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INTRODUCTION

Many of today’s saltwater fly tiers have become incredibly adept at creating flies that closely mimic the many species of prey eaten by coastal gamefish. In fact, there are some very good books of saltwater fly patterns, and these books provide an abundance of fly selections for saltwater anglers. But when it comes to selecting flies to put in the fly box for a day of fishing, or for a fishing trip away from our home waters, we tend to rely on our hunches, or on selecting flies that look fishy. This tends to happen when creating and modifying fly patterns too. What our selection process lacks is the connection between our flies and what gamefish are actually eating, and where and when they are doing it. The purpose of this book is to shed some light on gamefish prey so that this information can be incorporated into our fly-tying and selection process, and making these processes easier.

As a biologist who spends many hours in the field studying fish behavior, biology, and habitat, I think I have a little different insight into gamefish and their prey than most anglers. Even when fishing, my natural tendency is to put as much effort into visually assessing all of the things that surround fishing—habitats, prey, predators, fish behavior, tide, wind, temperature, etc.—as much as I do into actually fishing and catching. Regardless of whether I catch the fish or not, I take a step back, put all the surrounding factors into consideration, and make a guess as to why I did or didn’t catch the fish.

Despite my constant study of gamefish and their worlds, I remain astounded at the variety of prey types they have to choose from, and the daily, seasonal, and yearly changes these prey undergo. Juvenile blue crabs, for example, are high on the prey menu of many coastal gamefish, but they tend to be most abundant in the correct size range for only part of the year and in only a few habitats.

Another example of changes in prey preference can be found in common snook (Centropomus undecimalis), whose diet differs depending on the season and the habitat they are occupying. For example, in Florida, although juvenile pinfish (Lagodon rhomboides) approximately 1 inch long are very abundant during early spring, snook rarely eat them. But in late spring, when the pinfish have grown to 3 inches, they jump up to number one on the snook menu. And when snook are feeding in mangrove creeks, they tend to eat small (1 inch–3 inches), earth-colored killifishes, aka mud minnows (family Cyprinodontidae), and silvery mojarras (family Gerreidae), whereas in more open habitats shrimp (family Penaeidae), silversides (family Engraulidae), and anchovies (family Atherinidae) top the list of prey. In these examples you have the essence of this book—this knowledge allows fly anglers to create, tie, and select flies based on the habitat, location, and season they are fishing.

The dynamics of saltwater prey is easily as complex as the cycle of insect species that appear on a spring creek throughout the course of a year, but this has not yet been truly acknowledged in the general fly-fishing world. Perhaps this is why saltwater fly anglers generally do not have the same level of insight into what saltwater gamefish are eating, and why, as do trout anglers. This book provides some of that insight for coastal gamefish by showing you the dominant prey and where they can most often be found, and by presenting flies that have been successful at mimicking these prey at the right time and place. There is no need to go out and examine gamefish stomach contents or to do the habitat studies to determine which prey are available—that’s all been done. What this book will do, I hope, is help you discover, and better understand, a system for determining what flies to tie and when to use them. This book presents the prey and flies from the gamefish’s perspective: in which habitats are these prey found, in what regions, during which seasons, at what sizes, and which version of a fly (e.g., weighted or unweighted) is most appropriate for a habitat.

One of my intentions with this book is to encourage saltwater fly anglers and fly tiers to think outside the box that so many of us have created for ourselves. We need to do less selecting of flies from an angler’s perspective, and do a better job of selecting from the gamefish’s perspective. Knowing why a pattern is good for a particular situation will also help an angler present the fly in the most appropriate fashion. Attractor patterns aside, our trout angling brethren tend to choose their flies based on the conditions at hand, the same conditions the trout must interpret to find and eat prey while remaining safe from predators. Many of the fly-pattern books for trout anglers are presented with this in mind, and many trout anglers have become amateur entomologists (and better anglers) in the process. This doesn’t mean that saltwater anglers have to be able to identify prey to the exact species, but they are certainly better off knowing what prey are present, and which are most often eaten by gamefish, so they are able to more closely “match the hatch.”

