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  Printed in the United States of America




  To:




  March Morse: Tilt your fly in easy. That’s it. Nice going, boy! Say, he’s one of the best rainbow I’ve seen in this water. … You mean, that’s your first trout on a dry fly? Glory be!




  Jimmy Green: A heavy, small-diameter line will take your fly down faster to the bottom of the stream where the big fish are.




  Gerry Stratford: The end of the line must be light or it’ll spoil your dry fly float.




  Lee Fuller: Creep up with each cast, a little farther every time, and you won’t overcast and put down your great fish.




  Les Jacobs: In high elevations, leader tippets dry out faster.




  Jack Horner: You’ve just naturally got to reach way out for the big ones.




  Ed Powell: The rod must be light enough to make your fishing pleasurable; long enough to get a good backcast; and heavy enough to do the work.




  Beulah Martin: From this angle you’ll get a better float and take a heavy trout.




  Jack Bradley: Conversation is a good part of fishing.




  Steamer Brannon: You never know how big a trout can lurk under a tiny dimple.




  Bill Reynolds: It’s the kids coming along behind us that worry me. Where’ll they fish?




  John Kolzer: Trout flies made with hollow deer hair float better.




  Charlie McDermand: Any fly man who takes golden trout in the High Sierras just naturally turns to poetry.




  Dan Bailey: Big ones like jumpy, pointed-wave water that gets exactly nowhere.




  Thone Roos: Wade way out and cast back, up close to the bank, for the big ones.




  Paul Needham: Almost everything you hear about trout just isn’t so.




  Jules Cuenin: Strike with your left hand, easy. Four inches does it.




  Faiz Omar el Kayyem: A touch of garlic improves anything. With trout it’s delicious.




  Tom Henderson: It’s the number of good floats you put down that counts on a stream most—not the fly.




  Dan Volkmann: Take it easy, Gene. Never rush a good fish.




  Francis Sell: No wonder us old timers look good. We give ourselves set-ups all the time in our fishing. Our creel would be on the light side if we used the technique of these beginners.




  Mert Parks: A 5X tippet shouldn’t carry anything heavier than a No. 16 dry fly.




  Nate Buell: Spinning with a bubble will give you fly fishing clean out of this world.




  Jack McGlinn: A pound per person of barbecued king salmon isn’t too much.




  Chuck Cooper: To put a film on each hackle, dip your dry flies in a saturated solution of carbon tet and Mucilin.




  Harvey Hansen: When casting into the wind a hinged leader works best.




  Louis Raboud: To drive trout absolutely nuts, hop the fly just as it touches the water.




  Jane Swinerton: Look, Gene, there he comes up under your artificial dry fly hatch.




  Fred Everett: Painting brings out the best in a man’s fishing.




  Ted Halvorsen: When you pick up a large steelhead or salmon balanced on the palm of your hand, he won’t get excited and struggle. It saves big fish.




  Firman Bradway: Art and angling are inextricably interwoven.




  Clyde Childress: Can’t you make that trout jump now, against that background? It will make a wonderful picture.




  Al Swinerton: A buckle and a strap end sewed to both ends of an elastic web belt make a good wrap-around for carrying rod cases.




  Ray Langley: It saves fish to get them off the hook as fast as possible.




  Jack Strauss: So much of angling is conceit.




  Frances Sullivan: Why yes, I think I can get this typed up by noon, by hurrying.




  My mother, Elsa von Riesen: Pick only one flower—that’s right, my son, bring home only one wild flower at a time.




  My wife, Olga: Have a good fishing trip, Gene. You owe it to yourself. Better stay a couple of days extra.




  My twins, Carol and Stephanie: Isn’t it about time, Daddy, that you’re showing us how to catch trout on a fly and then how to cook them?
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  FOREWORD




  It’s high time that someone who could fish and write came along and evaluated inherited customs of fly fishing in the light of modern knowledge and equipment and on the basis of this, wrote a book on the sport which would take what was good, toss into the discards what was poor, and then go on to establish a brand new concept of fly fishing. And this, I believe, exactly this is what Eugene Burns has done in ADVANCED FLY FISHING.




  Having fished with Gene Burns and better yet shared with him evening campfires and the conversation that goes with it, I am not at all surprised at the book’s excellence.




