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    Preface

    Novice fly fishers can learn the rudiments of the sport from any number of good books. Experts and specialists can pick from hundreds of volumes devoted to advanced fly fishing and narrow topics. This book aims to land between the extremes, to offer some ideas and advice beyond the scope of beginners’ primers while still exploring a sufficient range of topics to serve all-around anglers who fly-fish in freshwater streams and rivers. My hypothetical readers have been enjoying this sport for at least a few years, fish for trout and probably some warmwater species, have learned most of the rudiments, and would like to improve their skills and knowledge.

    I don’t have much to say about specific hatches or particular fly patterns. Those are important, of course, but real and artificial flies tend to be local or regional topics, and they’re ably covered by many other writers. The chapters of this book deal with topics other than bugs: some of the mechanics of fly tackle, leaders and rigging, techniques and methods for using various types of flies, the whereabouts of fish and the general kinds of food that they eat between hatches, and tricks that can make fly fishing a little less frustrating and a little more fun. I won’t insult your intelligence by claiming that this book will carry every reader to some hyper-advanced level of expertise. But I hope that most freshwater fly fishers will find some useful ideas between these covers; I’ve tried to make this a practical book for practical fly fishers.

    Three of the best tips that I can share do not require whole chapters, so I’ll pass them along here.

    First, work on your casting, even if you’ve been fishing for decades. Very few fly fishers, including me, cast well enough, and no one can cast too well. Fresh- and saltwater guides universally agree that if they could magically impart one skill to their clients, they would give them the ability to throw the line. Take lessons, study good casting books such as those by Ed Jaworowski, and practice what you learn. Better fishing depends mostly on better casting.

    Second, use your feet. We’ve all heard that 10 percent of the anglers catch 90 percent of the fish. I don’t know if that’s true, but I’ve noticed that 90 percent of the anglers seem to occupy the 10 percent of water nearest the parking areas. Let other guys jostle for space under the bridge. You’ll find a better experience if you follow the path upstream or downstream until it becomes faint and narrow, and then press on for another quarter of a mile. It’s astonishing how many anglers simply refuse to walk more than a few hundred yards. The summer before I started this book, a friend introduced me to a lovely stream high in the southern Appalachians, a fast, rough, pristine little river full of wild brown and rainbow trout. From the nearest paved parking area, we have to hike two-thirds of a mile to a footbridge that crosses the stream. Granted, it’s a steep two-thirds of a mile. But my friend tells me that in 1997, the last year in which the owners of the land kept written records, anglers made seventy-seven visits to this marvelous place. For about 80 percent of the year, no one tried to catch those wild trout.

    Hoof it. At worst, you’ll get some exercise.

    Third, enjoy the great variety that American waters offer. Perhaps, like many anglers, you love trout more than other fish. Fine. But why scorn the bass and panfish that flourish in so many of our streams? I once baffled a good-natured Briton by remarking that he came from an impoverished angling culture. When he asked what I meant, I pointed out that his homeland lacks crappies, blue-gills, rock bass, smallmouths, largemouths, Kentucky spotted bass, and pickerel; when he went fly-fishing at home, he had to settle for trout or salmon. My British friend thought that I was joking. I wasn’t. We’re lucky to have our warmwater fish. Sometimes they’ll test us; compared with some river bass I’ve met, brown trout are pushovers. And when warmwater fish aren’t fussy, they’re more fun than an angler has any right to expect to have.

    Cast better, walk a little farther, appreciate whatever fish your local waters provide. Those are three of the secrets of happy anglers. The fourth, I think, is curiosity, an eagerness to learn new tricks and understand how things work. This book’s purpose is to share such tricks and understanding as I’ve acquired. I hope you find it useful.

  


  

  
    1

    Cast 90 Feet—Whether

    or Not You Want To

    The colorful fly-rod ad in the glossy magazine was a fair specimen of its type. It showed an angler firing an astonishing length of line over the water, his casting arm extended until his shoulder tendons creaked and his six-inch-tall loop zooming toward the distant horizon of the beautiful setting. The headline said something about never settling for second-best performance. Beneath the photo, a dozen lines of copy made reference to the rod’s ultra-high-modulus fibers, revolutionary resin system, and groundbreaking taper design. No fish is out of reach for an angler using one of these rods, the ad implied.

