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  Anyone who has fished for a generation or more ought to have something to say however inefficient he may he. He will have had much experience; and this is necessary if you are to describe so varied a pursuit as angling, where the possibilities are so many that some incidents only repeal themselves once or twice in a lifetime. The factors which go to make up success or failure are so numerous that until you have been through the same incident often you usually misjudge it. You do not assign the right cause. You are continually making wonderful discoveries which you think will revolutionise the pursuit and prevent you from ever coming home empty.




  —Summer on the Test,




  J. W. HILLS, 1924




   



  
Foreword





  Some of our best friends are dry flies and nymphs, and we do hope that the arrival of The Soft-Hackled Fly on the angling scene will not cause these worthies to fall into total disuse. They certainly have their place, which is in the mouths of trout, and this is the exact spot in which Sylvester Nemes has regularly positioned his “amazing new discovery”—the soft-hackled fly.




  We are being facetious, of course. From the time of that famed—and possibly fabled—fishing nun, Dame Juliana Berners, the wet fly was the fly—the only artificial fly. It wasn’t until the mid-19th century that anglers in England began to float their flies, first by accident, then by intent, and finally by specific design. It soon became a cult, then a philosophy of life, and eventually a religion, and F.M. Halford was its prophet.




  Then came the siren call of the nymphs, the Loreleis which lured unwary anglers from the comfort and intimacy of the stream surface and into the depths. For nearly half a century G.E.M. Skues and his fellow nymphers were barred from the chalkstreams of southern England, heretics after the manner of the early Christians; and it is perhaps ironic that the symbol of those persecuted zealots took the form of a fish! Even today, nymphs are frowned upon in England on many waters—and even here, in the land of the free.




  During this adventurous period, the wet fly never fell into disuse—only into disrepute. It was a “good way to start a youngster,” or a desperation measure when all else failed. But, it is our feeling, and obviously that of Syl Nemes, that it has not been the fault of technique alone that has led to the current nadir of the wet fly in America. Just as the pressing social need for basketball centers has delivered a generation of young giants to center court, so has the quest for the Holy Grail of stiff hackles filled the roosts and the fly-tying benches with the distillation of 50 years of in-bred fighting gamecocks. The sophisticated angler would not leave a fly shop satisfied until his lips were literally punctured by the ultimate stiff-hackle test.




  It became difficult to tell a wet fly from a dry, except for the position of the wings. Actually, as Syl points out in this book, the proper wet hackle can be as difficult to procure as stiff, surface-riding dry-fly hackle—but it is available. We commend his patterns, his philosophy and his techniques to you.




  We have fished with Syl Nemes in Michigan and in Colorado, and we have seen him deliver fish when other anglers of quality were flushed with defeat.




  We have also benefited from the good works of this streamside Samaritan who lurks behind trees and steps out at the propitious moment to offer his aqua regia to the deflated angler. On our second trip together, while on the Frying Pan near Aspen, he crossed my palm with three soft-hackles which I accepted with a smile and deposited in my fly box.




  It wasn’t until a year later that I was driven to their use—and I still can’t be certain that the fantastic results I had with the were not due primarily to my consummate skill as an angler! But, in truth, I feel in retrospect that it was the fly and not the fly fisher who triumphed that memorable afternoon. (A fresh shipment of one dozen soft-hackles has recently arrived from Nemes’ bench, and I shall once more test them against the declining desk-dulled reflexes of a flabby fly fishermen who needs all the help he can get.)




  I will fish these soft-hackles with love, with confidence and with little else. I will drift them with the current, letting the hackles reflect the action of the tiny minicurrents of the stream, and with no jerks. A jerk at one end of the line is enough.




  Without making any forecasts—for I am at heart a coward and content to record the past—I will be interested to see what happens when the hard facts of soft hackles reach more and more anglers. Nor shall I go so far as to suggest that any name such as “Sylvester Nemes” could ever become a household word—unless it be used by an irate wife in condemnation of an absent angler.




