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INTRODUCTION TO THE SECOND EDITION




The first edition of Essential Trout Flies was inspired by a fishing trip to Hartenstein Lake in the Colorado Rockies with author Ed Engle—Tying Small Flies—Judith Schnell, then editor and now publisher at Stackpole Books, and the late David Detweiler, longtime president of Stackpole, to whom this book is dedicated. I waded out deep to stand on a boulder far from shore, and caught an occasional passing trout from my pelagic stance. David waded out to the next boulder over, separate from me by a longer fly cast than I’d ever be able to make. He didn’t enjoy the same sort of luck.




I was able to take just one or two cruising trout on each fly, then had to change it out, go to something else, catch another one or two, change again when that one began to fail. You’ve had that happen to you. Every time I danced a trout David would call over, “What did you hook it on?” I’d call the name of the fly back to David, assuming he’d just tie that pattern on, catch a trout or two of his own. It didn’t happen.




When the trout quit cruising and it became time to wade back to shore, I joined David and asked to see his fly boxes. He didn’t fish for trout often. He had just one. It contained none of the flies I’d named. But the flies I’d used were the sort that I thought should be in any essential selection: Parachute Adams, Olive Woolly Bugger, Pheasant Tail Flashback, on and on as the day and the trout demanded.




From that day, on a beautiful lake surrounded by sunstruck mountains in the Colorado Rockies, arose the idea for a pared-down selection of essential trout flies that would cover a broad spectrum of trout-fishing situations. Such a selection would not include exact imitations for every nit or gnat one might ever encounter. But it could be carried easily, in two or at most three light fly boxes, and they would hold flies that would catch trout almost all of the time, almost anywhere in the world. With such a selection, a person who fished for trout somewhat casually, as David did, would always be out there with flies that worked. As important, an angler who fished for trout moderately, or even extensively as I do, could be a lot less burdened without sacrificing any trout.




Hence the first edition of this book was born.




The list of those essential trout flies, and therefore the pattern styles selected for this second edition, have changed in the fifteen years since the first edition. Some old styles, either not often used or found not as pleasing to trout as they used to be, have been dropped. Many more new styles, tied with new materials and tying techniques available now, or found necessary to please trout that seem to be more demanding than they used to be, have been added.




I’m pretty certain that the selection of flies listed in this new edition of Essential Trout Flies will improve your own fishing, as it has mine.




Dave Hughes




Portland, Oregon




February, 2017
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Part 1 Learning to Tie Trout Flies





You can, of course, buy all the flies you’ll ever need to catch all the trout you desire to catch. If your fishing is limited to a couple of weekends, or a short week vacation, each year, that might be the cheapest and most logical thing to do. If you fish much more than that, and have time to tie, you’ll benefit greatly from tying your own flies. No matter how many days each year you fish, you’ll always find satisfaction in catching trout on flies that you’ve tied yourself.




The first part of learning to tie is to create a space in which to do it. That might be as simple as a sewing basket filled with minimal tools, hooks, and materials, and a clean, well-lighted kitchen table or desk top on which to spread them for the moments when they are in use. It might, at the opposite end of the spectrum, be an entire room or even basement filled with a vast expansion of the same tools, hooks, and materials. Most likely your place to tie will land somewhere between the two extremes: perhaps a desk with a set of drawers and a bookshelf above it for fly-tying references. If it can be permanent, that would be perfect.




Whatever your setup, organize things so you can find them easily, and as those things begin to expand, label them so you know where they reside in your space. One way to calculate the need for some new tool or material is the equal need for a new fly to be tied with it. When you require something specific, that’s the moment to add it to your shopping list.




When tying, lay out the hooks, tools, and materials for the fly on which you’re working, all near at hand. If you’re tying by the half dozen or full dozen, which you should, prepare enough materials for that number before you begin constructing the first fly.




The most important skill in trout fly tying is thread control, made much easier by the use of a thread bobbin. You’ll progress faster if you first learn how much tension a particular thread will withstand, so you can tie close to that maximum while rarely breaking it. You’ll tie neater flies if you take the minimum number of thread turns needed to secure a material to the hook, avoiding thread buildup. Be sure to leave space for the head of each fly.




Strive for perfection, but don’t obsess over it, at least at first. Trout aren’t going to grade your efforts. They’re just looking for something swimming in the water or floating on top of it that looks alive and good to eat. If your first flies have clobbered up heads or a few fibers sticking out in wrong directions, it might make them look even more alive to a hungry trout.




Be patient in your tying. Leave speed to commercial tiers. Strive instead for enjoyment in your tying, and the satisfaction of learning to tie a particular fly style. Tie with a plan. Experiment all you want, because that’s how new flies get invented, but for the most part tie flies straight into fly boxes to fill some need that you’ve met out on the water, in the world where trout swim and eat.




CHAPTER 1 Fly Pattern Simplicity





Individual trout fly patterns are almost all variations on a set of standard themes, called pattern styles. The traditional and most famous dry fly style, often called the Catskill dry though the form originated on chalkstreams in England, is an example. It has been varied endlessly by changing the materials and colors chosen for bodies, wings, hackles, and tails. Each variation has acquired its own name: Adams, Light Cahill, Royal Coachman, on and on. But the basic shape of every traditional dry fly is the same, and so are those minimal parts: just body, wing, hackle, and tail.




The steps with which you tie those parts onto a hook are also always the same, no matter the individual pattern you’re tying within the style. When you’ve learned to tie any traditional dry fly, for example the Adams, then you’ve learned to tie them all. If you think of all trout flies in terms of variations within styles, rather than viewing them as a vast scattering of individual patterns, then both your fly tying and trout fishing will be greatly simplified. You just need to learn to tie a few pattern styles, not an infinity of individual dressings.




Within each pattern style, a single dressing is often best known and defines the style. Traditional drys have their roots on our continent in Theodore Gordon’s famous Quill Gordon, which had its own origins in hackled dry-fly patterns that Frederick Halford set in stone on British chalkstreams in the late 1800s. The Adams is the most famous dressing in the traditional style today because it catches so many trout, for so many fly fishers, all across our continent and on several others. The Elk Hair Caddis was the first pattern, and is still the most famous, in the elk-hair style originated by late Montana guide Al Troth. His dressing has grown into a pattern style that has been varied almost endlessly.