    We shouldn’t be too hard on companies that commission ad agencies to create such messages. This is America, and Americans want the latest, coolest, fastest, highest-performance stuff, even if we don’t always need it or know how to use it. Take a look around. Folks who drive barely well enough to negotiate parking lots buy 300-horsepower cars that look great creeping along at 12 miles an hour in urban traffic jams. Citizens purchase computers more powerful than anything NASA had for the Apollo program so that they can send ungrammatical e-mail and dirty jokes to friends who don’t have time to read the stuff anyway. Consumers bring home stereos that can reproduce frequencies inaudible to the human ear and generate enough volume to make concrete buildings crumble, and then listen to talk radio or collections of music with such titles as Greatest Dentist-Office Hits of the Seventies.

    [image: ]

    A high-modulus, high-performance, extra-fast-action fly rod is a marvelous casting tool. But is it the right tool for this kind of fishing? Softer, slower-action rods make more sense for many anglers.

    There’s no harm in any of those things, of course—a certain amount of overcapacity, perhaps, but no real harm. Fly fishers, however, can do themselves some harm when they blithely accept the notions that the possession of an allegedly high-performance fly rod somehow translates into high-performance angling and that the latest, hottest long-distance rod is always the best one to use. In fly fishing, overcapacity can hurt you.

    Not that I have anything against the newest, lightest, highest-modulus fly rods. In many circumstances, they are wonderful casting implements, light and crisp and a joy to use. Most of them are also tougher and less likely to break than their forerunners were.

    But too many anglers don’t understand that when it’s applied to a fly rod, the term “high-performance” doesn’t refer to what the rod does. A fly rod doesn’t do anything. If it’s truly a high-performance model, a rod lets or perhaps helps a very good fly caster do certain things in certain situations. The rod’s qualities might or might not matter to you or me; sometimes they might even hinder us from fishing well.

    Before considering why a high-performance, high-modulus rod might not be the best one to have, perhaps we should spend a minute looking at what happens when we cast and thinking about the differences between this year’s most-hyped line launcher and a fly rod made, say, twenty-five years ago. This line of inquiry is more complicated and involved than many anglers suspect.

    BEND AND STRETCH AND TRY NOT TO COLLAPSE

    Obviously, a fly rod bends when you make a cast with it. How easily and deeply it bends and how vigorously it straightens (“recovers” is the usual term) determine its casting properties. So far, it’s all pretty simple. But the event of bending is not so simple as it seems. A typical graphite fly rod is a tapered tube. This tube consists not of a solid substance (as, say, a copper pipe does), but of several materials. The carbonized fibers that make the rod springy run lengthwise. A plastic resin holds the carbonized fibers together. You can think of a graphite rod blank as a hollow, tapered bundle of long, extremely thin wires held together by epoxy glue. That’s a crude picture, but it suits our purpose.

    When a rod bends, the fibers on the outside of the curve are stretched. They don’t like stretching, and they want to return to their original length. That’s why the rod straightens when the load is removed. The “modulus” that anglers and rod companies make such a big deal of is a truncation of “modulus of elasticity,” a measurement or mathematical description of how a material behaves when stretched. A high-modulus fiber resists stretching more and returns to its original length more forcefully than a low-modulus fiber does. Graphite is a higher-modulus material than fiberglass, and that’s the main reason that a graphite rod is stiffer than a glass one.

    Every time you cast, then, you stretch part of your fly rod. As the rod bends, another thing happens: The tube’s cross section wants to go out of round. That’s true of any tube, as you can demonstrate by bending a plastic drinking straw. Bend the straw more than a little bit, and it suddenly kinks and collapses at one point. Anyone who has tried to bend electrical conduit without a proper tool has experienced this same problem.

    If a fly rod’s cross section goes out of round under stress, the tube kinks and collapses, and the rod breaks. A tubular fishing rod must maintain its round cross section under considerable strain. Rod builders use the term “hoop strength” to refer to this requirement. With fiberglass, hoop strength wasn’t an issue. Most glass rods were (and many still are) made with woven cloth in which equal numbers of fibers lie at right angles to one another; half the fibers run lengthwise, and the other half run across the blank. The crosswise fibers form hoops and, not surprisingly, provide hoop strength. That’s why most fiberglass rods are so tough; they have loads of built-in resistance to deforming and kinking because half of the fibers contribute to structural integrity.