  Gene, perhaps more than any other angler, has helped to make the past ten years a productive decade of angling experiment, modern developments, refinements of methods and equipment. For example, he was responsible for introducing daylight fluorescent materials to fly tying; he invented the Lazy S cast which enables the dry fly angler to get a perfectly wonderful dry fly float, and he has worked out a technique for fishing big water with a fly which has raised fly fishing to a new level of excellence.




  In every page of ADVANCED FLY FISHING the implied theme is plain: each cast must embody all the techniques an angler knows or else he cannot realize the full potentialities of his fly, method and water.




  Beyond bringing a keen angling know-how to the task of writing, Gene Burns has brought to it a poet’s feeling for the right word.




  A lot of evening hatches have come and gone since that May morning when March Morse stood at his elbow overlooking a bubble-shot pool on Rock Creek and instructed him: “Tip in your fly, easy-like, Gene,” and a lot of thought has gone into the twenty-five years of fishing since then—a quarter century of questioning old techniques and testing new. This book, ADVANCED FLY FISHING is the product of that questioning and testing.




  Tradition is roughly handled at times in ADVANCED FLY FISHING. That is because Gene is more of a perfectionist than a purist. To him a technique must have more than the tradition of years to recommend it. Unless it proves itself in actual every day fishing—here and now—he drops it like an unproductive fly pattern. The result is a book that is morning fresh from the pools of a hundred trout streams, east and west.




  Gene Burns has the happy faculty of taking the reader with him when he wades a stream. You will be with him when he finagles a big brown with a No. 16 caddis of his own design on the Yellowstone. You will be looking over his shoulder as he outlines the exact limits of a “hot spot in big water.” He will tell you of new approaches to take trophy fish from waters you thought were fished out.




  Fair warning, though. When you go fishing with Gene Burns through the pages of ADVANCED FLY FISHING there will be times when he will deliberately get you in over your waders; sometimes, maybe, even over your head. But when you come up at the tail of a chapter your head will be surprisingly free from the traditional “claptrap” about angling. Instead it will be filled with good solid fish-taking techniques.




  I remember. It was a crisp morning on one of the blue pools of Oregon’s fabulous Sixes River, when I saw Gene drop a dry fly lightly with a two and a half ounce rod from 55 to 65 feet away. I wish March Morse might have been with us that day to see how lightly his pupil “tipped in his fly.”




  Another memory. I recall Gene pausing on the beautiful Coquille River to listen to a water ouzel sending a shy cascade of music drifting over the sun-dappled pools.




  You just know that a fellow like that is bound to come up with an outstanding book on angling. And, as the reader will find, Gene realized the full potential of fly fishing “from the bottom up.”
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  CHAPTER ONE




  ACTION NOW




  The swirling strike, the arching rod, the screaming reel, the slicing line, the leaping trout—all these are the honest longings of any artificial fly angler.




  If such action is wanted on hard-fished water today, commonplace angling will not do.




  To take wild trout on a fly in difficult water consistently demands perfection—perfection in many things:




  The fly angler must know the basic physiology of the fish. What does he see? Can he hear? When does he feed? How long is his memory ?




  He must know how to read water—both lake and stream, from the bottom up, and with understanding.




  He must employ the proper technique with up to date equipment. He must know what fly to use. How to approach a stream or lake unseen by the fish. How to cast his fly both near and far for the big ones and where to place it. How to lower his dry fly lightly and float it in perfect harmony with the water despite conflicting currents.




  He must know how to employ the sun’s brightness to his advantage. How to cast into a strong wind. How to use a bubble to spin fish with a fly. How to time his striking for the fast small ones or the slow big fish, and do it gently on light leader tippets. How to play the heavy trout and net him skilfully. How to release a played-out fish so he’ll live to fight again. How to keep a trout fresh in the creel, and the tastiest way to cook it. And finally, the angler must have a well-conceived plan from which to build his basic fly fishing outfit so it won’t cost him too much money.




  Unfortunately a lot of claptrap has woven a mysterious veil around fly fishing—particularly dry fly fishing, and has set its practitioners apart as “purists.”




  Nonsense.




