of the rod. What this means is that a caster with a shorter stroke must exert more effort to obtain the same line speed and load in the rod.

A fly rod is a flexible lever, and the farther back you bring it, the more it helps you make a cast. When making a short cast, you do not need to move the rod back far. When you have to cast farther, throw heavy or wind-resistant flies, defeat the wind, or make a number of special casts (even when trout fishing small streams), bring the rod farther back and forward.

The longer stroke also has the benefit of giving you more time to pull out any slack in the line. You can’t make a forward cast until you move the line end. If there is a shock wave in the line, or if the wind pushes against the line, creating slack, that slack must be removed before a forward cast begins. The longer the rod travels forward, the more slack can be removed. If the rod stops near vertical, less slack can be removed and the cast becomes more difficult.

Picking Up Line

While it is not a casting rule, it is good fishing technique to lift all of the line from the surface before making a backcast. Ripping a fly line from the water can alert or frighten nearby fish and waste casting energy as the line is pulled free of surface tension. Quietly lift a floating line from the surface before the backcast, and roll-cast sinking lines to the surface before making a backcast. Practice will teach you how quickly to raise the rod.
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To pick up line quietly, lower the rod tip to the surface and strip in the line to remove all slack. Slowly raise the rod to draw the line closer.
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