    For the most part, the carbonized fibers that give a graphite fly rod its power and spring run along only the lengthwise axis. Since these lengthwise fibers do not form hoops, they contribute nothing to hoop strength. If made with materials available in the 1970s, when graphite fishing rods first came on the market, a fly rod consisting only of carbon fibers and plastic resin would collapse and break instantly when bent.

    Blank makers had to find ways to build hoop strength into carbon-fiber tubular rods. The easiest way is to use a layer of woven fiberglass called “scrim.” Fiberglass scrim works perfectly well, and many rod manufacturers still use it in some or all of their blanks. Its main drawback is that it adds a little weight.

    That’s where rod technology stood circa 1980—lengthwise graphite fibers to provide stiffness and spring, a layer of woven fiberglass scrim to provide hoop strength, and a plastic resin to hold the whole works together. This arrangement had two advantages over all-fiberglass rods, as least on paper. First, graphite rods bent less deeply and straightened more forcefully than glass rods did. Generally, that translates into longer and more accurate casts. Second, graphite rods weighed less than their glass counterparts, because graphite lets a blank designer use less material to produce a desired degree of stiffness. Graphite isn’t inherently lighter than fiberglass—a pound of one weighs as much as a pound of the other—but a graphite fishing rod simply contains less stuff than a glass rod built for the same job.

    The benefit of lower weight lies not in reduced exertion for anglers, but in better casting. If two rods were made with materials of identical modulus, the lighter one would recover more quickly. Less mass also means less jiggling or bouncing that throws shock waves into a fly line and robs distance and accuracy from the cast.

    So far, all the news is good for everyone. When graphite sticks hit the market, fly fishers instantly had lighter, crisper rods with which they could make longer, more accurate presentations that required fewer false casts. Anglers had never had it so good; fish had never had things so tough.

    But progress marches relentlessly onward. Sometimes, theory outpaces practice.

    MORE EQUALS BETTER—OR DOES IT?

    You might recall the scene in Casablanca in which the beautiful young refugee woman faced with a tough decision asks Rick his opinion of M Renard, the police captain played by the immortal Claude Rains.

    “He’s like other men, only more so,” Rick replies.

    That’s a good analogy for what has happened with graphite fly rods over the past twenty years: They’ve become more so. Fly rods have changed because of the natural and laudable inclination of engineers and designers to take any product to a higher level, the pressures of a crowded marketplace, and the buying public’s love of buzzwords and five-second explanations of complicated topics.

    If graphite is better than fiberglass, then higher-modulus graphite must be better than lower-modulus stuff. If x-modulus fibers do all manner of wondrous things for fishermen, then 2x-modulus fibers must do twice as many good things or do them twice as well—or both, in the arithmetic of marketing.

    And so the race begins. Finding higher-modulus material wasn’t hard. Indeed, the fibers used in the stiffest, highest-performance fly rods are, by the standards of larger industries, only medium-modulus material. The trick was finding ways to use higher-modulus graphite to make tubular rods that didn’t break. As I understand it, the challenge was not so much overcoming any inherent brittleness of materials as finding ways to maintain and improve hoop strength in rods made with them while also keeping weight to the bare minimum.

    The technical details of rod-design progress don’t matter to this discussion. Besides, they’re beyond the ken of most laymen (or at least this layman). It’s sufficient to note that rod makers have adopted new resins that in themselves provide greater hoop strength, and that they’ve found ways to make scrim with carbon fibers rather than fiberglass. Thanks to those and some other innovations, manufacturers can now employ higher-modulus graphite than they could a decade ago. On paper, and often in practice, that means lighter fly rods that throw lines faster, farther, and straighter.

    The newer materials also lend themselves to increasingly powerful and aggressive blank designs, and that’s why some of us run into problems with some contemporary fly rods. It’s not that the materials are innately bad or wrong; they’re not. But they allow and even encourage blank designers to make rods that are simply too damn stiff for the kinds of fishing that many of us enjoy. Many high-performance fly rods are designed with the help of champion casters, and they just don’t work very well in the hands of an average guy fishing at modest distances.

    “No problem,” you say. “I use a 6- or 7-weight line with my new 5-weight UltraBlaster rod, and it works fine.”

    Well, okay, but that seems a bass-ackwards approach to things. No matter what the label on the rod says, you’re fishing with a 6-or 7-weight outfit. Didn’t you want a 5-weight rig in the first place?