  The soft-hackled fly offers the versatility, the utility and little of the futility of other flies in general day-to-day application. It offers the novice a definite leg-up, and as much challenge to the experienced angler as his expertise can summon. For the skillful use of the wet fly has long been considered by older and wiser heads to be the most artful of all angling techniques; the soft-hackle fly merely brings the wet fly out of the mists of history and into the mainstream of the difficult and challenging waters we fish today.




  DON ZAHNER




  Dorset, Vermont




  July 21, 1975









   



  
Preface





  The term, soft-hackled fly, is used generically throughout this book, and applies to a class of wingless, subaqueous flies, the hackles of which come mostly from birds such as partridge, woodcock, grouse, snipe, and starling.




  No dry fly fisherman has challenged me to write it. It has been undertaken because the soft-hackled fly and the mending method of fishing it, outlined in the book, are rarely, if ever, discussed in angling literature published in America.




  The author has never seen the soft-hackled fly used by any other fisherman. My observations have been made on many of the finest and most famous trout waters of the country. And although mending is now popular with some steeihead fishermen in the west, it is not generally employed by trout fishermen using the sunk fly.




  The soft-hackled fly is not to be easily found in even the best stocked fly shops in the country. Yet, the flies are elementary and quick to tie from easily obtainable materials. And the mending method of fishing the fly is so simple that a beginner can learn it immediately ... and a dry fly purist, depending on how dry he is, a little longer.




  The book is also written for many of the older, dry fly fishermen I have met who embraced the sport late in life. In three-day fishing schools in Vermont, Colorado, or Montana, these men have learned to fish dry, but have lost a great deal of fishing fun by not learning to fish a sunk fly downstream.




  Because the soft-hackled fly is nymph-like, the book may help to show practiced and would-be nymph fishermen a new way to fish their favorite nymph patterns, or to try the soft-hackled flies instead. The instructions here eliminate the need for the average fly fisherman to be an entomologist. He need not know the difference between a stonefly nymph and a small mayfly nymph. He can forget emergence dates, fly sex, and maturity or immaturity. He can travel from one stream to another, east or west, and enjoy the sport as it was meant to be enjoyed in the beginning ... without cult, ritual, and mystery.




  Because history is important and of interest to many fly fishermen, the book also traces the evolution of the soft-hackled fly in angling literature. The repeated discoveries of its mention in the most highly regarded books on fly fishing is quite remarkable. Even in the very first English writings about fly fishing, a soft-hackled fly, the Donne fly, is the first of twelve in the list prepared by Dame Juliana Berners, in 1496.




  With so noble a beginning, it is the purpose of this book to restore the soft-hackled fly to its rightful place.




  May, 1975 S.N.









   



  



  
PART ONE





  













  Chapter I




  I saw my first soft-hackled flies some fifteen years ago in Paul H. Young’s tackle shop in Detroit, Michigan. The flies were simple, yet extremely attractive. Drab, yet enticing. The slender bodies were of silk floss in any of three colors: orange, yellow, and olive green. At the head of each fly was a partridge hackle, wound very sparsely around the hook. Lying there together, mixed in the box, the flies looked alive and natural and very much like real insects, due mostly to the minute, freckled markings on every barbule of the hackles.




  Young called the flies, “P.H.Y. Partridge Spiders.” His catalog advertised the flies saying, “Fished like a nymph. This is one of the best all around wet flies I ever used. Fish down and across stream, and take trout. Hackles lay back along the hook when wet, and crawl or work in the current.”




  That advertising message, written by one of the great bamboo rod makers of America seemed too simple, too pat. Yet the flies excited me and appealed to some facet of my fishing makeup, and I went out of the store with six of them; two orange, two yellow, and two green.




