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To Poots, the bravest person I know.
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introduction

HAVING THE CONFIDENCE and skill to instinctively make a perfect cast to a wary fish under difficult circumstances is the pinnacle of fly fishing. But fly casting should also be easy and effortless, whether you’re making a short presentation or one in excess of 100 feet. That level of performance requires fundamentally sound technique that will serve as the foundation for understanding and mastering many types of casts, such as a standard pick-up-and-lay-down (overhead), sidearm, curve, Belgian, serpentine, roll, speed, stacked-leader, tuck, or mend.

There are many viable casting styles, but some are more versatile than others. When deciding which style to choose, consider whether it is easy to learn and can be adapted to a variety of situations in both fresh and salt water.

As a fly-fishing guide, author, and founder of the longest established fly-fishing school in the South, I have the opportunity to share the exciting world of fly fishing with many anglers in my home state of Florida as well as in various national and international locations. Drawing from those experiences, I wrote Performance Fly Casting with the following objectives in mind:


	Create a practical and uncomplicated casting book that is comprehensive enough to increase the casting performance of fly fishers at all skill levels.

	Let the text stand alone so that it is easily understood without photos or drawings. That way the illustrations will support the text instead of the other way around.

	Follow the methods I use to successfully teach students at my casting schools and seminars.

	Present the text in a logical sequence that is easy to follow.

	Focus primarily on the pick-up-and-lay-down or overhead cast, because it serves as the basis for almost all other casts.

	Discuss potential casting problems and their solutions.



Some fundamental elements pertain to the execution of all efficient casting strokes, and it is the degree to which these fundamentals are mastered that distinguishes casters with the highest level of expertise from those at lesser skill levels. Consequently, when carefully reading this book and studying the illustrations, it is imperative that you focus primarily on the fundamentals while at the same time paying close attention to the less obvious details and nuances that also have a significant impact on perfecting your casting skills. Although the chapters are meant to be read in numeric order, less accomplished casters and beginners should spend additional time going over Chapter 9, The Ground Stroke.

In trying to either learn or improve casting technique, it’s often just as important to know what’s wrong with a cast as it is to know what’s right. Since you can’t correct problems that you don’t recognize, Performance Casting includes details of common casting mistakes, along with their solutions. When referring to Joe Mahler’s illustrations, please note that all casting miscues are marked with a thumbs-down.

Using the comprehensive methodology clearly detailed within this book in the form of text and illustrations, you can develop the kind of instinctive feel and effective technique necessary to take your casting skills to the next level, whether you‘re new to fly fishing or an experienced hand. Developing a smooth and relaxed delivery, throwing tighter loops, achieving greater distance effortlessly, casting under windy conditions, eliminating slack, increasing accuracy, making better presentations, and double hauling efficiently—all of this is what makes up performance fly casting! Let’s get started.

—Jon Cave                          

Black Hammock, Florida

September 2010              


one

Equipment

QUALITY EQUIPMENT, especially the line, rod, and leader, plays a critical role in improving fly-casting performance. While you do not need to take out a second mortgage on a fly-fishing outfit in order to attain a high skill level, you should buy the best gear that you can afford. As with most things purchased in life, you basically get what you pay for.

Prior to making a purchase, gather information about an item before heading to the fly shop. It’s certainly OK to consult with friends, fly-shop personnel, magazines, and books, but avoid relying on them entirely. Selecting a top-notch fly-fishing outfit is highly subjective, and opinions will vary from one fly fisher to another as to what is ideal, so the final decision needs to be yours alone. This chapter will help you evaluate lines, rods, reels, backing, and leaders in order to make the selection process easier.

Fly Lines

The fly line can have a more significant impact on casting performance than any other piece of equipment, but all too often it isn’t given the attention it deserves. Since some lines work better than others with a specific rod or under a given set of circumstances, all serious casters should thoroughly understand the effects that line weight, taper, density, and maintenance have on casting.

FLY-LINE WEIGHTS

Fly fishers rely on the mass of a weighted line to load the rod and carry a comparatively weightless fly to a fish. The larger, heavier, and more wind-resistant the fly, the greater the mass or weight of the line should be.

