

  [image: image]




  STILLWATERS SIMPLIFIED





  STILLWATERS SIMPLIFIED





  7 Lessons to Help You


  Catch More Fish on the Fly




  TIM LOCKHART




  STACKPOLE


  BOOKS




  Guilford, Connecticut




  Published by Stackpole Books




  An imprint of Globe Pequot




  Trade Division of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.




  4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706




  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK




  800-462-6420




  Copyright © 2017 Tim Lockhart




  Photos by Tim Lockhart unless otherwise credited




  Cover: Rick Todd enjoys a misty morning on Pass Lake in northwest Washington.




  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.




  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Available




  ISBN 978-0-8117-1964-3 (paperback)




  ISBN 978-0-8117-6594-7 (e-book)




  [image: image] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.




  Printed in the United States of America




  To Peg




  Acknowledgments




  Jay Nichols of Stackpole Books for his partnership in a second project. Jay is among the best at what he does and it shows.




  Washingtonflyfishing.com for the enthusiastic support and insightful feedback of its membership over the years.




  Local fly shops everywhere for their promotion and, overall, for the valuable asset they are in enhancing the fly-fishing experience. We are truly blessed and spoiled to have such a resource.




  Christian and Kaylene Brewer for love, support, and unlimited use of Kaylene’s camera.




  Special thanks to Rick Lewis, Rick Todd, Scott Salzer, Steve Mooney, Ivan Kletka, and other good friends who provided photos and much of the inspiration behind this book.




  Introduction




  Having just completed the first draft for this new book, I am rather perplexed, wondering how it took me two hundred pages to deliver a message about simplicity. Yet here it all is in plain English, step by step and season by season. In the fly-fishing world, stillwater guys tend to be known for living largely in the finest of details. We take the most subtle pieces of the puzzle and turn them over and over until good old lake fishing becomes more of a science than an art. This project is my way of undoing the madness, one piece at a time, and bringing the simple art of stillwater fly fishing back to reality.




  This book is anything but a basic instruction manual on how to fly fish for trout in lakes. Rather, its purpose is to encourage and provoke a free-thinking approach to our sport that challenges some of its popular premises while suggesting a simplified method, tailor-made for each individual. That means that a good portion of what we do on the water can be subjective and unique while still quite viable in locating and luring trout.




  If I have learned anything in forty years chasing trout, it is that twenty guys can have twenty different ways of going about it and not one of them needs to be wrong. For one, a trout affords much more room for variation in tactics than we give it credit for. Besides that, each of us may have a different idea about success and its definition. Who is to say what determines a stellar day out there? To one angler, it may simply be time to recharge while away from the responsibilities of career and family. To another, it may be an attempt at a thirty-fish day. And to yet another, it is the first chance in months to see old friends and enjoy a day outdoors together.




  As you can see, there are just too many moving parts for us to treat this pursuit as a rigid set of rules and procedures. And in the face of all that, something possessed me to find the easy way and share it with as many as I could. The culprit had to be this notion of taking more trout more consistently as the layers of distraction are peeled back one at a time. What I like best about finding success through simple means is that it suits me perfectly. I have never been one to complicate matters needlessly, yet I still enjoy a good puzzle to solve.




  The first lesson of this book introduces the fundamental concept of simplicity, then establishes its role as guiding principle for all else. This is the first of two chapters that lay out the various strategic components of your plan of attack. We’ll start with you, the angler, and discuss ways you can navigate a day on the water effectively, including means of observation, interpretation, sound decision-making, and actions that address the timing and location of trout activity.




  We’ll apply this idea of simplicity to the various skills you’ll want to have up your sleeve, including the understanding of collective behavior among trout and the value of each individual strike as a predictor of more. And beyond the use of obvious visible clues to find activity, we’ll learn how to conduct a blind search by prioritizing and investigating the different sections of a lake. Then the merits of time management, subsurface visualization, and balancing a game plan with improvisation will be explored, along with a down-to-earth way to identify and react to pure luck.