  I didn’t know then that these simple, two-part flies would, in a short time, shape my whole fishing future and become the nucleus of a sunk fly fishing method that would exclude every other kind of fly. It is the object of this book to show how, and perhaps why, this happened.




  To retrace one’s fishing steps back from the present time and the present state of the art, can be at once pleasant and enlightening, difficult and even embarrassing. One is affected first by a locale and its easily available water, and by the successes or failures recorded on this water either by the fisherman himself, or by those he happens to meet at the water’s edge. The fickle fisherman will discard a certain lure, bait, or fly pattern or fishing style as soon as he finds something else more successful, or more appealing to some inner instinct.




  Once addicted to fly fishing, he moves laterally or horizontally from wet-only to dry-only. From nymph most of the time, to dry some of the time; or from big, shiny streamer-only, to nymph-only; or from day fishing to night fishing. In most movements, he seeks to catch more fish or bigger fish, but finally he seeks a personal satisfaction doing what, to him, elevates him with the pleasure he’s looking for. This is why the fisherman always wears the same old hat, or torn vest. Why he prefers his bamboo rod to a glass one. Why he’d rather cast a silk line instead of a plastic one. Why he sticks with a single fly or one kind of fly or one certain method instead of some other. Or even why he prefers to fish, in solitude, on an obviously less fruitful stretch of water on his favorite river, instead of jamming up with the other fishermen in the popular pool or run just around the bend.




  So it was with my own fishing evolution. It started on the west side of Cleveland, in the late 30’s, at least 150 miles from the nearest trout stream. True, I had Lake Erie a few blocks from home, and I can remember, first, fishing with a hand line and trolley for perch and pike as they swarmed the breakwalls and piers in search of food. Huge schools of white bass also scourged the shallows chasing madly after anything that moved. They came right in to the beaches, boiling the surface. The school moved across the water in one large mass and it was easy to catch a bushel basket full of them with a bait casting rod and multiple winding reel. This was more fun than still-fishing for perch or pike. The favorite lure for the white bass was a piece of white cloth, a quarter of an inch wide and about an inch long. The piece of cloth was stuck on to a small hook and two, three, or even four of these were tied onto a four or five foot piece of gut. The gut was attached to a small section of broom handle with screw eyes on either end, one for the casting line and the other for the gut.




  The broom handle was the plug and supplied the weight one needed for the cast and it kept the “flies” up on the surface during the retrieve. The fisherman threw the plug right into the middle of the school and worked it back in jumps and jerks. The white bass went mad for it, chasing the pieces of white cloth, hooking themselves, fighting to get off, and often unhooking themselves, so that another could grab it before it was finally retrieved. Three fish, up to 10 inches long, were frequently caught at one time. And you could see it all.




  Not all of the white bass fishermen used the pieces of cloth. Some used a real fly, a small white or yellow streamer type made from plain chicken feathers. I don’t think they were any more effective than the cloth, but once I saw them I knew I had to try them.




  The flies were available from a barber, Glen Buckel, who had a shop on Detroit Avenue, just west of the neighborhood in which I lived. I rode over there on my bike the first chance I got.




  The shop was small with a window on each side of the door. One window had a display consisting of packages of hackles, tinsels, hooks, furs, chenille, paired wing quills and other fly tying materials. The other window contained a large framed card on which were attached all the materials required for a dry Quill Gordon. The finished Gordon was also stuck to the card, and I wondered how a feather, piece of quill, and slips of yellow wood duck could be turned into such a beautiful work of art.




  Inside, framed colored prints of trout and salmon, hung on one of the walls. Black and white photos showed a smiling Glen with his friends standing beside, or fishing in a variety of streams. In the shop, two barber chairs were on the left, from which customers could look to the other wall on which hung long, glass cases filled with trout flies, ba ss flies, and even fully dressed salmon flies.




  Glen Buckel had no customers when I arrived and was bent over a vise on a table in the back of the room. Here were cabinets and closets which contained more stocks of fly tying materials. Rod cases and sections of bamboo rods in various stages of completion leaned in a corner of the room. As I found out later, Glen made his bamboo rods from raw cane.