Fly selection is not the only important factor. How the fly is presented is at least as important. A small white Deceiver, for example, might be perfect for imitating prey along the beach as well as mangroves, but the fly used while fishing along mangroves should have a weedguard and should perhaps even be tied bendback style. That is the fly selection component. The fly presentation component involves how the fly is fished. Along mangroves, which provide a rather narrow area of ambush habitat for gamefish, I think it’s best to work the fly slowly, with short, erratic strips, maybe even just twitches. In contrast, when fishing this fly over seagrass, I like to keep the fly moving just over the top of the seagrass blades. These presentations not only give gamefish the maximum opportunity to attack the fly, they also mimic the typical behavior of small prey fish in these habitats.

Whether or not a fly is weighted is also an important factor to consider in fly design and presentation. One of my favorite flies for tailing bonefish is a small tan crab pattern, a modified version of Del Brown’s Merkin. But I use two versions of this fly—weighted for water greater than 10-inch depth or on rough days, and unweighted for when fish are tailing in skinny water or on calm days. I can let this fly settle slowly to the bottom, where the fish sees it, or strip it slowly through midwater, like a swimming crab (family Portunidae) trying to flee the scene. In deeper water the weighted fly gets to the bottom quickly, so it probably imitates a swimming crab shooting downward to hide in the bottom. The fly can be presented in either fashion, and if the fly and presentation match the conditions, the bonefish will react aggressively.

This book is intended as a complement to Fisherman’s Coast (Stackpole Books, 2004), which explained coastal habitats and prey from the gamefishes’ perspective. I think this a genuinely different approach than has been typical in saltwater fishing to date. An angler who understands the workings of the gamefish’s world is more likely to put him or herself in the right place at the right time to find fish, and this was the focus of Fisherman’s Coast. I intend for Fly Fisherman’s Guide to Saltwater Prey to be the next step—to encourage saltwater anglers to think about, create, tie, and use fly patterns that are appropriate for the conditions they are fishing, and to fish the flies in a manner that mimics the appropriate prey. In other words, Fisherman’s Coast told you about gamefish habitats and prey, Fly Fisherman’s Guide to Saltwater Prey shows you the prey and fly patterns.

As in Fisherman’s Coast, this book is specific to warm-temperate, subtropical, and tropical regions. Prey species from each of the families listed here, however, are also present in other regions, and the tactics I offered in Fisherman’s Coast and the flies that are presented here are also effective on gamefish in other regions. Thus, a creative angler should be able to adapt patterns and fishing strategies to locations outside the coverage of this book.

You will note numerous references within this book to specific habitat types, such as low marsh, black mangrove shorelines, and different species of seagrass. In all cases, these habitat types, and how gamefish use them, are fully covered in Fisherman’s Coast, and that information is not repeated here.

As in Fisherman’s Coast, I use scientific names to identify the prey species, in part to reduce confusion caused by popular regional names. For example, scaled sardines (Harengula jaguana) are also called whitebait (Florida west coast) and pilchards (Florida east coast), and Atlantic thread herring (Opisthonema oglinum) are often called greenies and greenbacks. In addition, scientific names are more useful if you want to conduct your own research on prey. You will find much more (and more accurate) information using the scientific names than using local common names.

THE PREY

There are many thousands of fish and invertebrates that are potential prey for coastal gamefish. Many gamefish are opportunistic enough that they likely at least sample a fair number of these prey at some point in their lives. This huge array of potential prey can be overwhelming for an angler trying to choose flies for a day of fishing. But as any angler can tell you, each gamefish species has a main menu from which they most often eat, while occasionally sampling the sides. One of the challenges in putting this book together was to narrow down this very large list of potential prey to a list of most likely to be eaten by coastal gamefish. I did this in two ways: first, by collecting scientific articles on diets of gamefish, which you will find listed in the bibliography; and second, by observation—my own observations of gamefish stomach contents, and conversations with anglers and biologists about their observations.