  From there we’ll venture into chapter 2 and continue looking at simplicity, this time as it applies to execution and equipment. The foundational importance of hunting versus harvesting with rod and reel will be discussed, as well as presenting the primary methods of execution. And not surprisingly, each of these methods is easy, if not already familiar, to most everyone. Remember, it’s not a book about rocket science of any kind, and that’s a very good thing since I don’t know any.




  I’ll round out the second chapter with ways to avoid overthinking your methods of presentation, as well as tips on troubleshooting, casting, and playing fish safely and effectively. And finally we’ll take a look at trimming some of the unnecessary fat from your arsenal of gear and flies. I promise it won’t be too painful and, in the end, you’ll thank me for it.




  Chapter 3 will be our first shifting of gears, where we’ll dive headfirst into the wonderful world of first visits. Here we’ll decipher which pieces of the puzzle you’ll be going without and how to make the best use of the ones that remain. Although I won’t fully cure the apprehension that goes with a new lake attempt, I’ll bring some perspective into the picture that may balance it out by making the experience more fun and meaningful. Along the way, I’ll apply the principles of simplistic strategy and identify a reasonable and practical plan of attack that can be used every time out. Once we’ve established the framework for approaching unfamiliar territory, I’ll hit the water and take you with me.




  Chapter 4 marks the beginning of our journey into each season of the year, starting with winter. I happen to live in a place where stillwater angling can be enjoyed year-round with little to no interruption from ice or freezing conditions. In the Pacific Northwest we get our share of subfreezing temperatures and cold water to contend with; however, for the rugged individuals willing to brave it all, the rewards are certainly there. Hungry and often energetic trout, along with disappearing crowds, are just part of what you’ll find this time of year. In this chapter we’ll look at ways to make the most of challenging circumstances while maintaining the fun factor, all with cold hands and feet.




  Chapter 5 takes us into spring with its promise of warmer weather and trout that won’t say no. Of course, midges and mayflies will be at the forefront of the conversation. We’ll therefore talk about some creative and effective ways to catch trout while these food sources are in force. Chironomids and their ability to elude fly fishers at depth will be discussed, along with the differences between moving and still presentation. Next will come mayflies and their own ability to elude fish and fishermen alike in certain years while virtually smothering the water in others. For the latter we’ll get our arms around the basic methods and tips for consistent hookups. I’ll also share some insight about daphnia, how to follow it around, and suggested ways to lure fish out of the “cloud.” We’ll close out the chapter with a few helpful tips on making the most of spring.




  Summer will be front and center in chapter 6, where we’ll pay special attention to minnows and damsels as mainstay food sources in this season. Given the potential prolific impact they have for a good part of the year, I’ll spend a considerable amount of time on minnows. We’ll talk about ways to gear up and give chase using a smart and sensible approach, as well as take a closer look at juveniles and their distinctive characteristics. I’ll then follow with useful tips and tactics on damsels that should make a nice addition to your current bag of tricks. From there we’ll hit hideaway lakes and ponds to take advantage of the unique opportunities they present in the summer months. After all that, I’ll offer a good set of general tips to enhance your experience on the water while the heat is on.




  Our final chapter will take us straight into fall, the finest of the four seasons in many opinions. Autumn is known for its favorable mild conditions, intensity of feeding activity with the cold season right around the corner, and generally smaller crowds compared to spring and summer. It’s now that the more serious outdoor enthusiasts hit the road for real adventure and the pursuit of something patiently anticipated all year long. And in our world, stillwater fly-fishing enthusiasts should be squarely at the center of this veritable celebration, with all the opportunity that awaits us within mere feet of any lake surface.




  Chapter 7 will continue down the path of minnows as they reach into the back half of the year, bringing much of the excitement that comes with the tracking of heartier trout in the shallows. As part of that conversation, I’ll tell you what I know about fathead minnows in particular, given my own run-ins with them. We’ll then look at fall tactics to use as we start to see the tapering off of food source varieties. Alongside that, I’ll talk about the dynamics of weather change and how to take advantage of fall temperatures. And if that isn’t enough, I’ll add hints on timing considerations, simple search methods, typical trout behavior, and a few suggestions on which fish to target in the fall months.