    Fly fishing begins with the line. We throw our fat, heavy lines because our lures are too light to throw by themselves. You cannot cast a Hare’s Ear nymph with a spinning rod; you have to sling a length of thick, plastic-coated string and let that heavy line drag the fly to its destination. By definition, fly fishing consists of casting the weight of the line rather than the weight of a bait, lure, float, or sinker. The fly fisher’s lure is a passenger, not a projectile.

    [image: ]

    In the hands of an average angler trying to make a short- or medium-range cast, an overly stiff, powerful fly rod bends only a little (top). The caster ends up doing more work and finds the rod tiring to use. A softer rod that bends more deeply (bottom) will make this angler’s casting easier and more pleasant. The right rod isn’t necessarily the one that can throw the most line.

    I choose a 4-weight line for some jobs because it has enough mass and no more. Naturally, any fly I can cast with a 4-weight outfit is even easier to cast with a 6-weight rig. But the thicker, heavier line makes for less graceful deliveries that might spook more fish. And the lighter line lets me use a lighter, more limber rod that gives me greater pleasure when playing a fish, particularly such specimens as I catch.

    Having picked a line, I now want a rod that will let me cast as much of the string as I need to and have fun doing it. This is where many stiff, high-performance rods designed for heroes don’t work for me and many other anglers. Such rods are designed to carry and propel a great deal of fly line, often much more than we need to throw. With a short line, they don’t load well, and casting with them is actually more work than it is with my older, softer, technically inferior sticks. It’s a lot less pleasurable, too. This is why some of us have returned to glass rods for much of our fishing: They work beautifully in our worlds, and they feel nice.

    I can cast pretty well, particularly when I follow my own advice and practice between outings. Call me a braggart, but I’d say that I’m slightly above average. My backcast is strong and fast and tight, and I can double-haul. I build my own rods and understand how they work.

    In fresh water, though, I do nearly all of my fishing at ranges of 50 feet or less. The rivers and streams that I like best do not require (and often don’t permit) 60-foot casts. When I fish a bigger river, I try to break it into manageable 50-foot chunks and fish each section carefully with a length of line that I can easily control and mend. On a lake or pond, it’s usually better to move the boat than to make a longer cast; 40 feet of line allows me more control over a popper or a bass than 80 feet does. Even saltwater angling does not always require heroic casts. Most of the guides with whom I’ve discussed the subject agree that speed and accuracy often matter very much in the salt, but that sheer distance matters less often. And when a guy does need to make 100-foot casts all day, chances are that he’ll use a shooting-taper line, which means that he’ll carry only 30 to 40 feet of line in the air.

    Some anglers do need to cast far with a conventional, full-length fly line. But experience and observation suggest that most of the time, most of us don’t. Let’s examine a couple of medium-distance casts and see what happens when we make them.

    Suppose the target is 45 feet away, and you need to reach it with a 9-foot, 5-weight trout outfit. (It’s very instructive to go outside and actually measure 45 feet.) Your leader is 9 feet long. The rod forms part of the length of the cast; let’s be conservative and say that the rod contributes 7 feet, since it’s not perfectly horizontal as the line rolls out toward the target. So, when the fly alights on the target, you will have 29 feet of fly line outside the rod. Almost certainly, though, you shot some of that line on the presentation cast. Again, we’ll be conservative and say that you shot 5 feet of fly line. At the start of the delivery cast, then, you had 24 feet of fly line outside the rod.

    Of course, that line is not all the same diameter. The line’s thin tip and part of its front taper weigh very little and therefore contribute very little to loading the rod. Let’s be safe and set aside the first 4 feet of the fly line as too light to put much load on the rod.

    That means that you expect to load the rod with only 20 feet of relatively heavy fly line to make your 45-foot presentation.

    But what if the rod was designed to load most effectively with 35 feet of line outside the tip, and then only in the hand of an expert caster who can move a fly rod much faster than the rest of us can? These days, that’s not unlikely. With your paltry 20 feet of line, the rod functions merely as a lever and not as a powerful, efficient spring. You have to push the rod hard to make it bend, and even then the line barely wafts toward the target. With an unusually wind-resistant fly, you might not be able to make the cast at all. After half an hour of forcing the rod to bend, you’re exhausted.