[image: The famous Adams is the core dressing in the traditional style of dry flies. Learn to tie it, and you’ve learned to tie all variations in the same famous style. ]




[image: The traditional-style dry fly is based on the shape of the mayfly dun. These vary widely in size and color, but all have the same essential sailboat shape. If you learn to tie one traditional dressing, you can easily tie variations that match the full range of mayfly hatches.]




[image: The essential Elk Hair Caddis captures the shape of tent-winged caddisfly adults, giving a realistic impression of the naturals when afloat on rough water. Clip hackle off the underside and it will float flush on the surface of smooth water.]




If you begin by tying and fishing just the single most useful fly in each of the fly styles listed in this book, you’ll be armed with an effective assortment of flies in your boxes the next time you go fishing. At the same time, you’ll be prepared to tie any variation within each style when you encounter a situation in which one of the other patterns in the style will solve a problem for you. If you know how to tie an Adams, and a hatch of size 16 Blue-Winged Olive mayflies happens on your favorite trout stream, then you’ll already know how to tie a Blue-Winged Olive to match it, because it’s tied with the same set of steps as the Adams.


[image: Caddisfly adults show themselves to trout in a range from very large size 4 Fall Caddis to tiny size 20 Little Sister Sedges. But they all have essentially the same shape, and can be matched with variations on a single pattern style.]




If you learn to tie a single pattern in any fly style that matches a specific hatch, you then know how to tie its variations, and you can match any other hatches in a given insect order with variations of the first pattern. All mayfly duns have the same sailboat shape; they vary only in size and color. All caddis adults have tent-shaped wings, short and portly bodies, and lack tails; they vary only in size and color. All stonefly adults have wings held flat over long bodies with little taper. They vary wondrously in color and size, but are all basically that same shape. The same holds true with midges, damselflies, beetles, and ants. If you learn to tie a pattern style that captures their shape, you can work changes on the size and color to match them all.




When you’ve mastered the hackled traditional dry-fly style, you can tie a match for any mayfly species that hatches on a riffle or run. The hackle floats the fly well in somewhat rough water. When you go on to master a single dressing in the Sparkle Dun style (page 56), with its lack of hackle and more exact profile of the natural, you’ll be able to tie a match for any mayfly dun that emerges on smoother water. Once you’ve learned to tie the original Elk Hair Caddis, you can tie a size and color variation to match any caddis species that hatches anywhere in the world where trout swim.






This applies to searching dry flies as well. When you learn to tie a Royal Wulff (page 46), you’ll be able to tie any hair-winged and high-floating Wulff variation. They’re excellent for finding trout that are forced to make quick decisions about what is acceptable to eat, especially in riffles, broken runs, and brisk pocketwater. A Wulff fly that floats without fuss on difficult water will catch far more trout than any exact imitation that refuses to stay afloat.




The same learning curve applies to nymphs, wet flies, and streamers. If you learn to tie a Gold-Ribbed Hare’s Ear nymph (page 92), you can tie Dave Whitlock’s famous Fox Squirrel Nymph just as easily. Learn to tie a single soft-hackled wet, flymph, or traditional winged wet fly, and you’ve learned to tie them all. If you learn to tie the somewhat difficult spun deer hair head and collar on a Muddler Minnow (page 144), then you’ll have no trouble with any of its many effective variations.




In the chapters on pattern styles I’ve emphasized in bold the individual dressings that are effective standards, or that have become essential in my own fishing. They’re the ones you’re most likely to find in my fly boxes when I’m caught out on a trout stream or stillwater. These dressings have caught a lot of trout, for a lot of people, in a lot of places. If you’re learning to tie, and at the same time learning to fish for trout, the patterns in bold are a good place to start. They’ll catch fish for you, too.




If you’re further along, have other ideas, or have encountered hatches and other situations that call for different dressings within a style, then tie and carry those. You probably don’t fish the same waters I do. You probably don’t think like I do; I hope you’re smarter. You should experiment with listed variations, try them on trout. When you find one that makes magic for you, that’s the one that should be represented in bunches in your own fly boxes. Confidence in any fly is often the factor that leads to it being tied to your tippet, which causes it to catch trout, and in turn converts it into a favorite for you.




[image: Your list of favorite trout flies should arise from your own trout fishing. Learn to tie essential pattern styles, then base your individual pattern selection on what works best for you.]




You’ll catch far more trout on your own favorite flies, over the years, than you will on mine. You might even find it desirable to create your own variations, invent your own patterns, even name them after yourself. If you work those changes on pattern styles that are already known to take trout, then you’ll be making them on themes that have proved themselves for lots of other anglers.




CHAPTER 2 The World in Two Fly Boxes





I recommend at the outset that you buy two fly boxes, one for dry flies, the other for sunk flies. Don’t buy awkward and outsize boxes, and don’t buy tiny ones. Do buy those of at least modest size that will fit comfortably in the pockets of whatever you use to tote your fishing gear on a stream, whether it’s a vest, belt bag, chest pack, or old-fashioned creel. It’s best if your boxes have several rows lined with lots of slots, to hold not only the flies that cover the core of your fishing, but also leave expansion gaps: room for experiments.




If you fill these two boxes with a somewhat disciplined array of patterns chosen for their coverage of a wide range of trout-food forms, you’ll have a basic set of flies that prepares you to catch trout no matter where in the world you fish. The same two boxes assure your success over the widest range of fishing conditions, on your home waters and in your travels.




I also recommend strongly that if you fish lakes and ponds at all, you add a third fly box exclusively for stillwaters, for three heavy reasons. First, predominant stillwater food forms are different from those most common on moving waters, and you’ll need different flies to match them. Second, trout get a better gander at what they’re about to eat in water that is not moving, and therefore they become selective more often on lakes and ponds than they do in rivers and streams. Third, if you tie a minimal box of flies dedicated to stillwaters, then you don’t need to carry your stream boxes when you’re in a float tube or pontoon boat, casting long over a lake.




If your flies are chosen right and you fish just a few times a year, these two stream boxes, and a lake box if you add one, can contain all the flies you’ll ever need. After each trip, merely tie to replace the flies that you’ve lost, whether they’ve gone to trout or to trees. Then your boxes will be perpetually prepared. You can grab them and go fishing, knowing you’ll rarely arrive at a stream or stillwater lacking flies that will catch trout.