  Know that this book, and everything it sets out to accomplish, is for everyone regardless of relative experience and skill level. In uncountable hours spent alone doing what I love best, the single most influential part of my game has continued to be this component of simplicity, or unsophistication. I can tell you with certainty that every time I look to more complicated means, I only move further away from the uncomplicated endgame we’re all after. I keep coming back to the trout himself, and if he can teach us anything, it is this: He will always be a simple, unsophisticated creature with a very small brain and rather primitive mission in life—that being basic survival. In this way, he is best treated like a fish and not the hybrid human we so often make him out to be.




  The good news is that you don’t need a formal education of any kind to enjoy success here and, better still, you aren’t required to have all the answers going into a situation. Always remember that each new day on the water presents a puzzle with more than one possible solution and outcome, and part of our mission is to discover the answers along the way.




  Throughout the book I will be taking you with me on a number of outings, all of them actual, where you’ll experience each one as I did. In all that we encounter together, you’ll clearly see that I never walk in with all the answers and, furthermore, I go through the same progressive process that everyone else has to. As part of that, I experience failure, frustration, and even that sense of hopelessness that we all get to go through in a day. If you think about it, it’s the same stuff life has taught us all, and no one is exempt. For me, this is a vital part of the game, without which any form of success isn’t nearly as meaningful or fulfilling.




  Finally, you’ll see that we aren’t necessarily going alone on many of the fishing trips in this book. We’ll be joined by a number of characters, all of them genuine stillwater fly fishers who, like you and me, have a passion for what they do in their spare time. Throughout all seven chapters you will meet each of them and get to know who they are as people. Moreover, you will see the unique and special qualities they each bring to this lifestyle we all share and enjoy together. Don’t be surprised if you see yourself in many of them. We’re all connected in some way, and any of these folks could just as easily be you.




  Best of luck!




  
Lesson 1 THE ART OF SIMPLICITY, PART I




  It was midsummer and I was still getting used to the life of a newly published fly-fishing author, whatever that was supposed to mean. For me, it was simply a new learning experience and chapter in my lifelong journey as an angler. I wouldn’t call it romantic, and it certainly had no effect on my day job or anything else that could be construed as responsibility and obligation. “Fun enhancement to existing hobby” starts to sound a little warmer.




  In any event, I was gaining a bit of experience in presenting my methods of stillwater fly fishing to some of the local clubs and organizations in my area. Early on I struggled a little with the finer details of PowerPoint and bringing the onscreen visuals to life in a room full of fellow enthusiasts. Add to that, I wasn’t exactly a ham onstage and needed a way out of my own shell. Enter Kent Lufkin and the Washington State Hi-Lakers Club.




  Kent was an online friend who had given me occasional advice on equipment and techniques over the years. Upon hearing of my first book, he suggested that his club leadership reach out and set something up for me to appear. I hadn’t quite developed my “sea legs” or identity as a speaker at that point, and grew evermore nervous as the date got closer. These guys were a bit different from your average fly-fishing club in that most were pretty serious and seasoned in outdoor pursuits—not the least of which included advanced capabilities on the trail and, more importantly, on the water.




  Furthermore, I became aware of a core group of them who fished rather vigorously and religiously together. I met with these guys before the event and they, in turn, described others in the club who were taking the sport rather seriously. We spoke in detail about their methods and observations and, as the conversation went on, I began to realize we were all on very similar paths out there.




  On the one hand, it was a great relief to have the insight, as I was about to try to teach them all something. On the other hand, in an instant with about an hour till game time, I scrapped the verbal part of my presentation in favor of something adlibbed and completely different. Of course, I never told them I was doing this. Oh, and the PowerPoint would have to suffice as is. Somehow I would figure that part out as I went along.