    We can run the exercise from the other direction. Let’s say that a softer, lower-modulus 5-weight rod loads well and recovers smoothly with the belly and just a little of the rear taper of a weight-forward line outside the tip. If you have 7 feet of front taper and tip, 25 feet of belly, and 2 feet of rear taper in the air, you have 34 feet of line outside the rod. Add 9 feet for the leader and 7 feet for the rod’s contribution. With the fat part of the line outside the rod, you should be able to shoot a fair amount of the thinner running line; let’s say 10 feet.

    Do the math: 34 + 9 + 7 + 10 = 60 feet. So a rod that loads easily and well with just the fattest part of a weight-forward line in the air—a rod, in other words, that behaves like an old-fashioned fly rod—will let you easily hit targets 60 feet away.

    Go out in the yard and measure 60 feet. Be honest, now: How often do you fish beyond that distance in fresh water? And how well can you manage and mend that much line?

    These strike me as realistic numbers, but a lot of high-performance fly rods don’t work well with them, because the rods are designed to carry and throw considerably more line. With 25 feet of string outside their tips, these rods simply don’t bend very much. That’s not a criticism of the rods or the folks who make them. Today’s most powerful fly rods are astonishing casting tools. They’re just not the right casting tools for the fishing that a lot of us do.

    Don’t fault manufacturers for making and promoting their supersticks. For one thing, the high-performance rods have plenty of uses. More important, many anglers don’t think about the subtleties of casting and fishing. A “Cast Farther!” headline in an ad is a convenient handle for customers to grab and a simple, powerful message for the advertiser to use. Before we blame rod companies for selling us stuff that we don’t need, we should ask ourselves if we’ve bothered to learn anything about the products and their functions. We buy Formula 1 race cars for driving in a subdivision with a 25-mile-per-hour speed limit. Whose fault is that?

    Perhaps the greatest irony is that our collective obsession with sheer distance and sexy buzzwords eclipses the truly good news about fly rods. The new resins and manufacturing methods that permit the use of higher-modulus fibers also can make all fly rods a little lighter and a lot more durable. Rods that fire a mile of line are useful to only a handful of anglers. But big improvements in rod-making technology benefit all of us. Somehow, that message gets lost in the hype.

    APPROPRIATE PERFORMANCE

    So how does a garden-variety, reasonably proficient fly fisher go about picking a rod? First, don’t even ask what a rod weighs or what kind of graphite it contains or how it compares to this or that high-end rod. None of those things matter in the real world; all of them are symptomatic of what a friend in the trade calls “yuppie equipment anxiety.” And it seems to me that when fishing tackle serves as a status symbol, the real point of going fishing has been lost.

    You want a rod that works pleasantly, easily, and comfortably in your world. Start by paying attention to how you fish. On average, how far do you cast? Bring an indelible marker when you go fishing, and mark the line where you grab it at the end of a cast; the mark will let you perform realistic tests with a rod that you’re contemplating buying. Do you make many roll casts? You might want to test a rod with a slower action. Do you usually pick up only half (or less) of the line that you originally cast? In this case, you certainly don’t want the stiffest fly rod in the shop. How well do you cast after, say, three hours of hard fishing? If you tire as quickly as I do (a problem caused by too much time at a desk), you want a forgiving rod, not a lightning-fast superstick that demands perfect form and timing every cast.

    Selecting a new fly rod is a personal business. But I’d bet that if you approach the job thoughtfully, you’ll decide that you’re happiest with something other than the sexiest, trendiest, highest-performance rod in the store. You will probably settle on something that feels softer and slower than the line cannons touted in glossy ads, a rod that actually bends with 20 to 25 feet of line outside the tip-top, one that just plain feels smooth and good as you cast. Nearly every rod company makes such rods. Sometimes they cost a little less than the supersticks; sometimes they sell for much less. They are perfectly good, indeed sometimes superior, fly rods. There is no correlation—none whatsoever—between dollars spent and happiness achieved.

    And you’ll find that you fish very well and have lots of fun with your new rod. You will have achieved the only kind of “high-performance” angling that means anything.

    What if you sometimes need to reach out farther, to hit a target 65 or 70 feet away? Chances are that you can, at least if your casting is any good. And, as explained in the next chapter, there are things you can do with lines to alter the casting characteristics of a fly rod. For instance, if you expect to pick up and carry much more line than usual, try a 4-weight double-taper string on a nominally 5-weight rod.

    Besides, distance comes mostly from technique and form, both of which come from instruction and practice. Worry about equipment after you have become such a good caster that you can throw an entire fly line with the cheapest entry-level 6-weight rod in the shop.