As you advance as a trout fisher and fly tier, these two or three boxes will still serve as the core of the complex and growing set of fly boxes that most experienced anglers slowly accumulate. My two central fly boxes, one for drys and the other for sunk flies, are often all I take to my home waters, and just as often all I pack for trips to distant trout waters. I know from long experience that these two boxes—three if my destination includes the possibility of some stillwater fishing—will contain almost all of the flies I might need. As a qualification, never deny yourself the pleasure of a visit to a fly shop nearest the waters you visit on a trip. The purchase of a few flies is always a good exchange for the excellent information you’re certain to get. And those flies you buy will solve any problems that are peripheral to your core set of flies. They’re a good reason to leave those expansion gaps in your fly boxes.




As you get into a wider array of trout-fishing situations, and begin to tie more flies, you can build around the core boxes with smaller fly boxes, adding them one at a time as need and desire coincide. The first added box might hold dry flies dedicated to specific hatches, perhaps another for nymphs based on specific naturals, and a third for wet flies if you fish them as often as I do. I wrote a book titled Wet Flies and fish them far more than most folks. A final box, not small, would hold an expanded streamer selection for big trout. If you let the number of these fly boxes get out of hand, you’ll begin to understand the need for that boat bag.




Even if your fly list is already complex and contained in several fly boxes, I recommend here at the beginning that you buy two new fly boxes and start tying a disciplined core set of essential trout flies to fill them. Begin by tying the pattern in each style for which the tying steps are shown and described in this book. For each dressing given, the most useful sizes are indicated in bold. Tie those sizes first, and tie at least a half dozen of each of the chosen sizes, at least at first. Never tie a single fly to see if it works. Tie at least two or three, and better yet, a half dozen. It takes a few flies to master the steps in tying any fly. And if you trot out to a stream or lake with one fly of a kind, you’ll lose it just when you discover it has magic against trout, and you’ll never remember what it was or how you tied it.




[image: With careful fly selection built around the most important flies in each fly style—dry, nymph, wet, and streamer—you can carry just a couple of fly boxes but still catch trout anywhere in the world.]




Do your best to tie all of your flies into fly boxes. Whether they’re replacements to fill gaps left by flies lost on the last trip, or experiments tied for the next trip, find a place for them in boxes you’ll have with you when you’re fishing. This prevents the sort of mess that every tier is forced to deal with from time to time: a catastrophe of new flies and old flies, good flies and bad flies, proved flies and frightful gestures toward flies, all scattered and tangled and sneeze-blown across a tying bench where no trout will ever be able to get at them.




No book about trout flies should ever be separated from trout fishing. Tie a core set of flies that cover most trout-fishing situations, and take that core set of flies fishing. As you spend more and more time on trout water, you’ll work your way toward your own core set of favorite flies: the 10 to 20 patterns that you wind up tying to your tippet most often because they catch the most trout for you, not for me.




You can never beat recent success at catching a trout, or better yet a bunch of them, as a reason to tie a fly.




CHAPTER 3 Fly-Tying Tools





To tie an essential set of trout flies, you need a basic set of fly-tying tools. A minimal selection will do all that you need and will have the advantage of fitting nicely into a portable tying kit that you can take with you on fishing trips. Tools cover a cost spectrum from so cheap they are marginally useful to so expensive they could be considered investments. Those at the low end should be avoided; they’ll cause you little but frustration. Those at the upper end tend toward complexity and specialization, neither of which will serve you until you specialize your own tying.




Tools of moderate price are functional, and because they’re least specialized, they’re most versatile. Buy just those that you need, at least at first. If your budget permits it, you will have no trouble finding a tool to facilitate every imaginable task in tying. Save your money until you feel the need for that tool.




You can buy your initial tying tools, along with a minor supply of hooks, threads, and materials, in a fly-tying kit. Most kits offer second- or third-rate gear to keep their price low. The cheaper the kit, the less useful its contents. If you buy a kit at moderate cost, it will usually have functional tools. You can then focus further purchases on quality materials, and later acquire better tools individually, over time, as you gain experience and learn which are most suited to the way you like to tie. If you’d like to save money in the long run, buy useful tools individually in the short run.




Vise. A trout fly vise should have adjustable jaws to securely hold hooks from tiny size 22s up to large size 4s. The jaws should be opened and closed with an accessible knob, lever, or spring-loaded handle that is quick and easy to operate. The stem of the vise should be adjustable for height, or the right height for you when you buy the vise.




You can buy most vises in either clamp model, to attach to the edge of a table or desk, or pedestal model, to sit atop the same level surface. The clamp configuration is lighter, and best only if you tie in a fixed location that is suitable for it. The pedestal version requires a heavy base, but can be moved at will for cleaning up your tying area or use in a portable tying kit. A convenient place to clamp a vise is not always available in a motel room, but you’ll never have trouble placing a pedestal vise anywhere.




Vises come with fixed or rotary barrels. A fixed vise holds the hook rigid, and you wrap materials around it. A rotary vise allows you to rotate the hook like a piglet on a spit, and feed materials onto it. I own many vises. They’re almost all rotary, though I don’t often use them as true rotaries when tying trout flies. They do, however, allow me to change the hook angle for a particular operation, and enable me to see the far side of a fly. I recommend you buy your first vise with the rotary function, and learn to use that function as you find it useful. Buy a materials clip with it, to hold materials such as ribbing tinsels out of the way while they wait their turn to be wrapped on the hook.




Scissors. Your first tying scissors should be sharp, have straight blades and fine points. The finger holes must be large enough to let you slip your thumb in and out of one side, while the other side remains permanently fixed between the first and second knuckle of your tying-hand ring finger. If you’re a right-handed tier, the scissors will remain in your right hand, and this will be referred to throughout the book as your tying hand. If you’re left-handed this will be reversed; the scissors will stay attached to your left hand, and that hand will be called your tying hand. The other hand is referred to as the off-hand, and will be your left if you’re right-handed, and your right if you’re left-handed.




[image: Some vises with the rotary function have adjustable angles of attack on the fly (left). True rotaries have a fixed angle (right). Whichever you purchase, you’ll get used to it quickly, and soon swear there’s no better way to do it.]