  Over the years I had been evolving this idea of simplicity and working it into my routine and thought process whenever pursuing trout. Interestingly, as time went on, the idea kept growing and infiltrating every facet of my approach, including strategy, execution, and even equipment choices, all the way down to the fly at the end of my line. Eventually the differences became obvious, whereby my choices and methods were standing out quite a lot from those of the average fly fisher. In basic terms, I was doing a lot more with a lot less. But the part I couldn’t ignore was the result.




  Now here I was, in front of an audience proficient at the same endeavor as I, having worried for weeks that I didn’t have the magic potion to deliver to them. However, having just met Kent and a few of his closest companions, I discovered we could all relate quite nicely in terms of our respective experiences. What’s more, their club would understand and appreciate a no-nonsense approach to harvesting low-hanging fruit and reaping the benefits of a strip-down plan of attack on the water.




  At one point near the halfway mark of the presentation, I looked up at the screen and discovered that I was still on the cover slide. In prior events I had faced challenges getting through all the slides in my deck. I kept shortening the file in an effort to make it all the way through and thought I just might succeed this time. Normally the sight of that cover slide this far in would have had me horrified, but I realized I had something of real value to share with a group of appreciative fly fishers. The conversation just went where it wanted to, staying largely away from the screen.




  By the close of it, I knew I had connected with these guys, finally hitting a home run with one of my presentations. In the end, my entire premise among a room full of pretty sophisticated folks was one of simplicity. In a few easy words, the more we can cut down on methods and gear, the more focused and effective we can be at tracking down and capturing trout over and over. It really doesn’t take much.




  Anyway, for me this idea of simplicity governs everything I do when it comes to stillwater fly fishing. As I continue to spend time at it and gain experience, I keep finding at every turn that placing focus on a mere handful of uncomplicated strategies, methods, and physical tools brings about the most success. The reason is simple: It frees me up to dedicate as much time and concentration as possible to observation and discovery. And as we talked about in my last book, Stillwater Strategies, the day’s puzzle is best solved by determining when and where fish are most active, then how to go about luring them, and then finally what to use.




  [image: Kent Lufkin: His was a name I had heard for years around Washington Fly Fishing online forum and among fellow anglers who knew him. For one reason or another, Kent and I hadn’t crossed paths for all that time, other than my asking him for advice or information online. He has been a well-known and active contributor in the fly-fishing community since before I owned my first fly rod. And besides being a ringleader in the Washington Hi-Lakers club, Kent and a close group of cohorts act as stewards for some of our more outstanding waters around here. Oddly, I have yet to fish with any of them, including Kent himself, but that’s more a function of when versus if. What matters for now is that we’ve all shared a beer or two and that just might trump a day at the lake, especially with this crowd. Photo: Mike Monsos]




  Most importantly, they go in that same order of priority: when, then where, then how, then what. In a nutshell, you need each successive one before going on to the next. For example, your chosen fly and method will get you exactly nothing if you cannot first locate active fish to go after. In essence you’re fishing in empty water and the most alluring fly in your box will still go unnoticed.




  By the end of this chapter, you should have a pretty good understanding of what I think about, what I do, and what I use every time I enter the water. Really there are no secrets to be kept here, and know that the following ideas we discuss will run throughout the rest of this book. Know also that the way I go about it is just one of an endless number of approaches that work, and that there isn’t necessarily a right or wrong out there.




  I always say that twenty different guys will show you twenty different ways of tackling the same exact thing, and not one of them is going to be wrong. It’s more a matter of individual style, and I am merely sharing mine in order to add to the toolbox you already have. So take anything useful to you and feel free to discard the rest. We’re all different, and that’s a very good thing. A final note before we continue, the following examples of simplicity will flow largely in order of priority (I’m known for that). We’ll break them down in the following three easy ways: Implementer, Implementation, and Implement. You’ll see what I mean.