    Some years ago, I spent a few days in the Keys with an extraordinary fly fisher. I had a new 9-weight rod that I’d made with an inexpensive, fairly heavy, relatively slow, first-generation-graphite blank. It was what I could afford. My host asked to try my new rod. He noted right away that although it might have been good for bass fishing, my homemade rod wasn’t right for casting to bonefish. Too soft, too slow, not crisp enough, he pointed out as he false-cast. Flats fishing demands a rod that builds line speed right now, my host said, one that can deliver a fly with only one or two false casts.

    He was right, of course. My new rod was a lousy tool for flats fishing. But even as my friend pointed out my rod’s shortcomings, I noticed that he was casting most of the line. I don’t mean that he was shooting it—he was carrying about 80 feet of Bonefish Taper in the air, and making it look easy. When he uncorked a final cast, all the rest of the fly line and some backing shot through the guides, and the fly plopped down well over 100 feet away.

    But he didn’t like the rod. Too soft and slow.

    A fine caster, and that chap certainly is, can make a short-range rod do long-range work, and he can generally do it without breaking a sweat. A typical caster, however, cannot do the opposite; he can’t make a long-range rod work well and smoothly at 30 feet. The mechanics of the thing are against him. He’d have more fun with a softer stick.

    If you buy a 200-watt stereo and never turn the volume knob above 1, your easy-listening elevator music will still sound okay. If you never find out how fast your 300-horsepower car can go, you can still enjoy driving it around town at a sedate pace. And if your zillion-megahertz, umpteen-gigabyte computer never does anything harder than send birthday greetings to Aunt Lulabelle, neither it nor you will suffer.

    In fly casting, though, you use a special type of spring that works best within a certain range of loads. Here, overcapacity isn’t merely wasteful; it can be counterproductive. And catching a trout or bass 50 feet away is sufficiently high performance for me, thank you.
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    A Comfortable Load

    Every beginning fly fisher learns the difference between casting a fly and casting a lure. A spin fisher throws a dense object that tows thin monofilament line, while a fly fisher casts a heavy line that carries a practically weightless fly. Next, the beginner learns that this difference accounts for the moral, intellectual, and spiritual superiority of fly fishers over all other humans.

    The first part of the lesson is true, but casting with fly tackle and casting with other gear also have similarities. Whether he uses spinning, plug-casting, or fly tackle, an angler throws an object that has mass and weight. Some anglers toss plugs and jigs; others sling pieces of plastic-coated string. They all use a law of inertia—an object at rest wants to stay that way, much like a guy watching a ball game on TV—to store energy in a springy rod.

    But many fly fishers don’t think in terms of throwing weights, of bending a rod by accelerating against the inertia of a mass. If we did think that way at least occasionally, we would better understand how our tackle works, make our rods more versatile, and avoid some casting problems.

    SPECIFICATION OR RECOMMENDATION?

    The term “5-weight line” refers to a specification, an actual weight. Industry standards say that the first 30 feet of a 5-weight fly line (exclusive of the skinny, level tip) weigh 140 grains. For a 6-weight string, the specification is 160 grains. One ounce equals 437.5 grains.

    The term “5-weight rod ” means one that in the estimate of its maker, and under the conditions for which it was designed, works best with a 5-weight line. That’s not quite the same as a specification.

    Rod designers differ in their tastes. One might feel that a 5-weight rod should load and unload—bend and straighten, that is—smoothly and easily with 25 feet of fly line in the air. Another might believe that a 5-weight stick should have the guts to carry 50 feet of line. These two chaps will design different sticks.

    Designers also need to address different segments of the market. An expert caster who has trained his hand to produce extremely high tip speed at exactly the right instant can handle a relatively stiff 5-weight rod with an extra-fast action. He can make a high-performance blank work, and he probably does a lot of long-range fishing. A beginning or casual angler with a slower hand and less-than-perfect timing probably feels more comfortable using a more flexible 5-weight rod that bends more deeply and straightens a little more slowly.

    Both of our hypothetical rods are legitimate, useful 5-weights. One is for a habitual 70-foot caster; the other is for a 25-foot caster. Which is better depends entirely on one’s point of view and style of fishing.

    If we were all perfectly rational, we would buy exactly the right fly rods for our various purposes and fishing styles. But we’re not and we don’t. Besides, none of us casts a fixed length of line. And so we need to make certain adjustments.

