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This book is dedicated to my father, John Bowman, to whom I’m grateful for taking the time to take me fishing and lighting the fire that fuels my passion for fly fishing and the natural world today. His gentle guidance and firm conviction have molded me into the husband, father, and man I am today. I love you, Pop.





Foreword

WHEN YOU PLAY WITH SHARKS FOR FUN—USING FLY tackle, no less—people are bound to assume you’re a little twisted.

That’s certainly what I expected of Conway Bowman, the world’s best-known “fly fishing for mako sharks guy,” when I set out to write a story about his exploits for Field & Stream magazine several years ago. (The story, by the way, culminated with Conway fighting a 150-pound mako, twenty miles off La Jolla . . . from a kayak).

I’ve since learned, however, that the man known best for operating on the angling world’s ragged edge is also one of the most grounded, meticulous, and passionate fly fishers around. Conway would be just as enthralled with the challenge of presenting tiny flies to sardines as he would be casting bunny flies at laid-up tarpon, or teasing mako sharks to bite on fleshy flies. Well almost, anyway.

Conway is a problem solver, which is essential to being an effective fly angler, especially in the salt. Of all the anglers I’ve fished with in salty places, Bowman is the best, bar none. He’s in a league of his own. He has respected his elders, and embraced the traditions of this sport. By the same token, he’s pushed boundaries far beyond where others (old and young) are willing to dabble.

When fishing with Bowman, one gets the sense that his acumen has less to do with the beautiful loops he tosses from a nine-foot rod and more to do with the intangibles. All of that starts with passion.

Conway’s passion is rooted in fly fishing for sharks. He first got into the sport to satisfy an itch to tangle with the biggest, fastest aquatic creatures a young guy from San Diego with a fly rod might encounter. He spent hours and hours on the sharking grounds, learning about the fish, their habits, their moods, what they would take, and why. In time, Bowman molded himself into a superlative fly fisherman.

His passion has taken him fishing all over the world, from the Louisiana marshes to Belize, Florida, the Baja Peninsula, and other salty places that many anglers can only dream about. Along the way, he has caught all sorts of species, including the world record for redfish caught on the fly.

In this book, Conway has taken all he has learned on the water and presented it in a straightforward manner. He’s done this without focusing so much on the “what” or the “where,” but rather on the “how” and “why.” Lefty Kreh once said that the mission of a great guide isn’t to demonstrate his knowledge; rather, it’s to share it in a way that other people can grab onto and understand, then use themselves. In The ORVIS Guide to Beginning Saltwater Fly Fishing, Conway has done just that.

Reading through the pages of this book, I felt as if I were right there with Conway, in a flats skiff, or wading in skinny water . . . and I could hear him talking. I’m lucky to count such experiences among my favorite real-life saltwater memories. And I’ll gratefully take these book lessons with me (new wrinkles included) wherever I fish.

The highest praise one writer can give to another is to say he hears the voice, feels the essence, and learns from the experience of reading the words on written pages. That’s what I’m saying here. Conway has poured it all out . . . gracefully, eloquently, and honestly. I am grateful that he has done so. And I am sure you will feel the same way.

—Kirk Deeter 
Editor-at-Large, Field & Stream 
Coauthor, The Little Red Book of Fly Fishing





Introduction

WHEN TOM ROSENBAUER AT ORVIS ASKED ME TO write The ORVIS Guide to Beginning Saltwater Fly Fishing, I was honored. An opportunity like this does not present itself very often—so I accepted with excitement and some anxiety. I went for it! I have never considered myself a writer. Yes, I’ve written articles for various fly-fishing magazines over the past fifteen years or so, but to write a book on the how-tos in fly fishing seemed daunting at first. I’ve been guiding fly fishers for the better part of thirty years, cutting my teeth as a kid taking family members, friends, and anyone else who wanted to fish on the many creeks and rivers in Idaho’s Sawtooth Mountains. After that, I logged many years on my home waters off the San Diego coast, searching for tuna, yellowtail, and mako sharks from the deck of my sixteen-foot skiff. It was on these deep Pacific trips that I realized I had a talent for grasping and understanding the ocean environment and the fish that lived there. From fishing with other people, I also realized that I had the ability to communicate the basics of fly fishing.