  Implementer—that’s you. Here we’ll discuss the strategic factors that influence how you go about your search in a day. This includes observation, interpretation, decision-making, and ultimately actions that answer when and where trout activity will occur. In even simpler terms, this is how you put yourself onto fish. Let’s divide it into timing, location, and other strategic factors.




  TIMING




  Timing really is everything. And for so many fly fishers, the focus of their search is on where to locate fish when, in fact, it should first be on the timing of activity. Intuition would have us looking directly for fish, whereby searching specifically for a window of time often does not register. Nonetheless, by far the most opportunity and best odds you’ll have out there are determined by the bite, or timing of active behavior.




  Anyone with experience related to rod and reel knows the significant contrast between “on” and “off” where the bite is concerned, and how vastly different your prospects are with each. Therefore, your first priority should always be the search for timing, or when they’ll be on. And that can be any part of the day, for any length of time, and for any number of times throughout the day. Furthermore, that all depends on an endless number of ever-changing moving parts.




  For me, it’s a matter of my schedule versus that of the trout and how able I am to match the two up. A lot can play into that for you and me but, at day’s end, the object is to allow as much time as possible for this to happen, especially if I’m going in uninformed. Over the course of the day, fish activity will turn on and off in a certain rhythm, and not necessarily an even one. You and I are out there attempting to follow this rhythm and take advantage of the bite as best we can. Again, this drill of following the bite around has to come first before any other priority. Simple so far, now let’s add another layer.




  This search for the bite is conducted in one of several ways depending on the available moving parts, or the hand you’re dealt that day. At the base of it you’re covering water and using available information to narrow it down. We’ll get to basic methods of covering water in a minute. But first, that available information is any combination of strikes, visible feeding or food sources, clues that may indicate hunting or cruising areas, other anglers having success, and information from recent prior outings at the same lake. Your own strikes are usually the best source of information, but any of the above will serve to bring you closer to the action. We’ll cover those other clues in the next section as well.




  Another way to key in on timing is by understanding the relationship between active and inactive parts of the day. If you pay attention to the duration and intensity of activity each time, you’ll have means of more closely predicting the timing and possible intensity of the next go-round. There is no direct relationship here, but there is certainly a degree of predictability that I use all the time and it works. For example, two solid hours of intense activity at first light would usually indicate a fairly long and slow duration to follow once the bite dies off. Why? In basic terms, those fish just had a lot to eat and are now full. Therefore, they won’t be hungry for a while. Believe me, much beyond that and you’re overthinking it. Yes, there could be other factors that kill my example but it generally works, and quite well, as a loose indicator. In this case, most of the time I wouldn’t count on a whole lot else until midday or so.




  [image: Never mind its particular location; good timing was the real culprit that brought this trout and several like it to the net.]




  You can also draw some high level lines based on trends in weather and conditions. The simple part of this is knowledge that fish activity reacts favorably to stable water conditions. For you and me, that means better fishing when the weather stays the same or changes very little. Conversely, spikes or abrupt significant alterations would indicate a tendency toward less activity. Trout are great adaptors to change as long as it happens gradually. Otherwise, water temperatures that adjust too rapidly, for example, will simply shock their system and put them down for a period of time. How long? It all depends but usually anywhere from a couple of days to a week or more.




  Other timing tips: It’s actually a good thing if you arrive and the bite is off. Think about it—if the action is on, you’d hate to know how much opportunity you missed by walking into the middle of it. In theory, you’d rather be there waiting when they first turn on. With a little experience, you’ll be able to get in on the bite as soon as it starts, as well as tap the entire duration for all it’s worth.