  Fly fishing is for anyone. It is easy to master; its principles are based upon common sense; and it can be deadly. The refinements? They come only to those who are intelligent, observant, and resourceful and who add these qualities to their ability and skill.




  In Advanced Fly Fishing I will attempt to cut through much of this falderal. In doing so, it will be necessary to break with tradition where the old ways lag. New methods will be presented which have been tried and found successful. Yet, because fly fishing as it is commonly practiced today is still a crude and ineffectual method of fishing as compared to what it could be, the recommendations in this book are certainly not given in a spirit of finality. Most assuredly, other refinements and better techniques are bound to come.




  Recognizing, however, that the artificial fly angler wants action beyond anything else, each page of this book will present some practical aspect of fishing, and it will be stripped of the usual inconsequentials. Certainly, it counts the coyote’s sharp yip on a mountain ridge at sunrise; the splashy fording of a slender-legged deer; the waving of black-ribbed maidenhair fronds; the reflection of a star of the first magnitude in a mountain lake in the autumn; the sweet song of a water ouzel contending with a heavy waterfall; the sweeping dive of the osprey—but it will count them only as incidental bonuses to the fly fisherman, although they are very real factors in relaxing the mind and the wrist and in intensifying the angler’s keen delight in his perfect sport.




  The premise of Advanced Fly Fishing is that the difference between taking trout on a fly and not taking them is slight. If the beginner will apply himself zealously, once he has read this book, there is no reason why he cannot get more action-packed days on the water within his first season than most anglers do who profess themselves expert fly men.




  Most fly men do not grow with their sport—particularly in the dry fly field. After each day’s fishing, they are no further advanced in skills or understandings in handling the wet fly, nymph or dry fly. Meet them on a stream a year from now and they will still be clinging to their favorite hand-me-down patterns many of which, inappropriately enough, were inherited from England; they will be confining themselves to their particular spots of a pool or to the riffles or an outcropping of rocks in a lake; and there will be no apparent change in their casting, retrieving, or striking—come hell or high water, they’ll still be sticking loyally to their outworn methods. And complaining, of course, about how trout fishing has fallen off.




  Contrary to popular lament, wonderful fly fishing is available for the skilful angler in America today from Maine to California, particularly in the high Rockies where most of the best stretches of our great rivers do not see above a dozen accomplished fly anglers in a whole year. And yet, many of these streams have a hatch on every day of the season!




  Most assuredly, trout fishing has changed. The number of native trout has decreased. With it, however, the wild trout has adjusted himself to man’s depredations, and his natural fear has made him more shy and alert than ever before. Anglers, too, are learning that if they want trout fishing for themselves and the boys who are coming along behind them they must release most of their trout. The pleasure of deceiving these “educated” fish—outwitting them, outfighting them on light tackle—brings with their release a tremendous personal satisfaction.




  If you are living near a cool, clean stream today, the chances are it contains large game fish. As a matter of interest, make it a point to visit the next lake which is poisoned to clean out the trash fish, and count the big game fish! You’ll be equally amazed and gratified to see the number and size of trout when your game commission conducts its next stream-shock census. All of these big fish are voracious feeders and, upon occasion, can be taken even on a dry fly! That’s where good equipment, new methods, new techniques, and greater refinement of skills count. And that’s the stuff of this book.




  The fly man’s pleasure is further intensified today by the availability of near-perfect tackle. With it, the beginner can quickly attain perfection in angling—a far cry, certainly, from the many years that necessarily passed between the time most of us fished crudely with a steel telescope rod until we graduated to delicate fly equipment.




  With the same effort, an angler can cast at least 20 feet farther today with greater delicacy than he could ten years ago! But, to be sure, the tradition-soaked expert will warn you: “Don’t cast too far! You can’t possibly hook a trout at that distance!” Turn your deaf ear to him: that’s twaddle. Four out of every five large fish I have played in the past four years have been hooked at least 50 feet away and once you’ve read this book, you’ll be doing the same.




  Distance is only a small part of the recent change in fly fishing but it is an important one. If the angler wants big fish action on a fly today, he must reach far out with fine tackle to the unfished water remaining. Certainly, he should neither overcast his water nor cast a foot farther than he has to. The importance of both the short and the long cast is presented fully in Chapter 3. But, with a few exceptions, the trophy fish must be reached with a long cast. By learning how to use the bubble with a spinning outfit, it is possible to hopskip a dry fly 70 feet away and produce action. (See Chapter 8).