  At that point, at the age of sixteen or seventeen, I now know that I had my initial major romantic experience. It was love at first sight. What I was in love with is hard to say for I had never before seen a trout fly, a trout, or a trout stream nor had I ever read a single word about fishing for them.




  Glen didn’t pay much attention to me and went right on tying the flies. Feeling like an intruder, I inched closer to him. He was waiting for me to speak first. I don’t know why, but I felt embarrassed. I started asking silly, elementary questions about fly tying and fly fishing. Like many a professional’s attitude towards the rank beginner, Glen was so bored, he couldn’t answer. I got nothing out of him except the suggestion that I visit the main branch of the public library in downtown Cleveland where I could find all the information I wanted on fly tying and fly fishing.




  Before I left the shop, however, I bought fifteen or twenty cents worth of hooks and white and yellow chicken feathers for the white bass flies, and started a hobby that has been a real and important part of my life for more than thirty years.




  My first tyings were terrible. I had no vise, no hackle pliers, no thread bobbin. I fashioned a vise from a pair of square nosed pliers, put the hook in the jaws and wrapped a stout rubber band around the handles. I made a pair of hackle pliers from a piece of coat hanger, and from the same material, I invented my own thread bobbin, which I still use today. My mother supplied thread and flosses from her crocheting and sewing basket.




  I couldn’t figure out how to get the hackle fibres to stand out perpendicular to the hook shank as they did on Glen’s flies. I thought each fibre was tied in separately. I couldn’t tie a half-hitch. The tinsel wouldn’t lie flat. It was frustrating and I was getting nowhere.




  There was nothing left to do but take Glen’s advice and head for the library. Over the period of a year, I read every book on fly tying and fly fishing the library had to offer. I would take home, for seven days at a time, books by Halford, Skues, LaBranche, Hewitt, Hills, Bergman, Knight, and many others. In one of the British books, I saw photographs of the Test River and of the village of Stock-bridge on that river and the Grosvener Hotel, where fly fishermen met to try this great stream. How easy it was for me to read these books. What fascination they held for me! How inexplicable that a teenage kid from the west side of Cleveland, without a single fly fishing friend or relative, would spend his days and nights reading about a subject so foreign and trying to tie flies for trout in streams as yet unseen and unfished.




  Armed with the knowledge I was getting from all the books, I visited Glen more and more. He warmed gradually for it was obvious I was as enthusiastic a pupil as he had ever encountered. I would show him the flies I tied and he would show me where and how I made mistakes. He taught me the right way to set and tie wings, to make half-hitches, to wind hackles around the shank, and to handle tinsels. He talked with me like a streamside brother. He told me of the great trout streams in northern Michigan where he had originally come from and where he spent two weeks every year on vacation. He spoke of trout streams near Kane, Pennsylvania which were, he said, the closest to Cleveland.




  The more he talked, the more I knew that soon I would have to fish one of these rivers, to be baptised or, better yet, to be married forever. The courtship had gone on long enough.




  So, in the spring of 1938, I made plans to fish the streams near Kane. I had been working at odd jobs around the neighborhood, cleaning a bakery, selling newspapers or whatever I could get. I had the money to buy a pair of boots, a fly rod and reel, with enough left over for the Greyhound bus ride to Kane and back, and room and board for the weekend. And I had my own flies.




  My mother worried about the trip. To her it was an odyssey to the ends of the earth. I was going alone and I didn’t know a soul in Kane. How would I get to the rivers from town? Where would I stay and what would I eat? I told her I could take care of myself, and that I could hitchhike to the streams or walk if I had to.