  [image: Arrival in the early hours will take planning and effort, but the reward of being in place when the bite first starts is well worth it. Photo: Rick Lewis]




  [image: Roy Spradlin: I first met Roy on Martha Lake after recognizing his canoe a handful of times, and we became fast friends. Roy was a recent Boeing transplant from Mobile, Alabama, and worked graveyard at the local Everett plant. Over the years our angling schedules have intersected nicely, as I get off work about the same time he gets out of bed. Many evenings we’ll fish several hours, then trade places as I go home to bed and he heads for the plant to begin his shift. Roy is indeed multitalented as an angler, having moved here a bass and saltwater fisherman. In no time he became proficient as a fly fisher in lakes and streams, with a pretty good knack for salmon, steelhead, and trout of all types. Where I may have helped Roy in his pursuit of stillwater, he has fully returned the favor by learning the art of sea-run cutthroat on his own and teaching me a brand-new skill.]




  Along the same lines, it’s also not a bad thing if the first few strikes you get are missed or lost. Much of the time, the start of the bite is known for rather loose behavior among the fish, marked by “short strikes” or more of a swat than a take where your fly is concerned. Your job is to hang in there and understand that it’s normal behavior on their part. More importantly, you’re not doing anything wrong. Just keep at it and the problem tends to correct itself as the bite develops. It usually doesn’t take long, and you can take advantage of the situation by recognizing the behavior and knowing it generally signifies the beginning of an active period.




  Once the activity is clearly under way, you’ll transition into harvest mode and look to place yourself in the most lucrative location, simple as that. Speaking of location, let’s move on to that part of your search.




  LOCATION




  A little skill in improvisation goes a long way here. For one, circumstances and available clues are anything but consistent. Each time out you’ll face a different combination of them, not quite like any before. Your experience, along with the ability to read and interpret a situation real time, will get you the farthest here. At times you’ll have a number of locational options, while at other times you’re just trying to locate a fish anywhere you can. When options are plentiful the game becomes one of finding the best or most concentrated areas where, perhaps, eight or ten can be had in an hour versus half that many or less in other locations. I’ll go more into improvisation shortly.




  My biggest consideration is usually whether the presence of food exists or not. When a food source is abundant, it becomes the center of my attention while in search mode. At other times, when food is absent, I’ll consider other variables such as temperatures, visibility, structure, and terrain (layout of the lake floor) as likely indicators. Even when food and other indicators refuse to show themselves, I can just as well cover water the way we talked about earlier. When this is the case, I simply go into Q&A mode, my term for the standard blind search. Here all you’re doing is asking a continuous series of questions while listening to the answers. To be clear, yes, you’re asking the fish directly and they, in turn, are constantly giving you clear and concise answers.




  [image: Always consider the presence of food first when conducting a search. Photo: Rick Lewis]




  The game is an extremely simple one and, moreover, is anything but abstract. All you’re doing here is exploring the lake with your fly, looking for “yes” and “no” answers from the fish. Obviously a strike means “yes,” while refraining from such means “no.” Unfortunately, you and I receive a lot more “no” answers than “yes”; however, a single “yes,” or strike, is worth a thousand words.




  Show me one fish. We underestimate the value of a single strike all the time. Often, if I can just get this far, one little strike, it opens up an entire world of opportunity. I just have to pay the right amount of attention to it. Yet this is a very common fatal mistake that most guys make out there. At any given time we have enough information on the water to make decisions and catch fish by; however, most of it goes undetected or simply gets ignored. Intuition, once again, gets in the way. These clues are either too subtle or too simple to warrant our attention and consideration, sophisticated as we are.




  For me, that one strike is a very useful reference point—albeit small scale, I now have a “when” and a “where” to work from. That’s a lot more than I had a minute ago. From here I immediately shift gears and begin working very diligently to turn that strike into more. Remember, what one fish is up to, many are up to as well. Again, you and I can do a surprising amount of damage with just one fish. We just need to understand the value and meaning when he decides to show himself. Know also that there are plenty of one-offs out there, but I never treat them that way and that strategy pays handsomely every time I go out. If you want a single reason why some guys consistently catch a lot of fish, this is it.