In the early 1960s, the American Fishing Tackle Manufacturers Association (AFTMA) introduced a standardized method for measuring fly-line weights. Lines were categorized using a numbering system that ranged from 1 through 15; the higher the number, the heavier the line. (Some highly specialized lines fall outside this range, including 0-, 00-, 000-, and 16-weights.) According to AFTMA standards, designations are based on the weight in grains of the first 30 feet of line, excluding the level tip section. For instance, the forward 30-foot section of all 8-weight lines weighs approximately 210 grains.

This same system prevails today, although it has been bastardized to some degree. Many lines are now manufactured slightly heavier than the AFTMA tolerance levels allow so that they are easier to cast with modern powerful rods. For that same reason, a few lines are now being labeled strictly by grain weight (e.g., 250 grains) instead of the designated AFTMA number.

To help reduce any confusion, individuals not yet familiar with weight guidelines should consider using light lines in the 3- to 6-weight range for casting small flies to trout and panfish; 7- and 8-weights for bass; 7- through 9-weights for shallow saltwater flats; 10- through 12-weights for deep flats and nearshore fishing; and 12-weight or heavier for casting to offshore pelagics. This list certainly isn’t all encompassing, but it offers a good starting point for each type of fishing.
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FLY-LINE TAPERS

Taper refers to the contour or shape of a line from front to back. Unfortunately, so many different fly-line tapers are available today that their sheer numbers alone can be intimidating and confusing when the time comes to choose the most appropriate one. It seems that almost every conceivable angling situation and each species of gamefish has its own designated line, and a few even bear the names of some well-known fly fishers. Bass taper, saltwater taper, trout taper, distance taper, and general-purpose taper are only a few of the choices. But despite the ostensibly endless number of tapers available today, all of them are variations of three basic configurations: weight-forward (WF), double-taper (DT), and level (L) lines. Level lines have no taper. Although very inexpensive, they have only limited application and lack the versatility of other lines, so they are not described in detail in this section. Another system that fly fishers occasionally use is the shooting taper (head), a variant of the weight-forward.

Weight-Forward Tapers

Because of their versatility, weight-forward tapers are the most popular. In the hands of a competent caster, they have the potential for making the longest casts without affecting the quality of the presentation. Weight-forward lines have a relatively complex construction consisting of two sections integrated into a single piece. The heavy front “head” section is connected to a thin, level “running line.” By modifying the head and, to a much lesser degree, the running line, manufacturers can create a variety of weight-forward lines designed to perform optimally under different circumstances.

To further understand the dynamics of a weight-forward taper, you must be familiar with each of the head’s integrated segments—the tip, front taper, belly, and rear taper—as well as the overall head length. By varying the lengths and diameters of each of these segments, fly-line companies can design lines with unique casting characteristics.
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Line tapers (top to bottom): weight-forward, double taper, shooting head with running line attached, level.

Tip

The tip of a weight-forward line is a level section up to 12 inches long to which the leader system is attached. Its length allows for cutting off and reattaching the leader system several times without significantly affecting the shape and performance of the front taper. Tip diameter also has a bearing on how a line unrolls. A line with a small-diameter tip allows you to make a more delicate presentation, whereas a thick tip enables a more powerful delivery.

Front Taper

The length of the front taper, in combination with the diameter of the tip, determines the manner in which the fly is delivered and how the casting energy dissipates as the line unrolls during a cast. A line that incorporates a lengthy front taper with a small-diameter tip will dissipate the energy of a cast earlier and more significantly than one that combines a short front taper with a thick tip. Therefore, all other things being equal, longer front tapers are a good choice for relatively small flies or when a quiet presentation is required. On the other hand, a comparatively short front taper has a more powerful turnover that makes it easier to cast large or heavy flies even when it’s windy. However, one of the shortcomings of extremely blunt tapers is that they have a tendency to “hook,” “kick,” or “tuck” at the end of the cast. Some may also land too harshly for spooky fish.
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Line Weight Designations in Grains

Weight
T-weight
2-weight
3-weight
4-weight
5-weight
6-weight
7-weight
8-weight
9-weight

10-weight

11-weight
12-weight
13-weight
14-weight
15-weight

Grains

60

80
100
120
140
160
185
210
240
280
330
380
450
500
550

Tolerance Range
54-66
74-86

94-106
114-126
134-146
152-168
177-193
202-218
230-250
270-290
318-342
368-392
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