But don’t think that scientific studies of gamefish diet are the end-all. Even these studies require some interpretation to determine which listed prey are worthwhile for imitation with a fly. Bonefish, for example, eat a lot of clams (especially bonefish less than 16 inches fork length), but tying a clam fly, much less trying to fish it, is not worthwhile. Similarly, red drum eat sixty or more species of prey, but many of these prey are either not appropriate for imitation with a fly or occur in habitats that are generally not fished by fly anglers (e.g., open bottom 10 feet deep). So when examining scientific studies of gamefish diets, my first steps were to determine which prey species are appropriate for imitation with a fly and which prey species are most abundant in habitats frequented by fly anglers. This led to the next step—to know or learn enough about the habitat requirements of the prey to determine in which habitats the scientific studies occurred. Were the gamefish collected in seagrass, salt marsh, or open bottom habitats, for example? This is not clear in many studies. In addition, the availability of prey and the habitat uses and behaviors of gamefish interact to cause seasonal changes in diet, which I had to piece together from other studies of prey abundance in habitats and my own experiences. Some scientific diet studies do this (that is, they use seasonality or habitat as factors in the study), but many don’t. Once again, some knowledge of the seasonality of prey and of gamefish behavior was necessary to boil this information down to something useful from a fly angler’s perspective. Finally, I had to factor in that the diets of many gamefish species vary among locations; some of this results from differences in prey availability and some from differences in habitats. South Carolina, for example, has no seagrass, so red drum live and feed mostly in association with salt marsh habitats, whereas red drum in much of Florida are often found feeding in or near seagrass beds. All of these factors were important when I was culling the list of potential prey for this book.

Another very important factor was observation of gamefish stomachs and feeding. I examined the stomach contents of red drum feeding in seagrass beds in my home waters in southwest Florida, for example, and found (in order from most to least abundant): mud crabs (often the common mud crab, Panopeus herbstii), snapping shrimp (genus Alpheus), and small gobies (family Gobiidae) and blennies (family Blenniidae). In contrast, I found that red drum feeding on mud flats adjacent to black mangrove shorelines ate mostly fiddler crabs and juvenile blue crabs. My observations differed from a scientific article describing red drum diet as being fish-dominated. The differences between my observations and the study were because the study captured red drum primarily from deeper, more open water habitats, but I was sampling shallow seagrass beds and muddy shorelines. This is not to say that red drum don’t eat fish; they eat a lot of fish, but the scientific study missed a significant portion of the red drum diet that can be exploited by fly anglers because of where the sampling occurred.

I also benefited from conversations with numerous anglers and biologists over the years. Although anecdotal, these eyewitness accounts of gamefish feeding behavior and stomach contents were useful in many cases when I was deciding whether a particular prey should be included in the book. In fact, in a couple cases these conversations caused me to include prey that would not otherwise be in the book.

I think that all of the prey listed within this book are eaten frequently enough that they are worthy of imitation with flies. You will note, however, that not all prey species are shown in photographs. This is partly because many species are very similar in appearance, so multiple photographs are not worthwhile. But this is mostly because collecting some species was more difficult than I anticipated. This does not mean these species are not abundant, many are, rather that they were difficult to collect. It is also my own bias that artist renderings of prey generally do not do the species justice in the sense of an image useful for tying flies. After all, there is naturally some of the artist’s own interpretation of the prey in their reproduction, much the same as the artistic license taken by fly tiers when they create a fly to mimic a prey. Thus, I opted not to use drawings for species lacking photos. Drawings or photos of most of these species are available in some of the references listed at the end of the book.

To the extent possible, the prey shown in this book were photographed alive. I think this is important because live photos are most likely to show true coloration of the prey and, as important, to show the prey’s true form (extended fins or legs) when in the water. Photographing these prey in the field, however, is a challenge—some prey never stop moving, lighting is always tough, weather is often not cooperative, and conditions in remote locations are often not the best.