  Blind searching made simple. Most people hate this part of lake fishing. I happen to really enjoy it and feel right at home conducting a search on very little information. The difference here is one of optimism and seeing unlimited potential from the start versus blackness and an overwhelming seascape of empty water. For you it means having a plan of attack beforehand, believing in yourself, and getting right to work the minute you put in. Start this way and the blackness will disappear on its own. For what it’s worth, I haven’t seen any blackness in years. I’m too busy doing all the things we’re talking about and having fun.




  More good news, “blind search” is only a figure of speech. No matter how black with ambiguity, the lake always offers up information, or clues, to lead you to its inhabitants. The misconception here is that we either have good viable clues to go on—like noticeable movement among trout, visible food sources, or other obvious indicators like swarming swallows or fellow anglers with bent rods—or we have nothing whatsoever. Let’s kill that belief once and for all.




  [image: Most of the time a lake presents a multitude of available clues or signs that can lead you closer to the action. Other anglers are just one example, and can easily provide valuable information about location, depth, technique—you name it. All you have to do is observe or, better still, ask a question or two and make a new friend. Photo: Scott Salzer]




  From above, we already know that “yes” and “no” are valuable information. “Yes” is rather obvious, so let’s give “no” some more consideration. First of all, that blackness we’ve been talking about is a subtle clue in and of itself. If you’re a fairly seasoned angler with enough experience, total blackness, or an outright lack of activity or information, means an equal and opposite event is on its way. From there the strategy is extremely simple: Understand the clue, wait for the change, and continue to look for early signs of it. For me, I can’t name the precise timing of it, but I can sure remain alert and available while lying in wait. Recall from our conversation on timing that trout activity will balance itself out over the course of a day. In short, they’ll come out. You just have to be ready for them.




  For less experienced lake fishers, that blackness also indicates that you may not be on the right track in your search. At this stage of your fly-fishing career, you won’t have the confidence or capability to discern whether the bite is on per se. You might find yourself wandering aimlessly, no strikes and no visible clues, yet the lake’s population of trout is having a field day right underneath you. Two things to understand here: For one, that’s all of us early on. Everyone around you is either in the same boat or has been at one time. Secondly, there is a cure, but it’s not instantaneous. Your job is to simply stick with it, and the light will come on in time. You don’t need to find it, it will find you if you allow for it. In the meantime, keep going out and having fun as you learn. I say it a lot, but this stuff works like learning to play a musical instrument. There are no shortcuts—simply putting in the time and practicing are all it takes. I learned it for myself the exact same way and, like you, I also read books about it.




  One other useful tip, when among friends who are having success while you do the exact same thing and get blanked, know that it’s not coincidental. I’ve been there and it seems like you’re doing the exact same thing as they are. Trust me, it only seems like that. The difference is in the amount of time spent at it, or the relative experience they have, compared to you. Again, it’s back to the musical instrument thing. Your friend is a guitarist with ten years’ experience and you’re sitting next to him holding your instrument for the first time. Same guitar, same pick, same everything but the two of you sound worlds apart. He sounds pretty good, while you can’t hold a chord. Those ten years are everything and there’s no getting around that, even if you read all the books and he didn’t. But I can tell you exactly what it will take to sound like him.




  [image: Jean and Jamie Dearn: Jamie and I became friends on Pass Lake while both in hot pursuit of the lake’s prized brown trout population. The man has a fascination with large aggressive fish, and I can’t say I blame him. On more than one occasion the two of us have shared a fun evening together getting smacked around in the shallows. I’ve become very familiar with the sight of Jamie on his pontoon, bent rod lifted high while something explodes as if a dog had just jumped into the water. Jean and Jamie are also active members of the Northwest Fly Anglers club in Seattle, often playing coordinators for any one of the club’s numerous outings. Photo: Jamie Dearn]




  Let’s drill down a little on some of the components of a search. In more of a blind situation, you are simply covering water, asking questions, and listening for “yes” or “no” answers. Here your experimental focus is more on locational factors versus methods, fly choice, and such. Why? It comes back to the order of priorities. Until you can effectively locate active trout, focusing on presentation and fly selection are premature, meaning you need to find fish before worrying about how and what to present to them. And the enabler is a certain characteristic of their behavior, whereby they just aren’t that picky most of the time. That means pick a favorite search pattern, run it off the end of a full-sink line, and from there put your full attention on playing hide-and-seek. Now we’re right back to this whole idea of simplicity and putting your mind where it needs to be to successfully play the game.