  Fortunately, equipment and matching techniques are available today to make these long casts and, more difficult, to strike fish gently. This was not true five years ago! With a torpedo-head line, the present-day angler can reach an extra 10 feet. Propelled with a double pull—which we will discuss presently—another ten feet can be added. A brand new small-diametered weighted line will be discussed for the first time in Chapter 11, Steelhead and How. This will take the fly down quickly to the bottom of the stream where the big fish are. In addition, the angler must have a new cast to get a good float on turbulent, conflicting water, far off. The Lazy S cast, described in detail in Chapter 4, will do this. And then, with all that line out, the angler must be able to strike a fish at long range. Most die-hard fly men will tell you that it can’t be done nine times out of ten. Again, twaddle. Read Chapter 14 on striking trout on a dry fly, far off, which is the most difficult of all strikes to bring off properly.




  In keeping with the avowed intent of making Advanced Fly Fishing a practical book, let’s learn this double-pull right now to get action on big water.




  The double-pull requires a coordination similar to that of rubbing the top of your head with one hand while patting your stomach with the other. Once learned, it is simple.




  Retrieve your tapered line until you have no more than 30 feet out, with your rod lowered, the line floating, and straight—with no slack. In short, you’re prepared to pick it out of the water normally without putting too great a strain on your rod. But now, make this change. Move your left hand across and reach high up to the first guide and grasp the line between thumb and forefinger. Now, exactly as you lift up the line with your rod, pull the left hand down smartly to your left side, thereby increasing the traveling speed of your tapered line as it goes into the backcast. Stop the rod at half-past twelve o’clock, just as you normally would, keeping the line well up behind you. There, that’s one-half of the double-pull. Perhaps you have already done this.




  As the line tugs out behind, drift your left hand back again with the line, reaching toward the lower guide again, but not releasing the hold on your line. The higher above your right shoulder you reach, the better, and then, exactly as you begin to come forward with the rod to your usual half-past ten o’clock position, drive your left hand firmly down again, all the way across below your left hand pocket. The purpose, of course, is to build greater momentum into your line through speed.




  As your fast-traveling line goes forward, relax the hold with the left hand and let the line shoot forward through the guides. This is the second half of the double-pull as it was perfected by the tournament boys at the Golden Gate Angling and Casting Club of San Francisco. How to use this cast with a nylon monofilament shooting line will be explained more fully in Chapter 11, Steelhead And How.




  For practice, false cast with this double-pull for ten-minute periods until you get the proper coordination and timing. Be decisive in your action at all times but take it easy. It works best when you are relaxed and don’t press for too great distance by giving the rod an extra drive at the end of its arc. That sets up counter-vibrations in the rod which retard the smooth forward shooting of your line, and usually it results in a pile-up of your line near the leader. Positive action with easy relaxation does it and work your rod in the same backward and forward groove.




  With a half hour’s practice each day for a couple of weeks, the double-pull is yours, and it will add from 10 to 15 feet distance, perhaps even 20. And that, brother, will put your fly in unfished water on almost any large unwadable stream or lake.




  But one caution: practice with a strong rod. Only after you develop a graceful rhythm which does not put a strain on your rod should you transfer this double-pull to one of your lighter rods. I use this double-pull today tellingly with my 2½ ounce hollow Winston rod getting from 50 to 60 foot casts on a stream, and I have struck and taken 5-pound trout on it.




  A torpedo-head line (HDG) on this little 6 foot 8 inch rod works beautifully—with the torpedo head only 18 feet long instead of the customary 28 to 32 feet. The angler can build such a line with virtually no added expense after reading the details in Chapter 17.




  Where can such long casts be used most productively? For my taste, not in the remote wilderness areas which are seldom fished. Such fishing soon palls. Like most ardent fly anglers, I prefer to work hard for my trout on fairly-heavily fished water. Besides, it is downright good for a man’s humility to be skunked at least once or twice a season!