Learn to tie with scissors constantly in your tying hand. If the finger holes are too small, you’ll be forced to set them down and pick them up again every time you need to cut something. That will slow your tying dramatically. You might want to set them down when a fly is finished, but as you get used to keeping them in place, you’ll go through an entire tying session with your scissors right where they’re the most handy. Once you get used to holding them they rarely get in the way—or are even noticed until you need them.




I once walked out of my backyard writing and tying studio, stepped into the house to fetch something, and my wife introduced me to a visiting friend. I reached out to shake her hand. I’d been tying. Disaster was narrowly averted when I noticed the perpetual scissors just before they caused an incision.




Thread Bobbin and Bobbin Threader. The bobbin will be your most active fly-tying tool, used for every turn of thread. Buy a good one, with heavy wire or metal legs that can be adjusted with pliers for the proper tension on thread spools. The barrel should be one to two inches long, and ceramic. Thread will wear grooves in metal bobbin throats, which will fray or cut your thread. If you consider yourself to be tying enough trout flies to reward a small investment, have your first purchase beyond the basics include four thread bobbins. Keep them loaded with 6/0 or 8/0 thread in the colors you’ll use most often: black, olive, tan, and one empty to switch out to gray, orange, yellow, or some other color required for a specific dressing. By keeping the main colors loaded, you avoid the need to re-spool every time you change threads.




The bobbin should surrender thread only when you roll the spool with the ball of your thumb. When hanging, it should never move. If it needs adjusting, use pliers to bend the legs slightly in to tighten it or out to loosen it. Use a wire bobbin threader to load your thread, if you’re using ceramic. If not, use dental floss threaders, which won’t damage the barrel of your bobbin.




Hackle Pliers. Simple oval hackle pliers made of metal will work well for most of your tying. Be sure they are large enough to accommodate the insertion of your index finger. Those with metal-to-metal tips might cut your hackles if they have an over-heavy grip. A rubber or plastic sleeve on one of the tips will eliminate this problem. Or you can use fine emery cloth to reduce sharp edges.




An electrical clip costs almost nothing and might serve as the only hackle plier you ever need. As an added advantage, you can clip a finished fly into it and examine it from every angle, even set it out for display at fly-tying fairs.




Though it’s not an essential tool, a set of parachute hackle pliers hinged to give the working end a flexible angle makes hackling parachute dry flies much easier. You’ll achieve better-looking—and fishing—flies with less breakage of fragile hackle stems. Parachutes are among the most essential trout flies. This tool will make tying them a lot more pleasant.




Whip-Finish Tool. I recommend you start tying with a good whip-finisher. Later you might graduate to finishing flies with your fingers. I do it that way, as I find I never have to reach down to the tying bench and pick up my fingers to whip-finish a fly. But a tool lets you learn the whip quickly and well, allows precise placement of the knot, and reduces the number of times you’ll break your thread when snugging down your wraps, in the beginning. Instructions on how to use one will come with the tool you buy. Be sure to follow them, as all whip-finishers are different.




Tweezers. Tweezers are handy for removing hooks from their container, for holding beads while you fumble them onto a hook, and for numerous purposes that will spring to mind when you’ve got them handy on your bench. You can buy special tweezers for holding beads, and I recommend you do that as soon as need arises, which if you tie with small beads won’t be long. Be careful of tweezers that are “hook shooters.” I had one pair that looked perfect, but their points would suddenly collapse and fling every third hook violently across the room, never to be seen again.




De-barbing Pliers. Keep a pair of fine-pointed pliers on your tying bench to de-barb hooks before you tie flies on them. If you de-barb after you tie, you’ll sometimes break a hook and waste all that tying effort. It will happen most often on the smallest hooks, which can be the most difficult on which to tie a fly.




Be sure the points of your pliers are fine enough to fit inside the gap of the tiniest hooks on which you’ll tie trout flies, usually size 20 or 22. You can use your hemostat, when astream, for de-barbing hooks just before you fish them. But some hemostats have blunt tips, and won’t work, and again you risk breaking a hook and having to discard a finished fly.




Hair Stacker. When you cut most hairs from the hide, whether deer, elk, calf, or moose, the tips will be uneven, and you’ll need a hair stacker to align them. Clean fuzzy underfur from the butts first, place the hair down the stacker barrel tips first, and tap the base of the stacker on your tying table or vise pedestal a few times. Hold the stacker level, remove the end of the barrel, and you’ll find the tips magically aligned. Point the tips in the direction you want them attached to the hook before you remove them from the stacker so you don’t need to switch the hair from hand to hand before tying it in, which will often stink up the stacking.




Bodkin. A bodkin is simply a needle fixed to a stick. It’s useful for applying head cement, and also for picking out dubbing to make it rougher after you wrap it onto the hook. You’ll find a hundred uses for a bodkin, and should always have one handy on the bench. If you use head cement, it can become a primary tool for you, but you’d be better off buying a dispenser that has a needle fixed into the bottle lid.




Dubbing Roughing Tool. You’ll often want to pick out your dubbing to make your fly more alive in the water. You can use your bodkin point, or glue Velcro hooks to a Popsicle stick. The tool shown has a dubbing hook at one end, a dubbing rougher in the center, and a half-hitch tool at the other end.




Dubbing Loop Tool. You can twirl dubbing loops with your fingers, or by attaching your hackle pliers. If you tie with loops as often as your author, you’ll find use for a simple tool to make the job a bit quicker.




Beeswax and Dubbing Wax. Most of the threads you’ll use in tying trout flies will come pre-waxed. You’ll not need to wax your thread in the normal course of tying. For tying wet flies with Pearsall’s Gossamer silk threads, which are unwaxed, beeswax will be needed on the first inch of thread, to get it started on the hook shank, and the last inch, to help hold the whip-finish when the fly is tied off.




[image: Tools you’ll find either necessary or at least useful for tying the flies in this book: (top) waterproof pens in green and brown; (second row, left to right) scissors, bobbin, bobbin threader, hackle pliers, electrical clip, parachute hackle pliers, whip-finisher, tweezers; (bottom row, left to right) de-barbing pliers, hair stacker, bodkin, dubbing roughing tool, dubbing loop tool, head cement, beeswax, tacky dubbing wax, and cyanoacrylate adhesive.]




Many flies call for loose and fibrous dubbing loops, and you’ll need sticky dubbing wax for these. A small tube will last a long time, and will fit in your portable kit when you get around to assembling one.