  [image: It’s one thing to see a trout in action while he cruises or feeds, and quite another when he strikes at your fly as this brown did when it pounced on my emerger during a Callibaetis hatch. Always think of a live strike as your best source of information.]




  Strikes versus visible clues. At some point you’ll have the luxury of multiple points of information out there, and some form of prioritization may be in order. Again, I always put strikes ahead of anything else given the relative strength of direct feedback straight from fish to fisherman. Along the same lines, you’ll want to exercise some caution when obvious activity shows itself in a location other than where you’re catching fish. In my experience, that visible frenzy is rarely all it’s cracked up to be in terms of easy pickings, and if you’re already having success in a less obvious area, it’s usually best to stay there and keep harvesting.
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Kent Lufkin: His was a name | had heard for years around Washington Fly Fishing
online forum and among fellow anglers who knew him. For one reason or another,
Kent and I hadn't crossed paths for all that time, other than my asking him for
advice or information online. He has been a well-known and active contributor in
the fly-fishing community since before | owned my first fly rod. And besides being a
ringleader in the Washington Hi-Lakers club, Kent and a close group of cohorts act
as stewards for some of our more outstanding waters around here. Oddly, | have yet
to fish with any of them, including Kent himself, but that's more a function of when
versus if. What matters for now is that we've all shared a beer or two and that just
might trump a day at the lake, especially with this crowd. Photo: Mike Monsos
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Most of the time a lake presents a multitude of available clues or signs that can lead
you closer to the action. Other anglers are just one example, and can easily provide
valuable information about location, depth, technique—you name it. All you have to
do is observe or, better still, ask a question or two and make a new friend. Photo: Scott
Salzer
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Roy Spradlin: | first met Roy on Martha Lake after recognizing his canoe a handful of
times, and we became fast friends. Roy was a recent Boeing transplant from Mobile,
Alabama, and worked graveyard at the local Everett plant. Over the years our angling
schedules have intersected nicely, as | get off work about the same time he gets out
of bed. Many evenings we'll fish several hours, then trade places as | go home to bed
and he heads for the plant to begin his shift. Roy is indeed multitalented as an angler,
having moved here a bass and saltwater fisherman. In no time he became proficient
as a fly fisher in lakes and streams, with a pretty good knack for salmon, steelhead,
and trout of all types. Where | may have helped Roy in his pursuit of stillwater, he

has fully returned the favor by learning the art of sea-run cutthroat on his own and
teaching me a brand-new skill.
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It's one thing to see a trout in action while he cruises or feeds, and quite another
when he strikes at your fly as this brown did when it pounced on my emerger during a
Callibaetis hatch. Always think of a live strike as your best source of information.
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Never mind its particular location; good timing was the real culprit that brought this
trout and several like it to the net.
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Arrival in the early hours will take planning and effort, but the reward of being in
place when the bite first starts is well worth it. Photo: Rick Lewis
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Always consider the presence of food first when conducting a search. Photo: Rick Lewis
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Jean and Jamie Dearn: Jamie and | became friends on Pass Lake while both in hot
pursuit of the lake's prized brown trout population. The man has a fascination with
large aggressive fish, and | can't say | blame him. On more than one occasion the two
of us have shared a fun evening together getting smacked around in the shallows.
I've become very familiar with the sight of Jamie on his pontoon, bent rod lifted high
while something explodes as if a dog had just jumped into the water. Jean and Jamie
are also active members of the Northwest Fly Anglers club in Seattle, often playing
coordinators for any one of the club’s numerous outings. Photo: Jamie Dearn
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