    ADAPT TO THE LOAD

    Among the phalanx of rod tubes in my office closet is one that contains a plug-casting stick rated for 1/4- to 3/4-ounce lures. Think about that for a minute. According to the maker, the heaviest lure that this rod can handle weighs three times as much as the lightest lure. Translated into fly-casting terminology, that’s like a fly rod that can cast a 140-grain or a 420-grain line—a rod that’s suitable for both trout lines and billfish lines. (Well, almost; the analogy is not exact.)

    My plug rod can indeed handle a wide range of lure weights. But it behaves differently with different weights, and so must I. With a 1/4-ounce surface plug, I have to pop the rod pretty hard, using a lot of wrist, keeping my thumb on the spool a little longer, and throwing the lure with a low, flat trajectory. When I throw a sinking crankbait or jig that weighs more than half an ounce, I make a longer, slower stroke and release the spool a bit earlier, and the lure travels in a higher arc. At either extreme, casting with this rod calls for more attention and effort than casting a 3/8-ounce lure does. With a 3/8-ounce Jitterbug or crankbait, casting with this plug rod becomes nearly effortless, and I become deadly accurate. But I can still cast lures considerably lighter or heavier than those of the ideal weight.

    If he’s halfway adept, any spin fisherman changes his casting style when he changes lures. With a light spinner, he casts with a short, quick snap of the wrist, and the lure flies with a flat trajectory. When he replaces the little spinner with a jighead three times as heavy, our friend casts with a longer, slower motion, almost lob-bing the lure, which follows a higher, curved trajectory.

    A good fly caster makes similar adjustments because he, too, changes the amount of weight he casts. For a while, he might indeed have 140 grains of fly line outside the tip-top of his 5-weight rod. Then he enters some rough pocket water hemmed in by trees, shortens his line, and casts 110 grains. A hundred yards upstream, where the stream opens up, the angler spots three trout rising in a long stretch of dead-calm water, and he starts throwing 160 grains.

    That’s a difference of nearly 1/8 ounce between the lightest load and the heaviest. A reasonably good caster feels how his rod behaves differently when he makes longer or shorter casts, and he adjusts his stroke accordingly. With the shorter line, he probably makes a shorter, very quick stroke. When he lengthens the line beyond his normal range, a good caster also lengthens his stroke, makes certain to accelerate the rod smoothly over the entire length of the stroke, and probably moves the rod through a wider arc so that he can let the powerful butt section do more of the work. He can handle a range of loads.

    So can a fly rod, of course. These days, many rods work well with 25 or 50 feet of line in the air. Still, a given rod works best within a certain range of weights, and sometimes a rod’s ideal load range does not coincide with an angler’s current needs. Maybe the angler struggles to make accurate short casts, or perhaps he can’t get a long cast to turn over. It’s time to adjust the load.

    OVERLINING A ROD

    A fly rod is a type of spring, a device for storing and releasing energy. The amount of energy temporarily stored in a fly rod during a casting stroke results from two factors: mass and acceleration. A great caster accelerates the rod tip to a higher speed than the rest of us do. Since he also makes more long casts than most of us do, he wants a rod that can handle a greater mass of line. A great caster can store more energy in a fly rod than an average caster can.

    The average guy can have a problem when he buys a stiff, high-performance rod designed for or by the great caster. Mr. Typical simply doesn’t put enough energy in the rod; he casts a shorter line (less mass) than the expert throws, and his hand doesn’t attain the same speed that the expert’s does. He doesn’t load the rod, and his feeble casts waft slowly in the general direction of the target.

    This angler would do well to overline his rod. That is, he should use a 6-weight line with his nominally 5-weight stick. The extra mass will help load the rod, and the line will travel with more zip.

    Casting instructors take note: I’m not recommending heavier lines as solutions to casting problems. Good technique has no replacement. But there’s no denying that some high-modulus rods are made for better-than-average casters. When a novice buys one, he has a tool that doesn’t work for him. Using a line one weight heavier than the rod’s nominal rating will make the tool work better.
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    Every rod works best within a certain range of loads. A very short line can be tricky to cast because it puts virtually no load on a fly rod. For short-range angling like this, many fly rods work better with lines one or even two weights heavier than those their manufacturers recommend.