Tying wax should be odorless; smell it before you buy it. Trout have an excellent sense of smell. You’ll use wax most often on sunk flies. If your wax has an odor that repels trout, you’ll always wonder, but never know, why your luck stinks.




Head Cement. A single whip-finish with a drop of head cement is the traditional way to secure the head of a finished trout fly. Many tiers, with me in the bunch, usually dispense with the cement, especially on flies to be fished beneath the surface. Most head cements have some odor, and I prefer to go odorless. Dry flies are taken solely by sight, so it doesn’t matter on them. If I need to increase the security of a fly head, most often on large flies, I’ll add a second whip-finish.




Cyanoacrylate Adhesives. Marketed as Zap-A-Gap, Super Glue, or Krazy Glue, these are useful in fly-tying operations, but not very often in the construction of a set of essential trout flies. It’s called for most often for salmon, steelhead, or saltwater flies. It’s mentioned in this book a few times, but it does have some odor, and I avoid it even where pattern originators call for it.




Waterproof Pens. Patterns often call for materials in colors that nature fails to provide. For example, a few dressings call for grizzly hackle feathers dyed olive. You can purchase a dyed rooster cape for the few feathers you’ll use, or you can buy a green waterproof marking pen, place the appropriate feather on a paper towel, and run the pen once or twice along the feather, or the feather once or twice along the pen. Let it dry before you tie with it, or you’ll stain your fingers green. The same applies to other colors: Until you tie a lot with one color, a pen is cheaper than a cape.




You’ll find use for a brown marking pen if you tie certain foam flies for grasshoppers and large stoneflies. Since they’re among the most successful dressings, buy a brown pen if you’re going to fish over those hatches.




Waste Container. I keep an old ceramic coffee mug on my tying bench to hold tag ends of this and that. Better systems include a frame that suspends an open bag beneath the vise, held in place by the weight of the heavy pedestal. Rather than catch a material and make the needed motion to deposit it in the mug, you can just snip it from the fly and drop it into the bag.




I use the bag on the bench and a mug for travel. I’ve never made the mistake of dropping fur and feather clippings into my morning cup of coffee when I’m using the bag suspended beneath the vise.




Tying Light. Good light is among the most important factors in any fly-tying setup. It should be bright, directed toward the fly you’re tying and not into your eyes, and as close as possible in the natural spectrum of outdoor colors. I use two 100-watt bulbs in student lamps on extended and articulated metal arms. Many lights are designed specifically for tying, but I’ve found them necessary in my own tying only in a portable tying kit. Motels never come with enough light to tie decent flies.




[image: The author’s tying bench in a rare uncluttered moment: Vise with disposal bag beneath; tools laid out to right; room for materials to the left; light-colored background behind, which after long use is heavily stained. ]




Tying Bench. I tie at a flat white-topped desk with sets of drawers on each side. The handiest drawer contains hooks, others an array of tools and materials that are used less often. Most materials are kept in stacks of plastic drawer sets. They’re labeled: deer hair, elk hair, threads and flosses, CDC, marabou, rooster hackle, hen hackle, packaged dubbings, furs on hides, feathers of all sorts, on and on and on. Keep your setup simple, organize it logically, label everything. If your containers are not airtight, consider putting things in Ziploc baggies and set them in the freezer overnight on an irregular schedule to kill any moth larvae that might creep in after dark.




Whatever type of tying area you use, cover the surface behind the vise with a sheet of light blue or green matte board, from an artist’s supply store. It’s cheap, easy on the eyes, and provides an uncluttered and high-contrast background behind the fly you’re tying. Keep the background clear of tools, materials, coffee cups, and anything else that might get in the sightline of the fly in the vise.




For backgrounds in a portable kit, buy or otherwise acquire the large pale green cloths that are often used as place mats or napkins in restaurants.




CHAPTER 4 Fly-Tying Materials



Like tools, you’ll need only an essential set of materials to tie an essential set of trout flies. They won’t cost a lot. I recommend you buy those that will tie a core set of flies, and expand your materials purchases gradually as you widen the scope of the flies that you tie. An upsurge in innovation in recent decades has increased the prospects for spending hundreds of dollars on fly-tying materials, if you desire to do so and perhaps even delight, as many do, in the process. If you’d like to do that, I’ll offer no hindrance, just the advice not to rush into it until you know what will serve your needs.


The following discussion will focus on items you’ll want to tie the flies listed in this book. They can be purchased a few at a time as you adventure into new styles.


HOOKS


Hooks in the size range used for trout flies get smaller as their numbers get larger, from size 2 at the largest down to size 24 at the smallest. Even-numbered hooks are used in today’s standard numbering system on our continent, for example sizes 12, 14, and 16, which happen to be the core set of sizes for trout fly hooks. It’s possible to buy hooks in odd-numbered sizes, for example 13, 15, 17, and so on, which are more common in the U.K. and Europe, but there will be no call for them in this book.


You’ll tie occasional streamers and rare big nymphs on large size 2 and 4 hooks. Most of your tying in the large range of trout flies will be on size 6, 8, and 10 hooks. Average drys, nymphs, and wet flies are tied on those core size 12, 14, and 16 hooks, because that’s the size range of the most common trout foods imitated with flies. At the small end you’ll use size 18, 20, and sometimes 22 hooks if you do much hatch-matching on the smooth currents of spring creeks and tailwaters, over selective trout feeding on tiny insects. Hooks, and flies tied on them, come both larger and smaller, but they don’t find a place in an essential set of trout flies.


[image: Hook sizes in the range useful for tying trout flies get smaller as their numbers get larger. Those shown are standard dry-fly hooks, (from top) size 16, 14, 12, and 10. ]


[image: Parts of a hook. Material lengths are usually related to features of the hook on which you’re tying. Examples are a tail the shank length, which would be shorter than a tail the full hook length, and a hackle collar that is usually one and a half to two hook gaps long.]


Hook models are defined by the length of the shank and the diameter of wire from which that shank is made. A hook with standard wire and a standard shank length would be about right for a wet fly that you wanted to sink a few inches. Dry flies are more often tied on standard-length hooks made with light wire, nymphs on heavy-wire hooks. Streamers are tied on hooks with standard or heavy wire but extra-long shanks.