  Some of this good fly fishing may be right in your own backyard—your nearest, cool, clear stream. But for the annual vacation, it’s the great streams of the West, often skirted by highways, that should tug at the angler—the big water with long casts, long floats, and big fish making long runs! “Hi-yippee! I’ve got another big one on!”




  As Paul Stroud put it: “Where I come from (Chicago), it’s a problem to catch trout that are big enough to eat; out here (Bozeman, Montana), it’s a problem to catch trout that are small enough to eat!” For eating, Paul likes them under 14 inches.




  Paul fishes the Madison, the Gallatin, and the Yellowstone in Montana almost every fall, come September. But he should add Wyoming, Idaho, Colorado, Washington, and Oregon. In all these states, most big water is clean. Thermometer readings mean nothing—the water seldom rises above 60° Fahrenheit and usually the fish are ice-cold to the touch. And there’s open fishing everywhere. In 25 years, I have yet to ask a rancher’s permission to fish his water and be denied. If I were, I know where I’d go. Straight to one spot in Washington’s southern Olympics where I had a ranger station with 250 square miles all to myself and a stream which I alone fly fished. And it’s still that way today.




  There great spaces, usually backed up with a snowy, jagged horizon, are part of fishing big water out West. It’s possible to fish many streams without meeting another angler all day! I recall working down a steep canyon with Wick Wickstrom and Harvey Hansen of Denver. Finally, upon reaching the stream bank, Wick looked down and said disgustedly: “Look, someone’s been here ahead of us!” Sure enough, there were some unmistakable boot-prints at least a week old. “Let’s get out of here,” he insisted, “and fish somewhere else.” When we didn’t, Wick groused about the “over-run conditions of Wyoming” whenever he saw the lone angler’s old bootprints.




  The roll call of the great western streams where plenty of trophy fish can be taken today on a dry fly is thrilling: There’s the Okanogan and the Klickitat of Washington; the Gunnison and North Platte of Colorado; the Gallatin, the Madison, and the Yellowstone of Montana; the Sacramento and the Feather of California; the Truckee and the Carson of Nevada; the Snake and the Salmon of Idaho; the Willamette, the Williamson and the Deschutes of Oregon! But as with trout chasers the world over, westerners who fish these great fly waters yearn for the legendary Ausable and Beaverkill of New York; the Miramichi and Restigouche of New Brunswick; the Ammonoosuc of New Hampshire; the Brodhead of Pennsylvania.




  Happily there is no royal road to fly fishing. It’s a well-marked highway leading ever higher into mountain meadows and quieter pools and it must be traveled by every angler who aspires to take wild trout consistently on wet flies, nymphs, streamers or dry flies.
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  CHAPTER TWO




  BIG FISH ON LIGHT TACKLE




  It was a soul-searing spectacle. I came up as a cluster of worn-out fishermen were huddled around John Kolzer and his catch of five good rainbow taken from Oregon’s white-crested McKenzie. Fat, deep trout going from three-quarters to two pounds.




  The fishless anglers simulated cordial enthusiasm. One poked his finger into the biggest trout and said: “I turned over one, John, that would have gone about a half pound better’n this . . .” Another rounded out the refrain: “. . . I hooked into a 10 pound steelhead, John, but he threw my hook on his first jump. You can’t hold those big ones on trout tackle.”




  John could have told them that with lighter equipment properly handled those “turned over” fish might well have been in the creel. And as for the steelhead, just the day before I had seen him handle a 13-pounder below me on trout gear.




  I saw those men again later that evening. Around their campfire—typical of the hundreds of campfires I’ve visited from my Meserve ranger station on the Gray’s river, an 18-mile backpack from sleepy, little Skamokawa, Washington, near the mouth of the great Columbia River, to my Israel River ranger station near exclusive Bretton Woods, nestled up against the old White Mountains of New Hampshire—the conversational lament proceeded like a broken record: “I’m telling you, Gene, trout fishing has just naturally gone to pot. . . . Roads everywhere. . . . What this state needs is an up-and-coming game commission. . . . If we don’t clear these bait slingers off the stream, there just won’t be any fly fishing left . . .”