When possible, prey were photographed in a V-shaped aquarium. I filled the bottom of the aquarium with epoxy or silicone to prevent prey from wedging themselves into the V—although this had the benefit of forcing bottom-dwelling prey to rest upright, it had the disadvantage of making for a less attractive photograph. I opted for functional photographs of prey and kept the epoxy in the aquarium. In cases where the prey were too active and wouldn’t stay still for a photograph in the aquarium, they were most often held in the palm of a hand. For many of the mud crabs, their shape and behavior (they constantly tried to ball up in the corner of the aquarium), I found that placing them on a flat surface worked best. All that said, I believe strongly in function over form, and all of the photographs are functional.

THE FLIES

Ask experienced fly anglers and most will tell you that presentation is perhaps the most important factor in catching gamefish on fly. Many anglers take this response to mean getting the fly to a spot where the fish can see it without spooking the fish. But getting the fly to the right spot on time is only part of the presentation. The other part of the presentation is giving the fly the action that goads a gamefish to strike. So the fly must not only have appropriate physical prey characteristics, but must also move like a prey. How the angler manipulates the fly is a key component in the presentation, but the fly must first be composed of the right materials and tied in the correct fashion to be presented in the appropriate habitat. In this light, in each prey section I provide general information on prey behavior—information important to how a fly is tied and fished.

In general, I think fly-tying strategy can be broken down into two types—impressionistic and imitation. Both strategies can be effective, and often a mixture of impressionistic and imitation yields the best results. I move back and forth between these two extremes but generally put myself more to the side of impressionistic fly tiers. I use my understanding of the gamefish and their habitats in an attempt to figure out which prey characteristics trigger a feeding response from gamefish. I then try to incorporate these characteristics into a fly pattern, with less attention to imitating a particular prey species. Size, action, and color are the main factors I use in tying flies. I also must admit that I generally tie simple flies. I like to tie flies, but I prefer to be on the water fishing those flies, so more often than not I tie with a purpose—my preferred patterns are those that I can tie many of in one sitting, stocking the box for the next day of fishing.

The Mangrove Muddler, presented in this book, meets my standards for an impressionistic, simple fly. It is a simplified saltwater adaptation of the standard muddler, but tied appropriately it presents a good impression of the killifishes, mollies, and mosquitofishes that are so prevalent in mangrove and salt marsh habitats. Tied to the leader with a loop knot, the sparse tail and deer hair head cause the fly to wobble just under the surface, closely resembling the movements of many species of mudminnows. The Mangrove Muddler has become my favorite fly for fishing in these habitats, regardless of the gamefish. The Mangrove Muddler is also an example of my tendency to “oversize” many of my flies in relation to the naturals. Many of the prey listed in this book don’t grow very large, and at times a fly of the same size may not be noticed by a gamefish. Without overdoing it, I think that tying slightly larger representations of the prey not only increases the chances of being noticed by the gamefish, it also elicits a more energetic strike—a tasty morsel too good to pass up.

In contrast, the studious observation, creativity, and persistence required to tie exacting prey imitations becomes an art in itself, and often pays off on the water. Imitation fly tiers are able to incorporate the morphological and visual characteristics of gamefish prey into flies that can also be manipulated by the angler to move like the prey. For these tiers, careful reproduction of prey shape and size, as well as color pattern, are key components to fly creation. Imitations that lack malleability, however, even though they may be dead ringers for the prey they are imitating, tend to catch fewer fish.

Ken Bay’s Pinfish patterns are great examples of successful imitations. Pinfish are important prey for numerous gamefish in subtropical and warm-temperate climates, so are good subjects of fly imitation. Ken’s patterns are dead ringers for pinfish—true in size, shape, and color—but are also tied with materials that provide an illusion of movement. These have been successful and popular flies for Ken.