  The bus left Cleveland late in the evening. I never slept a wink, and by dawn I could see the purple-black outlines of the low mountains in north central Pennsylvania. All that I had read and dreamed about was going to come true. Or was it? As it turned out, I couldn’t cast and I couldn’t make the fly float. I couldn’t wade among the slippery rocks, and went down in the icy spring water more than once. In the British books that I had read earlier, I had seen the patterns of the Butcher and the Alexandra, known in England as killer flies and outlawed on many streams there. I had copied them for the Kane trip where I tried them again and again. Nothing came to them then, and I haven’t used them since.




  I can’t remember if I caught a single fish during that weekend, but I did see some small trout in the basket of another fisherman and their beauty of form and color, not to mention the mountains, the clear water and pure air, convinced me that the baptism was worth it.




  Later, back in Cleveland, I was fishing Rocky River with ringed-eyed flies and spinners, but now, at least, I was stuck to a fly rod. The river divides Cleveland from Lakewood and runs through Metropolitan Park. I don’t know the condition of the river at the present time, but back, then it was quite dear and delightful, with some rapids and some slow pools and many sharp bends against small cliffs of shale. As the river’s name implies, there were many rocks which split the current and also hid some very nice black bass.




  A fast retrieve was necessary to keep the spinner blade turning in the slower water, and I learned the “figure” left hand retrieve. After a while, I was able to read the water, and would move from one pool to another looking for places that resembled the source of the previous strike.




  In addition to artificial lures, I was also using live helgrammites with the fly rod during these ventures. Since the river was full of them, they could be easily caught in a piece of netting by upsetting rocks in the faster current. Once captured, the helgrammite was secured to the hook with a small rubber band slipped over its abdomen. These larval forms of the dobson fly were mean and evil looking with powerful pinchers at their heads, which would grab onto a finger or equally well onto the lip of the bass which went for the bait.




  The fly-and-spinner combinations on a fly rod followed me into the army in 1942, and I used them with great success for rainbow on the San Gabriel River, near Los Angeles where I was stationed for a time. In that same river, I was fishing a wooly worm, which was then becoming popular on the west coast. The ringed-eyed fly-and-spinner combination has almost disappeared from American trout fishing, due perhaps to considerable “fly fishing only” legislation. In the early forties, however, it was a very popular way to fish. One could buy the flies separately and attach them to his own spinners, or buy complete fly-spinner rigs. These flies were very colorful and almost always contained some red. Today, most fly material cata-logs do not even list ringed-eyed hooks.




  In December of 1943, the Army gave me, and our fighter control squadron, passage on a crowded troop ship to England. Our destination turned out to be a small village right on the banks of the Hampshire Avon. I did not fish that river for trout as the season was still closed, but one day in February I ghillied for a titled gentleman who owned salmon fishing rights and helped him land a 20 lb specimen he had hooked on spinning gear.




  In April, our squadron moved to an airfield at Andover, just seven or eight miles from Stockbridge, and the Test River. What a coincidence! What a stroke of fate! As soon as it was possible, I was on a bus to the village and that fabled stretch of water.




  The Grosvener Hotel was there, matching the photographs I had seen earlier in the British angling books in Cleveland. The Test, not far from the hotel, ran smoothly and evenly, with long weeds limpid as hair, obscuring the white lime bottom. The river seemed to move as if it were one large mass of glass, with a nearly uniform depth from one bank to the other. Closeup, one could see right through it, but a few steps back, the smooth, even surface became a mirror that reflected the sky and the trees and hid all that was beneath.




  Looking into the river, I felt the temptation to fish as I had never felt it before and hurried back to the hotel. I found out, however, that the entire river was a private preserve from beginning to estuary, though I heard that the Leckford Club might permit a GI to fish on its four miles of water upstream. It was true! That same day I met the club secretary who informed me that wartime conditions prevented the club members from getting to the river in any number and that American soldiers were invited to fish in their absence. What a nice bit of reverse “Lend Lease.” With permission granted, the visitor had to abide by club rules: dry fly only upstream to rising trout or grayling; beat-fishing on the number assigned for the day or evening; fishing from the bank only, with no wading; and killing of all fish caught.