  However, one of those fishermen kept hammering back: “Don’t forget, fellows, those five nice rainbow John showed us. From what I hear, he releases big fish every time he goes out, too. Point is, there are plenty of big wild trout in this McKenzie that will take a fly but we just haven’t got the savvy to get them on, and even when we do, we lose them.”




  As a result of this man’s observation, I spent many hours the next day with John and from that day on, I became a much more effective angler. Looking back, I think that conversation did more to put large trout in my creel than anything I have learned since. (Perhaps I ought to take that back. But we’ll let the reader judge when he reads the chapter on Spinning The Bubble—a new method of fly fishing with a spinning outfit). But what John taught me in getting larger fish can do the same for any other fly fisherman who is interested in taking bigger trout in hard-fished water. Even the bait fishermen.




  The essence of John’s argument is this: “If any angler will improve his gear five per cent and his technique ten per cent, he’ll take big trout consistently.” It is that simple.




  By gear improvement, John says: “Get down to finer leader tippets and smaller, sharper hooks. Carry a small pointed whetstone to keep that hook needle sharp always.”




  By technique improvement, John explains: “Learn to cast and strike delicately—but mostly, it’s the striking. Set your smaller hook gently and play each trout as though he were the last one you’ll ever be privileged to catch. That way you’ll convert about fifty per cent of your “turned over” fish and “strikes” into fish-in-the-creel. That ten per cent is all that stands between taking trout—big trout—and a royal shellacking.”




  Since then I’ve spent many an hour in John Kolzer’s “Boar’s Nest”—as he calls his fly tying shop near the McKenzie River covered bridge, Blue River, Oregon—watching him perform the never-ending miracle of converting hollow deer hair, light ginger hackle, and Gantron Firefibre into my favorite dainty, full-palmered, No. 14 dry fly. Taking the distillations of John’s twenty years of McKenzie river experience and adding the practical casting and fly fishing knowledge I had picked up from such experts as Jules Cuenin, Jack Horner, Gerry Stratford, Chuck Cooper, Dan Bailey, and other trouting companions on a hundred and more choice American and European streams, I believe that it is possible for any ordinary fly fisherman with ordinary fly equipment to add that necessary ten per cent to his technique and become an accomplished angler within one season. As for the tackle improvement, the fly man need add only a couple of lighter tapered leaders; a half dozen tippets; a dozen No. 14 and No. 16 flies; a small whetstone to keep his hooks needle-point sharp, always; and a 100 yards of flat braided nylon backing. The whole investment need not come to ten dollars.




  Let’s face up to facts: trout are fewer today; they are being fished for more strenuously by better fishermen with better tackle; and those that survive are craftier than ever before.




  What’s the answer? The harder the water is fished, the more delicate must be the angler’s equipment to attract more and larger trout to his fly. And once the trout is fooled, your technique must be more gentle to strike, play, and net him on this light tackle.




  Once the angler uses finer terminal tackle, he will also be able to present his fly more delicately.




  John’s refinement of tackle and technique is the adaptation to stream conditions every intelligent fly fisherman is bound to make—sooner or later—when trout become warier. Wherever fishing becomes difficult, the more skilful fishermen in that area inevitably get down to finer tackle and match it with a more delicate technique. From what I have seen, this finer method of fishing began on the Eastern seaboard with emphasis in New York and Pennsylvania, As trout fishing became more intensive westward, this same refinement of tackle and method moved into Ohio, Michigan, and Wisconsin. And now, at last, it is coming to the Far West. Even in the Rockies, the barbaric, snelled fly—both dry and wet—is on its way out!




  Some of that refinement is reflected in tackle used by top anglers in various areas. George Phillips of Alexandria, Pennsylvania, goes down to 7X leaders and No. 20 dry flies to take his reluctant browns. Although I haven’t seen him fish, Vincent Marinaro tells about using 8X leaders in his book, A Modern Dry-Fly Code. In LaCrosse, Wisconsin, Palmer Olson uses 5X leaders and No. 16 flies. Out in Seattle, my fishing companion, Wes Drain, uses leaders up to 12, 14, and 16-foot lengths tapered down to 4X. And in northern California, Doug Merrick now fishes the Trinity River for the fighty sea-going rainbow with 2X leader and a No. 12 dry fly!




