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Foreword
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Most of us fish for trout without actually observing them—they’re just a riseform on the surface, or they’re somewhere below in the opaque water column, perhaps eating nymphs. We see the fish when it surfaces to take our fly or when our strike indicator dips with a take. But we should learn to “think with our eyes,” the way the true predator does when it searches for food. That is the subject of Landon Mayer’s new book.

When I taught my grandson to fly fish, I said to him, “Ben, you must learn to observe, to watch your fly as it floats, to think with your eyes. Otherwise you will not see the fish take your fly, and you will not be able to react fast enough to strike and hook the fish. Eventually you will habitually fix your eyes on the fly and react.” I explained to him that we would go to a gin-clear stream where he could observe directly the feeding and other behaviors of trout, to learn about the fish he will try to catch. I explained to him that I had learned the most about trout by observing them in the clear waters of New Zealand. Then, I told him, I began to realize truths about trout that I had never understood before.

Trout are like chameleons: they naturally take on the colors of the stream bottom on which they dwell. They are drift feeders, facing upstream to take their food as it drifts to them. They are investigators, taking into their mouths every drifting tidbit and eating or rejecting it depending on its food value. They have no hands, so they must use their mouths to do the interception and taste testing.

They have feeding lies and hiding lies; one provides them with sustenance and the other with safety. Their sense of smell is much greater than ours, for the olfactory portions of their brains are more evolved than ours—occupying a larger percentage of their (tiny) brains. Wild trout are particularly alarmed by the smell of man; thus, in New Zealand guides always fish upcurrent of the trout.

Trout evolved as both predator and prey: As predator species they prey on drifting aquatic insects and fish. As prey species, they must be able to spot approaching predators from above (osprey and eagles) and below (mink and otter). Their eyesight is nearly full circle (and in all planes), so they can see in all directions except about 10 to 15 percent directly behind. As prey, external movement is their key alarm signal. Their entire bodies act as highly sensitive sound receivers, and wading sounds in quiet waters send them fleeing.

So where does this leave us as trout predators? As Robert Bachman learned in his three-year doctoral studies monitoring trout behavior, conducted on the Penn State University water on Spruce Creek, most wild trout disappeared from their feeding lies before expert fly fishers could approach the stream using stealth and camouflage clothing. Considering this, can we even hope to get close enough to wild adult stream trout to observe them—and catch them?

Yes, we can. There is an old fishing adage that says, “Ten percent of the fishermen catch 90 percent of the fish.” The percentage is overstated. It is more accurate to assert that 10 percent of the fishermen catch 70 percent of the older trout, and they catch them by first locating them, observing their feeding behavior, and then selecting the right fly and presenting it the way the fish expects to see its prey. All of this successful predatory behavior is predicated on our experience. And the most important element of that experience is learning how to spot fish (especially trout in streams), and especially the largest, oldest specimens of the species.
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John Randolph lifts a New Zealand brown that he caught by sight fishing. JOHN RANDOLPH



Developing the eye of the hunter (coure d’oille) is key to successful trout spotting. If you are one of those hunters who can spot deer while speeding by woods, then you understand the concept of the “hunter’s eye.” Human physiologists explain the reaction of the human eye to tonal differences this way: if one differently colored M&M is placed on a traveling belt of uniformly colored M&M candies, the eye instantly picks out the fraud by tonal contrast. Once the hunter’s eye learns to recognize prey shape (morphology), tone, shadow image and movements that “don’t fit the surroundings,” and preferred feeding and hiding locations, his search-image recognition and eye triggers are educated. He begins to think with his eyes. More than half his work is conditionally prescribed. The rest is stalking, spotting, and presentation.

Most successful hunters are born with inherent predatory instincts. They are driven to catch (or kill) a prey. Humans evolved as hunters, after all. But even nonhunters can become superb fishers through training, if they have enough drive to learn the elements of eye-search and recognition as explained by Landon Mayer. It helps to begin the eye training where large fish, especially trout and steelhead (but also smallmouth bass), are found in clear water. Large steelhead enter Great Lakes tributary streams in spring and fall in preparation for spawning. The streams are often small, shallow, and clear, and the fish are many and large. These settings provide excellent opportunities to train your eyes to spot fish and to develop techniques for presenting flies to them, as well as hooking, playing, and releasing them.