  The secretary told me that I could come whenever I wanted and to simply report in to Mr. Bains, the river keeper, at his small cottage near the middle beat.




  I had brought no equipment from America, and so purchased an eight foot, two-piece rod from a tackle shop in Andover where I had no choice in selection since it was the only rod in the store. The joints were of the Hardy spiral lockfast type and the windings were close-spaced the whole length of the rod in typical British fashion. The action was medium, much like American rods.




  Mr. Bains was an older man, taciturn, yet friendly. He offered me one of the club rods complete with a Hardy reel and double tapered silk line, but the rod felt top heavy to me since it was about ten feet long. I was anxious to try my own new rod in any case, so I was lent only a reel and line and knotted silk worm leader, i had my own drys from Glen, which Mr. Bains thought were well tied, but too large for the river. He gave me a small tin box with several Test patterns in it: olives, iron blues, orange and ginger quills, and the Welshman’s buttons, in 12’s, 14’s and 16’s.




  The Leckford water of the Test was about four miles long and was divided into ten beats, the same number as the membership of the club. Members at that time included a Vice Admiral of the British fleet air arm, the owner of a well-known chain of department stores, a doctor, a lawyer, and six other well-endowed gentlemen.




  Beat numbers were marked on stakes driven into the bank on both sides of the river. Crossing the river meant walking back to one of the bridges. There was no wading allowed and one fished dry shod. Bains took me to my beat and explained that I was not to fish until I saw a trout rise.




  Riverbank foliage was trimmed impeccably; even the weeds were kept low. Tree branches that might interfere with false casting were not present. Benches were placed along every beat so the fisherman could sit to watch the water for the rising fish. No wonder the English call this, “the contemplative sport.”




  I sat and waited, my eyes glued to the river. After a short time, I began to see swallows buzzing the surface of the river, dipping down here and there for the first flies of the hatch. Then the rises started on the river, slowly at first, then faster, until I could see a half dozen fish feeding immediately above and below me. I tried the closest fish. He rose and I struck, but too fast. Another try on another fish and I lipped the fish, losing the fly. After quite a few more tries, I finally got one, a fish of about a pound and a half. I was starting to throw more slack, to give the fly a longer, natural float before any drag occurred. It seemed better to wait a second to set the hook after I saw the rise, than to strike immediately. I fished out my whole beat and raised many fish, but I caught only one other, slightly larger than the first.




  These two fish, on my first day on the Test, were the largest I had caught in about seven years of fly fishing. Reading now, about how difficult it is to catch Test trout, because of their “education,” selectivity and aversion to drag, not to mention the nature of the dear slow water with its tricky currents, I think I did quite well.




  I continued to fish the Test through May and the first part of June, and again during July of 1945. I learned to strike slowly, to stalk the fish from a low position on one knee, and to throw slack. I caught many “brace” of brown trout and a few grayling, a fish the Test fly fisher disdains and calls “gray bob.” The largest fish I saw taken was caught by a gentleman on a different beat from mine. I helped net the prize after it fought for some 25 minutes on a size 16 Orange Quill. The big trout weighed one ounce less than five pounds.




  How the British fish the Test and other chalkstreams is a good example of how fishermen are apt to have their own way of things. Most American anglers would not agree with the system. There have also been some British anglers and writers who thought the dry-fly-only rules were all wet and proved it. Now I understand these rules have been modified, and some clubs have succumbed to limited sunk fly fishing upstream.




  As I write these pages, I reflect once more on the generosity of the members of the Leckford Club. I don’t think my youth allowed me to fully appreciate the privilege of fishing a river as special as the Test. Mr. Bains has departed as, I suspect sadly, have many of the fine gentlemen I met there during those troubled years. Perhaps it’s always sad to reflect on the good fishing and good fishing friends of days gone by.
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