This book follows in the giant footsteps of the true pioneers of this wonderful sport. And no one has left a bigger footprint than has Lefty Kreh. I believe that much of what we know today about saltwater fly fishing comes from the pages of Lefty’s many books, and from his dedication and unselfish sharing of his knowledge with all fly fishers, veteran and novice alike.

I place much of the blame for my “addiction” to saltwater fly fishing on a friend and mentor, Nick Curcione, another saltwater fly-fishing icon, who kindled my interest in the pursuit of the shortfin mako sharks close to my home in San Diego. Nick, like Lefty, has authored many books on the subject over the years, but none as important to me as The ORVIS Guide to Saltwater Fly Fishing. That book led to my becoming a saltwater fly fisherman and one of the most vocal proponents of the sport. It didn’t take me long to realize the fly-fishing potential that lay but a double haul from my back porch. Nick’s progressive casting techniques with shooting heads, and his mastery of fighting big fish on the fly, have had a big influence on me.

I can remember as a youngster (eight or nine years old) sitting on the floor of my father’s study, thumbing through books by Lefty, Nick, and Stu Apte, my eyes riveted on pictures of giant tarpon, snook, and sharks that these master anglers had caught on flies. I was fascinated by the environments they were fishing, tropical places like Belize, Florida, and Costa Rica, destinations that offered anglers the opportunity to fish waters that were a far cry from the trout streams most fly fishers were used to. That’s what attracted me: This was fly fishing on the ragged edge! Even way back then, I knew that I wanted to catch big fish on the fly rod in exotic locales.

My conversion into a saltwater fly fisherman did not happen overnight—it was a slow process. I was born and raised in San Diego, California, a city long known for its temperate climate, as well as its proximity to Tijuana, Mexico. For anglers, it offered access to some of the best saltwater fishing in the United States. My buddies and I spin-fished or fished from half-day boats in the kelp beds for bonito, yellowtail, and barracudas, or hit local lakes and ponds for largemouths, crappies, and bluegills. A few locals fly-fished for these freshwater species—only one man, Sam Nix, used a fly rod for fishing salt water. Nix, an older man who had fly-fished San Diego’s bays and jetties since the 1930s, was a legend to some folks, but to many fishermen he was an eccentric. One thing is a matter of record: He caught saltwater fish with a fly rod, a practice that was practically unheard of back then. In 1977, however, something happened that helped me see the light.

That summer, my father was hired to work as a fishing guide at a lodge in Idaho’s Sawtooth Valley. Each summer for four years, Dad and I would spend two months living in a house trailer on the shores of Redfish Lake, just a short drive from classic trout streams in Idaho, Montana, and Wyoming. With an inexpensive fly rod and reel, I caught my first fly rod fish, a rainbow trout, out of the springfed waters of Silver Creek, only a few miles from Sun Valley. I was six and, like the ’bow, I was hooked. Enter Bill and Eileen Stroud.

Bill and Eileen Stroud, my surrogate uncle and aunt, owned and operated the only real fly shop in San Diego. When not fishing or duck hunting, my father and I would hang out there, rummaging through trays of flies or just talking fly fishing with this wonderful couple. They were the ones who first took me out on a “cattle boat,” where they taught me the finer points of saltwater angling. More important, they introduced me to the world of saltwater fly fishing.

Years later, as a young man, I began walking the local beaches, fly rod in hand, casting flies to corbina and surf perch feeding along the surf line. Then, in my early twenties, I bought a sixteen-foot aluminum boat with a tiller-controlled twenty-five-horsepower motor and began venturing offshore in search of sharks, bonito, and yellowtail. Those early journeys helped me learn about the ocean, and eventually led me to a career as a fly-fishing guide.

No matter where you are, be it a distant tropical location or a beach or estuary close to home, or what you’re fishing for, from snapper to bluefish to gigantic blue marlin, you’ll find that fly fishing saltwater is an exciting, challenging, and rewarding sport. It’s my hope that this book will help you along your journey.

Great tides . . .

—Conway X. Bowman
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