  If ever a silly theory was foisted on the angler, it is that large trout can be attracted only to large flies, and can be hooked and landed easier on large hooks. If the angler would merely study a large trout’s stomach, he’d see that the large trout, like the small one, feeds on large numbers of small insects, tiny flies, and grubs. (A study of trout’s diets, according to their length, is given in Chapter 6). Hence the large fly is not at all necessary. In fact, the great old trout may be much less suspicious of a small fly, particularly if it is attached to a finer leader and if he has been fished over often and has broken through an angler’s gear every once in a while just to keep himself in training. Furthermore, a small hook is much easier to set in his jaw. Properly sharpened, it’s still easier.




  In the last analysis, the most important item of the angler’s equipment is his hook. Despite its importance, the hook is the most neglected piece of the average fly fisherman’s outfit. I doubt if one angler in twenty carries a hook sharpener! Of the five in a hundred who may, I doubt if one of the five touches up the point of his hook as he fishes! And yet, it’s pure unadulterated carelessness to use dull hooks which all too frequently provoke that lament: “The fish just aren’t feeding right. All I felt was a few bumps.”




  According to John Kolzer’s formula, at least 50 per cent of those bumps can be converted into large trout-in-the-creel if the hook is small enough, sharp enough, and struck properly. A special technique in fighting large fish on gossamer tackle is presented in Chapter 16, Tight lines and Other Myths.




  There is another distinct handicap in using large hooks. Unless the angler strikes very hard, it is almost impossible to set a large hook in a fish so that the barb will penetrate the ligaments of his mouth and not pull out. With a light rod, it’s virtually impossible to set a large hook. All this, therefore, demands that the angler must use heavy leaders which in turn frighten the wise old trout before they ever get close to the fly.




  Not only in striking, but in playing, too, the large-hook fisherman, with his rougher handling, frequently jerks the hook right out of the fish’s jaw. This matter of a steelhead throwing a hook reads well and it gets many an angler out of an embarrassing spot, but actually most hooks are yanked out of the fish’s face, not thrown out. The chances are that this is what happened to the fisherman who told John Kolzer about the 10-pound steelie that threw the hook on the first jump. I have been accidentally foul-hooked in the lip and all the facial muscles I could bring to bear certainly couldn’t have thrown that hook. And just what facial muscles a steelhead can bring to bear to throw out a hook, no piscatorialist has yet determined.




  The most gratifying by-product of fishing with delicate tackle beyond that of getting more trout on is that the skilled fly man will land many more of his large trout. Let’s analyze it. With a heavy rod, and a heavy leader—the necessary evils that accompany the large fly—the fisherman strikes hard to “set” his hook. What happens? Usually he yanks right through the skin of the fish’s lip and his only souvenir, like the fisherman’s who enviously looked at John’s largest trout, is: “Anyway, I turned over a nice one today.” In contrast, what happens to the fisherman with the finer tackle?




  Practically every wild trout tends to seize a fly lightly—just forget about that terrific wake he may leave with his broad tail—and the fisherman sets his sharp hook lightly, most frequently through a slight piece of skin. The point goes through; he’s on!




  You will be agreeably amazed in using a small hook how many of your large trout will be landed, although hooked by a mere thread. It’s hard to believe but at least two-thirds of your large fish taken on light tackle will be hooked this way. And with heavy tackle, almost every one of these large fish would have been a sad lingering memory—perhaps you might not even have known that you were tangling with a lunker, because some of these big fish take an offering so gently. As my friend, Steamer Brannon of Boulder, Colorado, points out: “You never know how big a fish can be lurking under the tiniest dimple!” What I had taken for a fingerling proved a 16-inch brown.




  In this connection, I recall Wes Drain’s 20-pound steelhead which won Field & Stream’s 1949 annual contest. It was taken in the swift Skagit on one of his own beautifully-tied Gantron flies appropriately christened “Drain’s 20” after that exploit with the 20-pounder. The hook pulled through the membrane by which he was hooked and played just after the silvery giant turned his side up in shallow water.




  By using light terminal tackle, you are necessarily forced to handle your fish delicately. And when the lightly-hooked fish turns to go pell-mell down the river, let him take line, quickly and plenty. That calls for lots of backing—I even carry 300 feet of flat braided Nylon backing on my lightest trout outfit! If he does burn through, your fine leader means that you’ll lose no more than your hook and perhaps the tip section of your leader.