The variation from standard length and weight is described in Xs. A 1X short hook has a shank the length of a standard hook one size smaller. A 1X long hook has the shank of a hook one size larger. A 2X long hook has the shank length of a hook two sizes larger. A 3X long hook has a shank the length of a hook three sizes larger.


A 1X fine hook is made with wire that would be standard for a hook one size smaller, a 2X fine with wire for a hook two sizes smaller. A 1X heavy hook is made with wire standard for a hook one size larger, a 2X heavy with wire for a hook two sizes larger. A 1X fine hook is excellent for dry flies; a 2X heavy hook is good for wet flies and nymphs. (Various manufacturers refer to X-heavy hooks as X-strong or X-stout. They all refer to the same thing: a hook tied with wire standard for the next larger hook size.)


Throughout this book, hooks will be referred to in dressings by their description, such as 1X long, 2X heavy, not by specific brand name. More often, they’ll be described as standard dry fly or standard nymph, etc. Following are descriptions of hooks for the most common uses in tying an essential set of trout flies.


[image: Hooks of different lengths serve different purposes in tying trout flies. In general, the hooks shown (top to bottom) are used for: 1X long standard nymph and wet flies; standard length, for drys and some wets; 2X long, nymphs and drys; 3X long, streamers, nymphs, large drys; 4X long, streamers.]


Dry-Fly Hooks. Standard dry-fly hook, as listed in dressings in this book, will refer to a hook model with a standard-length shank and 1X fine wire. Examples are the Tiemco TMC 900BL (barbless) and TMC 100; Mustad R50 (was 94840); Dai-Riki 305; Daiichi 1180 (standard wire) or 1100 (in sizes 16-24 with a slightly larger than standard eye, for ease in threading a tippet); The Fly Shop’s TFS 100.


Many dry flies tied for emergers, with the after end submerged while the front end floats, suspended by a parachute hackle or CDC wing, are tied on light-wire curved hooks, often referred to as scud hooks. Examples are Tiemco TMC 2487; Mustad C49S; Dai-Riki 125; Daiichi 1130.


You’ll find standard dry-fly hooks useful in sizes 10 through 20, curved dry-fly hooks in 14 through 20.


Nymph Hooks. Standard nymph hook in this book refers to a hook that is 1X long and 1X or 2X heavy. Examples are Tiemco TMC 3761; Mustad S82 (2X long, 3X heavy; was 3906B); Dai-Riki 060; Daiichi 1560; The Fly Shop 3761.


Many large nymphs, for example those tied to imitate Salmonfly nymphs and Golden Stones, call for 3X long, 1X or 2X heavy hooks. Examples are Tiemco TMC 5263; Mustad R73 (was 9671); Dai-Riki 710; Daiichi 1720; The Fly Shop 5263.


[image: Hooks most commonly used for tying nymphs (top to bottom): 2X heavy curved scud hook; 1X long standard nymph; 3X long curved shank; and 3X long straight shank.]


Nymphs tied for some scud and caddis pupa patterns call for curved shank hooks with 1X or 2X heavy wire. Examples are Tiemco TMC 2457; Mustad C068; Dai-Riki 135; Daiichi 1120; The Fly Shop 2457.


You’ll find use for standard nymph hooks in sizes 10 through 18, long-shank hooks in sizes 6 through 12, and curved hooks in sizes 12 through 18.


Wet-Fly Hooks. The standard wet-fly hook has a standard-length shank made with 1X or 2X heavy wire. Examples are Tiemco TMC 9300 (1X heavy) and TMC 3769 (2X heavy); Mustad S80; Dai-Riki 070; Daiichi 1550; The Fly Shop 3769.


To keep your initial hook purchases down, you can tie wet flies on 1X long standard nymph hooks without deleterious effect. If you tie and fish wets as much as I do, you’ll want standard wet-fly hooks in sizes 12 to 18.


Streamer Hooks. The standard streamer hook is 3X or 4X long, made with 1X or 2X heavy wire. Examples are Tiemco TMC 5263 (3X long, 2X heavy) and TMC 9395 (4X long, 3X heavy); Mustad R74 (was 9672); Dai-Riki 700; Daiichi 1720 (3X long, 1X heavy) and 1750 (4X long, 1X heavy); The Fly Shop TFS 5263 (3X long, 2X heavy) and TFS 9395 (4X long, 3X heavy).


Your streamer tying can be accomplished, for a core set of them, on hook sizes 4 through 12.


FUR AND SYNTHETIC DUBBING MATERIALS


Body dubbing materials can be and, at least at first, should be kept quite simple. You’ll want a fine-fibered material that can be rolled tightly to the thread and then wrapped into a slender body on the hook, most often for dry flies. Synthetics are fine; they absorb less water than furs such as rabbit. You’ll also want a coarse-fibered dubbing that is loose and fibrous on the hook and when fished in the water. This will be best for nymphs, wet flies, and streamers. Furs mixed with Sparkle Yarn can be purchased in any color you’d like.


A caution about color: dyed natural furs such as rabbit change color when wet, and it’s likely that you intend to get most of your trout flies wet. Be careful about colors when you get into matching specific insects, whether with dry or sunk flies. If you’d like to see the color of a material before fishing it, place a glass of water next to your vise. When you tie the first fly, toss it into the glass, see if the color you get when it’s wet is the one you’re after.


[image: At a minimum you need two types of dubbing, one fine for tight and water-repellant dry-fly bodies (right) and one rough and water-absorbent for nymph, wet fly, and streamer bodies (left). Buy each type in a narrow range of colors, listed in the text. ]


A near infinity of new dubbing types have arrived on the market in recent years. All are excellent, most are for specific uses, some related to trout fishing, many to other kinds of fishing. Buy the basics listed in the following paragraphs, but experiment at will among the many other offerings.


Dry-Fly Dubbing. Many synthetic dubbings are designed specifically for dry flies. They’re fine-textured, easy to handle, take readily to pre-waxed thread, can be used to vary the body of a fly from very slender to somewhat stout. They come in all colors, often labeled for the hatches they are dyed to match. All materials manufacturers list dry-fly dubbing as a basic material. Examples are Umpqua/Metz Superfine, Wapsi Super Fine, Hareline Micro Fine Dry Fly Dub, Trout Hunter’s René Harrop Pro Dub Dry Fly.


A short list of dry-fly colors would include gray, black, olive, tan, rusty brown, and pale yellow.