What you learn by spotting and watching trout in clear water is that each trout has a distinct personality, much like humans and other animals. This makes fish watching more fascinating, a discipline in itself. Some trout prefer to feed left; others right. Some, in New Zealand for example (where there are no trout predators except humans), prefer to take naps, often in full daylight. Some seem to sulk or lie still. Others are extremely aggressive to fish intruders. Some feed languidly, others frenetically. Some are suckers for the dry; others feed almost exclusively on nymphs in their safe zone, that bottom six inches or foot of water where they feel safe. Others rise upward through the water column, feeding freely and comfortably at all levels.

Spring creeks are perhaps the best places to learn the disciplines of hunting with your eyes. The waters are clear and move slowly, and they produce large, older trout that have learned all the tricks of concealment and survival. Approaching these fish requires exceptional stealth. Perhaps it is the demanding hunting and fishing challenges of the spring creeks of the world that have produced our greatest trout fly anglers. Among those great spring-creek anglers, the one who taught me most in my decades of hunting and fishing for large trout was George Harvey of Pennsylvania, a born hunter and teacher. I think that George would have approved of this book by Landon Mayer, for it describes the psychology and the instinctive and learned skills of the true hunters of fish.

John Randolph

Editor-in-Chief, Fly Fisherman 

September 3, 2008
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One of the best ways to consistently catch larger fish is to focus on looking for them. JACK HANRAHAN



Fly fishing is my life. It is also how I make a living, and I cannot think of a better way to do so. A successful guide will not only get clients into fish, but will provide them with a challenging and rewarding experience so they return time after time. Over the years, I have found that there is no better way to do that than to show them the rewards of sight fishing for trout.

Sight fishing is a way to catch more and larger trout—trout that you can see in a river and that will be passed up by other anglers who cannot see them. Instead of relying on a strike indicator, you rely on a far more reliable indicator—the fish that you can see. You use your eyes to catch more fish; in turn, you are rewarded with seeing more of them strike your fly.

For years anglers have relied on reading the water to locate trout, and on drag-free or swinging drifts at different depths to trigger a take. This is blind fishing. It used to be reserved mostly for nymphing and streamer fishing, though prospecting with dry flies is also common. But those methods are not as effective as sight fishing—at least on the waters where I fish and guide. Over time, and due to water fluctuation, temperature changes, and pressure from anglers of all types, trout have become wise and have had to adjust to survive. Because of this pressure, trout are migrating and holding in new areas that were once thought of as nonproductive waters. In addition, these trout are more wary and less likely to move to take a fly. So accurate presentations are more critical.

Sight fishing has been effective for decades in New Zealand, where it is common to walk a mile or more in between fish. A majority of the encounters in clear New Zealand waters are with large trout, making them easy to spot, but they are also some of the wariest trout to present a fly to. New Zealand anglers had to become accurate as individuals and teams in spotting the fish, approaching and getting into position while the fish remained happily holding in a run. Most important, the anglers had to make every presentation count. They typically got only one to three shots at the fish before they had to start walking again.

These New Zealand strategies and approaches to sight fishing are now useful and critical tools on many rivers in the United States, especially in tail-waters or small rivers, where it is difficult—or in most situations impossible—to have a good distance between you and the fish when you make a presentation. But you still have the upper hand. The guesswork of finding the fish is out of the equation, and you can get into the best possible position to catch the fish. Let’s take a look at some of the advantages of sight fishing.

Catch more large fish. One of the best ways to consistently catch larger fish is to focus on looking for them. It’s that simple. Many anglers go to a pool and hook fish after fish, all relatively small, and call it a day. They are happy because they have had plenty of action. If they catch a big one, all the better. The sight-fishing angler, though, makes his own luck and calls his own shots. You can’t hunt big fish by shotgunning the water.

Take higher percentage shots. It is frustrating to see a fish in a run and know that you are making a good presentation—and the fish is simply not willing to take the fly. But not all fish are willing to eat. The advantage to seeing trout before you make a cast is that you are able to react to the fish’s movements and behavior. If you know what a happy, feeding fish looks like, you will fish more efficiently, passing up the fish that are not interested.
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Stay low and downstream of the trout so that you can get close to the fish without spooking it. A close-up look will let you know how the fish is behaving in the water so that you can determine if it is worth casting to.



Fish with confidence. If you can spot a fish, then you know you are not wasting your time blindly fishing the water. You know that every accurate presentation will be seen by the trout. This eliminates any second-guessing you may have for each drift. The key is to make sure the fish can see your presentation by drifting it through the feeding lane and not letting the current take your fly from the fish’s view. By reading the fish’s behavior, you can confidently adjust your techniques.

Spook fewer fish. One reason that a small percentage of anglers catch most of the fish is because most anglers spook the fish before they ever have the opportunity to cast. If you know that the fish is directly in front of you, or right at the river’s edge, you approach the water with more caution and you will see more trout. Those are the trout that would spook if you rushed up to a run and starting blind-casting through it.