Another key component to the good flies is that they are castable and fishable. They are not overburdened with materials. Even flies that appear large are not tied large. In other words, materials are used sparingly so that the fly can be cast with a fly rod, but give the impression of bulk. Sparsely tied flies tend to “breathe” better, thus giving additional motion to the fly. And sparse materials on baitfish flies create a translucence that, when viewed in the water, gives the impression of light reflecting off scales. Dave Skok, who tied numerous patterns for this book, is a master of this skill.

I think that many of the prey groups are underrepresented by flies to imitate them. In most cases, I think this is because fly anglers don’t know about these prey. I call these the untapped prey for gamefish—species that gamefish eat frequently but that aren’t exploited by most fly tiers and anglers. Blennies, gobies, and toadfish, for example, are all eaten by gamefish (bonefish, snook, red drum, spotted seatrout, among others), but only rarely have I seen other anglers using flies to imitate these prey. To some extent, I think flies that have traditionally been used as shrimp imitations have actually been mistaken for other (less obvious) prey by gamefish. My guess is that many of the weighted, furry-bodied flies with barred tails, which are so often used by anglers as shrimp imitations, are taken by gamefish as bottom-dwelling fish like gobies, blennies, or toadfish. Many of these patterns generally look like these prey fishes, and the ways they are most effectively fished imitates the behaviors of these prey. Many other prey listed in this book are similarly untapped by fly anglers. Hopefully, this book will give anglers and tiers a new perspective in this regard.

You will also note that some prey groups contain no flies. Despite the lack of flies contributed by tiers for the book (myself included), I retained these prey groups in the hope that their inclusion would spur the creation of flies by readers of the book. These prey are eaten by gamefish.

Finally, in areas with murky water, where gamefish are more likely to feel the fly with their lateral line system or hear the fly with their inner ear, tiers may want to concentrate on flies that take advantage of these senses. Flies that push a lot of water, for example, send out small pressure waves that are sensed by the lateral line, and clue a gamefish to the presence of the fly. Muddler- and Seaducer-style flies have this property. Poppers and flies with rattles take advantage of the fact that sound travels nearly five times faster in water than in air, allowing a fly to “call” a fish in from a greater distance. This is one reason I like the Phat Phoam Gurgler as an all-around searching fly in blind-casting situations.

THE FLY TIERS

It can be fascinating to peek into the fly boxes of fellow saltwater fly anglers, especially those with an intimate familiarity with their gamefish quarry. An angler’s fly box represents an accumulation of knowledge gained over countless hours on (or even in) the water. For those less practiced, such a peek into a fly box shortens the learning curve. This I learned early on—if you want to learn what a professional tier uses on the water, don’t focus on what he/she ties for the fly shops; sneak a look into his/her fly box. This book provides just such a peek.

You will find a mixture of original, established, long-standing standards, and modified patterns in this book—the best flies for the task at hand. The key is that all of these flies are being presented in the context of specific prey groups—in other words, they are presented in a fishing context—what prey they best imitate and in what habitats they are best fished, which provide clues to best ways to present the flies to fish. Some patterns you will have seen in shops, so the fact that they appear here is a testament to their effectiveness.

I invited multiple tiers to tie patterns as a window into the minds of anglers who spend a lot of time on the water and at the vise, and who tie flies based on their experience and the understanding they have for coastal habitats and gamefish. And, quite frankly, I knew I would be unable to give justice to the more than one hundred prey species covered in this book relying on only my tying skills and imagination. I purposefully did not assign tiers specific prey or fly patterns. In this way, I have incorporated some redundancy into the book. I think redundancy in fly patterns can be a good thing—it helps us see how to imitate prey through multiple tier’s perspectives, and see which prey characteristics tiers think are most important. One tier may focus on characteristics of a prey species that I also see, while another tier may highlight a subtlety that I would have otherwise missed. Creativity and interpretation are infinite. Brief biographies of many fly tiers are included to give a personal side to the flies. Allowing tiers to tie flies of their choice also underscores the lack of attention for the “untapped” prey groups that are presented in this book.