Nymph and Wet-Fly Dubbing. Many nymph dubbing types are on the market, made by every materials manufacturer, available in your local fly shop. They’re all good. Most are blends of rabbit fur with the guard hairs left in and snippets of Sparkle Yarn added for hints of flash. These can be twisted tightly to the tying thread to form a slender body with some fibers protruding to provide slight activity in currents. They can be dubbed loosely onto the thread or captured into dubbing loops to form very fibrous and spiky bodies that work well in the water, making your flies look alive. Examples are Hareline’s Hare-Tron or Hare’s Ear Plus and Trout Hunter’s René Harrop Pro Dub Caddis/Emerger/Nymph.


A foreshortened list of nymph and wet-fly dubbing colors would include gray, black, olive, natural hare’s ear, and pale yellow. Many other colors are available, and you’ll want to buy them as need arises. If you don’t find what you like on the market, you can blend various fur and Sparkle Yarn colors patiently in the palm of your hand, or swiftly in an old coffee grinder. You’ll come up with the exact color you want. Cut the Sparkle Yarn into quarter-inch lengths before blending.


Natural Furs. Muskrat is excellent for various gray-bodied flies. Pine and fox squirrel hides have furs that vary in both length and color. You’ll find use for both. Rabbit and squirrel are dyed in an array of colors and cut into strips for flies such as Zonkers. Australian opossum, beaver, otter, mole, and a few other furs can be bought if you find need for them.


HACKLES


Hackles are feathers from the neck or saddle of a rooster or hen chicken, or from land birds such as partridge or starling. Most hackle is wound as a collar surrounding the wings or close behind the head of a fly. Sometimes it is palmered, wrapped the length of the hook shank, over the body. Often hackle is tied parachute, wound around the base of a wing post. Hackle fibers are also tied in as tails, or used to represent legs of a natural insect. In the case of a dry fly, hackle is stiff, supports the fly and helps keep it afloat. On nymphs, wet flies, and streamers, the hackle is softer, absorbs water to help the fly sink, and should move with any currents to give a sunk fly life.


Rooster Hackle. Dry-fly hackle comes from a rooster neck, also called a cape. These feathers have fine stems, some reflectance or sheen, and stiff individual fibers of almost equal length as you go up the stem. Dry-fly hackles have little webbing, the interlocking barbules between fibers, to absorb water, so they repel it, which is what causes a dry fly to tiptoe on the water. A good rooster neck will have feathers for dry flies ranging from size 8 down to 22, allowing you to tie trout flies in any size.


[image: Rooster half-necks in the most useful colors (left to right): brown, grizzly, medium dun, and medium ginger, with a dark dun half-saddle patch. ]


Rooster necks are graded according to the number of feathers on the neck, individual feather quality, and density of feathers at the small end. Grade 1 necks are worth their price, but many experienced and even professional tiers find that grade 2 and even 3 necks are good bargains for tying the most common range of trout flies. Buying grade 1 or 2 half-necks is also a good way to get a materials list started.


I recommend that you buy four colors to start: brown, medium dun, medium ginger, and grizzly (barred black and white). Let your budget determine the grade that you get.


Saddle hackle, from the rooster’s rump, can be a bargain for tying drys. The feathers are longer. Good ones have fibers the same length from butt to tip. A single feather will have enough hackle for at least one fly. Some saddle feathers will tie half a dozen or more flies. A saddle patch, unlike a neck, will offer a restricted range of sizes, but it’s not difficult to find one covering the sizes you tie most often, say, 12, 14, and 16.


Hen Hackle. Hen necks and saddle patches are better than rooster for wet flies, nymphs, and streamers. The feathers are softer, giving a fly more movement in the water. They have more webbing, which absorbs water, helping a fly sink. And hen is much cheaper than rooster.


When buying hen necks, look for long feathers with fibers of equal length along the stem, and also for sheen when you turn the neck under light. The number and quality of feathers in usable sizes will determine the grade of the neck—and therefore its price. It’s fun, but far from necessary, to buy the best.


[image: Hen necks in (left to right) medium dun, grizzly, brown, and medium ginger, with a brown hen back (center).]


Hen saddle patches, hen backs, usually have feathers too large for hackles on average-size trout flies. They’re useful as legs on certain flies, for example the Lightning Bug nymph, and for hackle collars on large nymphs and streamers. Buy hen backs when you settle onto a specific need for them, or substitute hen neck feathers.


You can outfit yourself to tie most of the sunk flies listed in this or any other book with hen necks in brown, medium dun, medium ginger, and grizzly.


Land-Bird Hackles. Many wing and body feathers from birds such as Hungarian partridge, grouse, starling, and snipe make perfect hackles for soft-hackled wet flies. You can buy these feathers plucked and packaged, but you will find a lot of waste, and will get only a narrow range of sizes. To get the full range, it’s best to buy an entire skin. You’ll use partridge the most, and it might be all you ever need, though I recommend a starling skin as well. When choosing a partridge skin, be sure it’s been skinned around the neck and head, where the small feathers for size 14, 16, and even 18 soft-hackled wet flies are found.


[image: Starling (left) and Hungarian partridge (right) are useful enough that they should be bought as full skins.]


FEATHERS


Many types of feathers are incorporated into trout flies, in many different ways. You’ll need at least a small selection at the outset, some of them such as marabou in a narrow range of dyed colors.


Turkey and Goose. Paired turkey wing feathers are used for wings on some streamers, wet flies, and rare drys. Turkey tail feathers, called oak turkey or mottled turkey, find use as wing cases and shellbacks on many nymphs. These should be sprayed with artist’s fixative or coated lightly with head cement to keep them from fraying.


Turkey and goose feathers are just as important for biots, the short fibers on the leading edges of the primary wing feathers. These can be wound as herl for distinctly segmented bodies on both dry and sunk flies. Turkey biots tend to be longer and wider, better for flies size 12 and up. Goose biots are usually shorter and narrower, useful for flies size 14 down to tiny. Always soak biots for a few minutes before winding them on a hook. Wet a paper towel, place the needed number on it, and fold the napkin over them. Take them out as needed. Biots can also be used as forked tails on nymphs.