Fish areas that other anglers pass up. This is my favorite part of sight fishing. You arrive at a famous western tailwater. Several cars are in the parking lot, and the river is dotted with anglers at every bend. For many anglers this is a deterrent, and they leave to find other water to fish. But when you are good at sight fishing, you learn to check the water between the conventional fishing spots. The pools may be crowded, but you can have the rest of the river to yourself all day.

Learn about presentation. You want every presentation to count. If you can see the fish and see your flies, you know immediately if your cast is off target, and you can adjust. By watching the drift of the fly, you learn how the currents affect your presentation, and you can make appropriate changes. By gauging the fish’s reactions and watching how your fly moves through the water, you teach yourself how to present the fly under a wide variety of conditions. Watching the fly and the fish, for instance, taught me that while traditional techniques may work, unconventional techniques also work. Drag-free drifts in many situations are productive, but not always. I learned that normal casting motions spook fish and that indicators do not really relay strikes. The fly is not the most important subject in the equation—the trout is.
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Fishing blind is not wrong, bad, or ineffective. When you come across a great piece of water that has all of the right elements but you can’t see any fish, it is certainly worth a few drifts through the run. But there is a lot more to fishing than that.



Catch more fish. At the end of the day, you will catch more fish because you fish smarter. You cover more water in the course of one day, giving you more opportunities to catch trout instead of targeting only the fish holding in a few runs.

While I’m guiding, I love watching an angler transition from using only conventional methods of blind fishing to adding sight fishing to their store of techniques. The thrill and excitement of using this approach can leave you sleepless at night and ready for more, especially when you are hunting trophy-sized trout.

In the winter of 2007 a client and friend of mine, John Nash, booked three courageous days on the water, battling low flows and winter weather. Despite that, John and I decided to give the trip a green light. The first day was a success, getting some of the rust off that had accumulated during the cold winter. With a few quality fish in the net, John and I were clicking as a team. I knew the days to come would get even better, and we’d see more trout in the low water conditions.

While the flows were still low on the second day, the water began to clear and the sun came out, making it easier to see the fish. John’s excitement over seeing the trout actually take his fly was priceless. He was pumped—and we knew the next day was the last chance to see the trophy he was searching for.

We did get a break on day three—not much, but the flows jumped up thirty cubic feet per second. The weather was a mix of sun and snow with some wind. From a teaching point of view, this was great; I could show John tips for different weather conditions. I was feeling good.
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With time and practice, sight fishing pays off. John Nash is rewarded for his passion and time on the water.



That morning, the sky was dark with moisture clouds, and the water’s surface reflected the dark conditions, giving us superb visibility, which we would not have had in sunny or white-cloud conditions. We started way downriver. I was ahead of John, scanning every bit of the deep runs. Just as I was ready to pass through a run, something caught my eye. It looked like a slight movement of a dorsal fin.

I motioned to John to stop and I quickly dropped to my knees. He looked at me in disbelief. I quietly said, “Yes,” with an arm gesture, “I found them,” as I crawled back to the area where John had stopped dead in his tracks. Three huge ’bows were stacked side by side at the very bottom of a deep, 7-foot run. Prespawn fish are the biggest and most challenging trout to see in any river because they haven’t yet colored up.

With John at my left, I pointed to the small pod of giants and told him we would drift above the trout to see if they were eager to take our flies. We both breathed deeply, and then I prepared John to get ready for a downstream battle if he hooked one. These beasts were big.

After a few practice casts downstream, and a few drifts without a hookup, there it was—a slight hesitation, followed by a smooth lift of the rod. The trout when nuts: arm-thrusting head shakes, a nice cartwheel out of the water, and a 100-plus-yard bolt downstream. Finally John was face-to-face with what he was waiting for. Breathing heavily, red in the face, and with the biggest grin ever, he turned and said, “You told me he would be pissed, but that was an understatement!” We ended the day with a 9-pound chrome female, a 10-pound buck, and topped it off with a cherry: a 12-pound bruiser. It was a historic trip for both of us.

The gratification you feel from spotting the trout, watching it take your fly, and seeing it erupt to the surface doesn’t pass quickly. Watching a trout heavier than 10 pounds slowly open its mouth to suck in a midge will give an adrenaline rush to even the dry-fly purists.