After much thought, I have decided not to enter the controversy of identifying a fly’s originator, so pattern originators are presented at the discretion of the tiers. In some instances tiers include their comments on a pattern’s origin, and do so honestly and to the best of their knowledge. Nonetheless, any errors in this regard are my responsibility, with no offense intended.

I made this decision because many, myself included, have had the experience of creating a fly pattern they thought was unique, only to see the same pattern had been independently “created” by another tier. I have also been shown a “new” pattern by a fellow angler and had to inform him that I’d already seen the pattern in use. Sometimes the originator of a pattern is a topic of dispute, and other times a pattern is given a new name even though it appears to be just a variant of an already existing pattern. I think most tiers realize that only the rare fly pattern is truly independent and unique; most patterns build upon other patterns, and many tiers think alike as they sit in front of the vise. Ex–Florida Keys guide Marshall Cutchin put it well—fly tying is like authorship. Shakespeare, for example, did not invent writing, nor did he invent the general storylines. He did, however, author some magnificent plays. And so it is with fly tying.

As you will see, I’ve tied a large portion of the fly patterns presented in this book. To some that may seem a bit much—after all, how many people have fifty different fly patterns in their fly box? (If you ask some of my fishing buddies, they’d probably say I do have that many patterns in my box, but I argue that’s an overstatement—I do not have too many flies!) I can answer that in three ways. First, I like to tie flies, and over the years I have tied and used many different patterns—some standards, some of my own creation, and some taught to me by others. Second, by nature I like to experiment with new patterns and to try new patterns in new situations. I’ve also been accused of changing flies with abandon on days that fishing is difficult. I also tend to find new favorite patterns every so often, so patterns continually cycle through my box—more because of my own changes in taste than the success of the patterns. I have gone through a lot of fly patterns over the years. Third, I pay a lot of attention to local differences in prey availability and gamefish prey preferences. Large bonefish in the Florida Keys, for example, like to eat toadfish, while crabs appear to be more important in many of the islands in the Bahamas, and green reef crabs are high on the menu of bonefish at Turneffe Atoll, Belize. I’ve been fortunate in my career to conduct research (and fish) in many locations, so I have observed firsthand these local nuances in prey availability.

MATCHING PREY AND FLIES

The way this book is set up is different than most magazine articles or previous fly books—these usually focus first on the gamefish, and then on flies for that gamefish. This book presents the prey, along with information about when and where the prey are most likely to be found, and then the flies. This is so anglers have a better understanding of what situation is best for using a particular fly pattern, how to present that fly to the fish, and to underscore that most gamefish are opportunistic feeders and will take a variety of fly patterns in any given situation. Tarpon, for example, eat herrings, anchovies, mullet, swimming crabs, polychaetes, and killifish, depending on the habitat and season. As I said, let’s think outside the box.

To this end, I’ve organized the book into sections that I think make most sense for fly tiers and anglers. The sections are organized by general prey category—crabs, shrimp, fish. Fish are further sectioned by where they tend to occur in water column—bottom-dwellers, midwater, and surface (i.e., baitfish). Within each section are prey families (e.g., mud crabs, spider crabs, swimming crabs). Prey and flies to imitate them are listed within each prey family. For each family, I provide some details on the general characteristics of the species in the family that are helpful for fly design and presentation. In many instances, each prey family has general characteristics that the species share, so one or two patterns in your fly box may be sufficient to imitate most prey species in the group. In addition, sometimes species within different families share enough characteristics that flies are equally appropriate to each. A green reef crab and some species of mud crab, for example, are strikingly similar—the former is eaten by permit and bonefish, and the latter by redfish. This is not to suggest that fly anglers should limit themselves to only a couple of patterns. After all, creativity adds to the sport of fly fishing. Instead, this is intended to inspire tiers to think about the prey characteristics that trigger a feeding response from closer to the gamefish’s perspective. Biologists and ecologists rightfully concern themselves with exactly which species are present from one location to the next, so they take great pains to identify species using very specific (and sometimes microscopic) characteristics. Fly anglers can greatly simplify things by focusing on the dominant characteristics of similar prey.
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