Don’t cut biots from the feather stem if they’re to be wound as bodies. Strip them off instead. The tiny notch on one side of the biot butt tells you which way to tie the biot to the hook. To get the segmented body that is usually desired, tie the biot in at the tail end, on the near side of the hook, with the notch up. If you desire a smooth biot body instead, tie the biot in with the notch down. To avoid lumps, always lay an even base of thread forward over the hook shank before winding a biot body.


You can get by with goose biots in olive, pale yellow/PMD, blue dun, rusty spinner, black, and white. They’re not expensive. Buy turkey, and further colors, as your tying demands it.


Turkey breast and flank feathers are level across broad tips, and are called turkey flats. These are excellent for wing posts on parachute dry flies. Buy packets in white, tan, light and dark dun, and you’ll have all you need.


[image: Strung peacock herl (top, left to right); ostrich; mottled turkey tail feather; turkey wing feather; pheasant tail; peacock eye; (bottom, left to right) turkey flats in dyed dun and white; strung marabou. ]


Peacock Herl. Fibers from the peacock eye feather, when wound around the hook shank as herl, create a body that reflects tiny points of light. It’s not known for certain why, but almost any fly incorporating peacock herl becomes a killer on trout. It’s used on many dry flies, nymphs, wet flies, and streamers. You can buy it strung in bunches, which might be beneficial if you’re a commercial tier. An eyed feather has a range of fibers from narrow to broad, for a range of bodies from slender to portly. Buy a packet of eyed feathers; they’re inexpensive, and you’ll use them a lot.


Peacock herl is fragile, easily cut by the teeth of trout. Reinforce it by wrapping it together with your tying thread, or by counter-winding ribbing wire over it.


Ostrich. The individual fibers of an ostrich feather can be wound as herl. The stem is stouter, so it’s not necessary to reinforce it, as it is with peacock and pheasant herls. Ostrich absorbs more water, so it’s not useful for dry flies, but can be used for nymphs. For a start, buy light gray for the famous Ray Charles sowbug imitation (page 121) and white for the gills on some stonefly nymphs.


Marabou. Soft marabou fluff condenses when wet and undulates in the water when retrieved. It makes excellent tails and wings on nymphs and streamers. The famous Woolly Bugger-style streamer (page 148) gets its success from the inherent action of marabou. Buy at least olive and black, in what is called “Woolly Bugger quality.” A vest lacking Woolly Buggers in those two colors could be said to be empty. It’s also used in olive for damselfly nymph imitations.


Pheasant. Fibers from the long center tail feathers of a rooster pheasant are reddish brown, the color of many natural insects that trout eat. These fibers can be wound as herl to form a body that is exceptionally attractive to trout. Like peacock herl, pheasant tail herl needs to be reinforced with thread or ribbing wire.


Pheasant tail fibers also find use as tails for wet flies and nymphs. Buy at least one pheasant tail feather with the longest individual fibers you can find.


Rooster pheasant rump patches have feathers with long, soft fibers of a mottled olive cast. When wound as hackle they are useful for the famous Carey Special (page 125), which should be one of the first flies tied into your stillwater fly box. You’ll want a pheasant rump patch if you spend much time fishing lakes and ponds.


[image: Goose biot (left top); paired hen pheasant secondaries (left bottom); paired mallard primaries (left to right); turkey biot; paired mallard secondaries; lemon wood duck flank (right, top to bottom); mallard flank natural and dyed lemon; and separated biots (bottom right).]


Hen pheasant wing primary and secondary feathers provide prime wings for traditional wet flies. If you tie wets, you’ll want to purchase a whole hen pheasant skin. They’re not expensive. By buying a skin you’re assured that the wings are paired. Because I tie and fish a lot of wet flies, I pluck paired feathers from matched hen pheasant wings, and tape them together at their bases, concave sides together. When I want a set of wings, I can snip them out together and transfer them to the fly without the difficult step of aligning them.
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Your list of favorite trout flies should arise from your own
trout fishing. Learn to tie essential pattern styles, then base

your individual pattern selection on what works best _for you.
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Strung peacock herl (top, left to right); ostrich; mottled turkey tail feather; turkey wing feather; pheasant tail; peacock eye;
(bottom, left to right) turkey flats in dyed dun and white; strung marabou.
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Hooks most commonly
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and 3X long straight
shank.






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_010.jpg
/
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materials to the left; light-colored background behind, which afier long use is heavily stained.
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Starling (left) and Hungarian partridge (right) are useful
enough that they should be bought as full skins.
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Tools you'll find either necessary or at least useful for tying
the flies in this book: (top) waterproof pens in green and
brown; (second row, left to right) scissors, bobbin, bobbin
threader, hackle plicrs, electrical clip, parachute hackle pliers,
whip-finisher, tweezers; (bottom row, left to right) de-barbing
pliers, hair stacker, bodlin, dubbing roughing tool, dubbing
loop tool, head cement, beeswax, tacky dubbing wax, and

cyanoacrylate adhesive.
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Caddisfly adults show themselves to trout in a range from very large size 4 Fall Caddis to tiny size 20 Little Sister Sedges.

But they all have essentially the same shape, and can be matched with variations on a single pattern style.
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Hen necks in (Ieft to right) medium dun, griz=zly, brown,
and medium ginger, with a brown hen back (center).
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Parts of a hook. Material lengths are usually related to

features of the hook on which you're tying. Examples are a
tail the shank length, which would be shorter than a tail the

full hook length, and a hackle collar that is usually one and
a half to two hook gaps long.
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The essential Elk Hair Caddis captures the \hape of tent-
winged caddisfly adults, giving a realistic impression of the
naturals when afloat on rough water. Clip hackle off the
underside and it will float flush on the surface of smooth
water.
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The famous Adams is the core dressing in the traditional
style of dry flies. Learn to tie it, and you’ve learned to tie all
variations in the same famous style.
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Rooster half-necks in the most useful colors (left to right):
brown, grizzly, medium dun, and medium ginger, with a
darke dun half-saddle patch.
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With careful fly selection built around the most important flies in each fly style—dry, nymph, wet, and streamer—you can

carry just a couple of fly boxes but still catch trout anywhere in the world.
y i iple of fly boxes but still catch Y he world





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_020.jpg
Soose biot (left top); paired hen pheasant secondaries (left bottom); paired mallard primaries (left to right); turkey biot; paired

mallard secondaries; lemon wood duck flank (right, top to bottom); mallard flank natural and dyed lemon; and separated biots
(bottom right).
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