Although trout have brains the size of a pea, they can make any angler feel humble. You can never know enough; every day there is something the river and the trout can teach you. So the next time you’re out on the water, take in all you see, and let the trout tell you what to do.
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When sight fishing, let the trout tell you what to do. By gauging the fish’s reactions and watching how your fly moves through the water, you teach yourself how to present the fly under a wide variety of conditions.
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CHAPTER 1

Windows of Opportunity

Spotting trout is one of the hardest fly-fishing skills to learn. Just like one of those three-dimensional pictures you have to stare at for a while before the image appears, trout blend in with their surroundings so well that you have to learn how to look at the water in a special way before they become visible. Sometimes trout seem like they are part chameleon. Add to that disguise the moving currents, varying lighting conditions, and the sometimes impossible glare on the water, and you can understand why spotting fish in the water can be difficult. But it is worth practicing because if you can spot fish when the lighting is bad, you have an enormous advantage over other anglers.

Glare is a fairly broad term that is used to describe several different things, all of which affect your ability to see. There are two types of glare on the water: direct and reflected. Direct glare is the blindness that you experience when you are looking out on the water while facing in the direction of the sun. Reflected glare is the sometimes impenetrable coat of light over the surface of water that prevents you from looking into it. All sorts of things, including the sun and clouds (two of the biggest culprits), are reflected off the mirrorlike surface of the water. Though glare is part of being on the river, there are ways to get around it, or rather see through it. Glare is your worst enemy when you are scanning water: early or late in the day when there is tough glare on the water; on white cloud-filled days that reflect white on the surface; and in early spring or late fall when glistening, white, snow-filled banks reflect on the water. All of these blinding conditions make it impossible to see trout in the water.
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A good pair of polarized glasses will help you combat glare. JACK HANRAHAN



The first thing that you need is a good pair of polarized glasses, which I discuss in chapter 6. Dark objects are less apt to reflect light because the pigments of the color absorb light rather than reflecting it back to your eyes. Finding ways to control light reflecting up into your face gives you a huge advantage. The following are things you can do or wear to help stop the glare from below when you are hunting trout.

•  Make sure the bottom of the brim of your hat is a dark color.

•  Pick frames and models of glasses that cover the sides of your eyes thoroughly.

•  Wear a hood or beanie large enough so that you can pull it down over a baseball cap, making it seem like you are looking out of a dark room.

•  Place your arm underneath your chin to block unwanted rays, or use a balaclava, Buff, or dark neck warmer.

•  Keep the sun at your back.

We will review these in more detail later in the book. In this chapter I explain what anglers call viewing lanes, and how to take advantage of them when you find them. Along the same lines as viewing lanes are viewing windows, which are prime spots that allow you to look into the water. I cover these in more detail in chapter 5, when I discuss some prime spots to look for trout.

Viewing lanes are large, glare-free areas that provide good views of the river bottom. These lanes can come from sun (both the presence or absence of it, and the angle at which the light hits the water), shadows, structure, and sky coloration. Within these viewing lanes are windows—spots that provide good opportunities for you to look into the water. One of the secrets to spotting fish is to learn how to use viewing lanes and windows. Finding these viewing lanes is part of a larger process of learning how to look at the trout stream in a different way in order to see, and eventually catch, more fish.

A viewing lane is nothing more than a section of water without glare. It can be upstream, downstream, or directly in front of you, and it can span anywhere from a few feet to all the way across the river. Viewing lanes are formed in a variety of ways, but the most common is when the source of the glare (the sun and other distracting reflections) is eliminated from the water. When you find one, you can use it to spot fish; it will give you the upper hand.
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When there are a large number of trout holding in calm water with a clear viewing lane all the way across the river, always try to prevent any additional movement to the line, your body, or anything that might cause even the slightest disturbance and spook the trout.



High Sun

A high sun (an hour before and after noon) combined with blue skies provide the best possible viewing lanes. Light is not at an angle and bouncing into your eyes, offering you a view of the entire stream bottom. As long as you keep the sun at your back, you will see fish that would be invisible to you in low light or cloudy conditions. You will never get a larger viewing lane than on bluebird sunny days. If the trout are difficult to see when the sun is at a low angle, wait until high noon to sight-fish. Then you will have at least an idea of where to look for fish in poor light conditions.
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High, stained water often draws in new fresh fish that are difficult to see, but the rewards of sight fishing in these conditions are worth it. This char/Dolly Varden was caught by Eric Mondragon after searching for a fish in dirty water.
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This is a great example of a viewing lane from a strip of dark sky reflecting on the water’s surface. The lane stretches all the way across the river.
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John Barr holds a brown that took a Tungstone in bright sun. High sun provides the largest viewing windows, though the fish are often spooky.