    Casters take note: Don’t rely on equipment to cure casting woes. The best money that you will ever spend will go toward casting instruction. But overlining a rod, particularly a stiff one, can help while you’re learning. You will probably find that the need to overline diminishes with experience. As your form improves and your hand learns to move the rod faster, you can go back to the recommended line. Your 5-weight rod might need to throw a 6-weight string for a year, but then, as your skills and distance improve, it will begin to work well with the lighter line.

    Even a good caster might want to overline a rod when he fishes at shorter-than-normal distances. When an angler takes his favorite 4-weight rod to a small stream on which an average cast uses 15 feet of line, he might want to switch to a 5- or even 6-weight line. A rod that’s a 5-weight on a big river might be a 6-weight at a bluegill pond.

    For a fly rod to work, it needs to bend. In some circumstances, overlining is the best way to put an adequate bend in the stick.

    UNDERLINING

    These days, few rods need lines lighter than those recommended by their makers. In some situations, though, underlining a rod can help. A very soft 4-weight rod designed for close-quarters fishing might work fine for 20-foot casts on a mountain brook. But on slightly bigger water that requires 30- or 35-foot casts, the soft little rod lacks the muscle to get the job done with a 4-weight line. It bends all the way down past the stripping guide, whimpers, and then recovers too slowly to throw a good loop. But with a 3-weight line—that is, with less mass attached to the tip—the rod can recover with enough zip to propel a tidy cast 30 feet.

    If you own a soft rod, you might want to have two lines for it—the recommended line and another that’s one weight lighter. The lighter string will let you carry more line in the air and cast a little farther while still enjoying the fun of playing trout or panfish on a lively rod.
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    The recommended fly line (middle) might indeed work best for most fishing. In extreme situations, however, a heavier or lighter line can keep the rod operating within its preferred load range. On a small stream where all the casts are very short, a line one weight heavier (bottom) will load the rod more effectively than the recommended line. If the angler expects to pick up and carry an extra-long line all day, he might do better by dropping down one line weight (top) to avoid overloading the rod.

    Underlining isn’t just for short, rubbery, fiberglass brush rods. Some fast-action, 9- or 91/2-foot rods have very soft tips. They work fine with 30 feet of the recommended line but collapse when asked to carry much more than that. Dropping down one line weight can help a rod with a squishy tip reach targets 45 or 50 feet away.

    Some types of fishing entail making long casts with a fairly constant amount of line. A guy fishing a streamer in a broad river might make a 60-foot cast, mend his line once or twice while the ersatz minnow swings across the current, retrieve the fly only a couple of yards, and then pick up 50 feet of line to repeat the process. When he fishes a dry fly on the same river, the angler might make a 60-foot up-and-across cast, manage the drift by dint of skillful mending, retrieve just enough line to take up the slack, and then pick up more than 40 feet of fly line. In neither case does the fisherman shoot or retrieve a lot of line. Rather, he picks up and carries a fair amount of string. He might find that lifting 50 feet of the recommended line overloads the rod. This is another good time to use a lighter line. And since he’s not shooting for distance, this angler might also want to change the type of line, replacing his usual weight-forward 6-weight with a double-taper 5-weight. He’ll find that the lighter, double-taper line makes long pickups easier and simplifies mending.

    HOW MUCH DO LINES DIFFER?

    Fly lines differ in weight less than many anglers realize. Consider the standards for a range of common trout-fishing lines:

    
      3-weight: 100 grains

      4-weight: 120 grains

      5-weight: 140 grains

      6-weight: 160 grains

      7-weight: 185 grains.

    

    That’s not much of a spread. A 6-weight line is only 1.14 times as heavy as a 5-weight; a 5-weight is only 1.17 times more than a 4-weight; and a 7-weight line weighs less than twice as much as a 3-weight.

    Yet a 6-weight rig certainly feels a lot different than a 4-weight outfit. This seems to indicate that a fly-fishing outfit is a finely tuned, specialized instrument. Even a mediocre plug rod can handle a range of lures from, say, 5/16 to 5/8 ounce. But no one would expect a fly rod to handle both 3-weight and 7-weight lines.

    If fly rods are that specialized, then maybe we need to pay attention to the loads we ask them to carry. Perhaps overlining and underlining are valuable strategies, good ways to keep a rod operating within its best load range. And maybe, considering the small differences among lines (a 5-weight and a 6-weight differ by less than 0.05 ounce), we should experiment more. Maybe it’s worth thinking of a 5-weight rod as a 4/5/6.

    SINKING LINES AND SHOOTING TAPERS
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