As a bonus, fish activity increases on sunny days during colder weather; as the sun rises, the water temperatures increase and the trout are more active. This activity, even if it is only the fin movement of a trout lying on the bottom of a run, is enough to reveal the fish. But sunlight makes it easy to spook it. The easier it is for you to see the trout, the easier it is for the trout to detect any movement from above.

Friendly Skies

One paradox in the sight-fishing game is that sunny days are best for spotting trout, but they also make trout more wary, almost impossible to catch. Cloudy days, on the other hand, are great for fishing but can make it extremely difficult to spot fish. As a working guide, I am on the water in all sorts of conditions and need to roll with what Mother Nature delivers.

The two worst sky conditions where I fish in Colorado are an abundance of puffy white clouds or a sheet of gray clouds. Those powder days that skiers love make sight fishing an enormous challenge. Low, gray skies act in the same way as the hazy skies typical of East Coast summers. But weather changes quickly, especially out West, and even a slight change can give you a break. Some days when light-gray clouds fill the sky and you can’t see because of the glare—all of a sudden blue sky breaks through the clouds, providing a shortlived window to see into the water. On other days, glare from a late-afternoon sun makes sight fishing difficult, but then a dark cloud rolls in and reflects the dark sky onto the water’s surface, giving you a clear window into the water.

The ideal situation for a viewing lane is dark skies, whether it is the whole sky above or just a part of the sky. This dark reflection eliminates all the glare on the river’s surface and the river bottom will be easy to see—as clear in the dark, reflected areas of the river as it is at high noon on sunny days. Such times are a double bonus because not only can you see better but the fish are also happy to have the cloud cover.

Cloud-filled skies makes for some of the most challenging sight fishing. There is so much glare from the white clouds reflecting off the surface that your viewing lane might be only three feet in front of you. Since your vision is limited, you can’t distinguish fish silhouettes (the first thing that I look for) or color (unless it is a really bright-colored fish), and you have to look for movement. On the other hand, trout are more active and less wary, so their movements are easier to spot, and they certainly respond better to flies.

Cloudy conditions with lots of glare makes it so hard to see that you spook a lot more fish—you simply can’t see far enough ahead of you. But just because you spook a fish doesn’t mean that you can’t catch it. After the fish spooks, try to follow where it went—if it is a large fish, you might see its wake. When the fish stops, approach it cautiously. If you lose sight of the fish, wait a few minutes; most of the time the trout will return to its feeding lane.

As a general rule, large, migratory fish that have entered the river from a lake, reservoir, or ocean will settle down faster than wild year-round stream residents. The key is to not rush a cast to the moving target. Wait until the fish settles down, and then try a presentation. If you can’t see the fish, for instance if it is in the late evening or early morning, make a cast short of the last area where you saw the wake. Many anglers do not realize that most of the trout hooked in these conditions have spooked before any casts are made. In some cases, if the fish hadn’t spooked, you would not even know it was there.

Shadows

One thing is for sure: trout are not afraid of the dark. Large browns hunker down during the day and become predators at night. All trout love shadows where they find refuge while they feed. These areas supply great cover from predators.

During the late afternoon, the sun drops and shadows lengthen, creating great lanes to see the fish. For example, tall lodgepole pines along the riverbank cast long shadows, stretching almost all the way across the river. On the other hand, a small patch of willows lining the run make a shadow that fish will feed in. I have seen giant trout find comfort in only a foot-long shadow.


[image: img]

White clouds provide the worst conditions for spotting trout because the water reflects the white. Slow down and thoroughly scan the water in these conditions.
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Dark skies during the first or last hour of daylight make the reflection on the water’s surface almost disappear. This is when you will find more trout, and they are not wary of any predators from above.



However, a disadvantage to these magic hours is that your own shadows are more prominent. To prevent spooking a wary trout, adjust your positioning on the water and approach the area with a low profile—and I mean low. I have had to cast while lying down.

When you find a shadowed area to target fish, you have to be in that shadowed area as well. You will not see very well if you are in a bright area, trying to look into a dark one. When you are fishing in a canyon, finding shadows is relatively easy because of the high walls. When I am fishing the Dream Stream, which is more or less open, shadows are harder to find. In some instances, I look for a shadow from a 5-foot-high willow on the river’s edge. In this situation, I go to the side of the river where the fish is holding and get downstream of the fish in the same shadow. Once I spot the fish, I find a marker directly in line with where the fish is holding—such as a rock or a branch or whatever—and then move across stream, into the light, to make the presentation. This is the best way that I know of to catch brown trout in the fall, when trout are only willing to come out of hiding to feed in the shadows. When the river is shadowless, the fish remain in cover.
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