  Although there is always the first time, I have taken steelhead on trout tackle ranging from 3 to 10 pounds and I have yet to be cleaned out. But I’m knocking on hexagonal bamboo.




  “If you can once get by your initial strike,” says Doug Merrick, of 684 Harrison Street, San Francisco, who helped build my favorite 2½ ounce hollow, fluted Winston rod, “you should land your fish barring accidents which are bound to occur occasionally—such as getting fouled up under rocks, sunken branches, and snags.”




  Great emphasis has always been placed on balancing rod, line and reel, and very little on the strict business end of the outfit—the leader and hook. (If you want to save yourself money, read Chapter 17 before you go shopping for your balanced fly outfit).




  My fishing partner, Merton J. Parks of Gardiner, Montana, has given this leader-hook problem considerable thought and trial. For his basic leader, he uses a 9-foot job tapered down to 3X. (I prefer a 7½ foot tapered to 3X, which is cheaper, and then barrel-knot on two or three gut tippets with decreasing diameters). For his 12 and 14 flies, Mert adds a 4X tippet making a leader about 10 feet 3 inches long. For size 10 flies, he finds a 3X tippet a little too light—2X handles much better. As for 5X, Mert says: “That’s too light to handle a fly larger than a size 16. When a leader point is too fine for a fly, wind resistance tends to twist the tippet and it will break at the crucial moment.” Mert is tying up some new leaders of Platyl which is almost again as strong per diameter as gut. It may revolutionize the fly leader field.




  During the past season, and Mert fishes three times a week or more, he has left only one fly in a fish’s face.




  Striking fish gently takes learned control. Watching Jules Cuenin, one would swear that the trout itself sets the hook until you observe his left hand closely and see him pull the line four inches, no more. When fishing with considerable slack as I do, it’s sometimes a matter of striking both with your rod and with the left hand which is barely holding the line between an O’ed forefinger and thumb and then letting the line slip immediately as your fish roars into action.




  The finer the leader you use, the more important it is to have your hook needle-sharp at all times. After the angler has fly fished a stream for an hour with one fly, frequently its point is so dull that it couldn’t possibly enter the tougher membrane and penetrate past the barb unless the fish did most of the setting! Every time you retrieve your floating fly over a branch or a rock, touch it up. Occasionally it is a profitable trick to cast your fly line deliberately over a boulder to get a good float in a difficult spot. Even after striking or playing a fish, I touch up my hook because a trout has hard bones in his mouth. To do this, I work on the inside of the hook’s point and sides. But gently. Too much and you’ll reduce the sharp angle of the point. If the whetstone has grooves, don’t use them—those that I have seen sharpen the hook on the wrong side.




  If the reader is experimentally inclined, he can prove to his own satisfaction the great benefit derived from a sharp-pointed hook. Do this: Get a piece of stiff bond paper. Then select a large dull-pointed hook. Attach a leader. Knot the free end to a spring scale. With someone holding the paper, strike the hook, pulling through to the barb. The scale’s calibrations will record the amount of tension necessary to penetrate through the paper. Now sharpen the same hook. You’ll find that it may lessen the pull by as much as a half a pound! Do the same with a No. 14 needle-point sharp hook. I get it to penetrate the bond paper usually with less than a half pound pull. After dulling it deliberately, the penetration pull comes close to a pound! Almost double. On the stream, it doesn’t take any more force than striking through bond paper to set a sharp, small hook into a fish—regardless of size—and you don’t need to move the hook more than a quarter of an inch. Admittedly, there are places in a fish’s mouth which no hook will penetrate. But even so, the smaller hook will tend to go through sections where heavier hooks will not even take hold.




  A needle-sharp hook also will tend to eliminate the straightening of a hook—the most frequent and valid of small hook complaints. How often have you heard a fisherman say contemptuously: “Why, I’d straighten out those tiny hooks on my first heavy trout!”. With light leader and sharp hook, that danger, however, is virtually eliminated because the fine leader will force the angler to strike gently—well under the straightening or breaking point of your hook—and if you keep the hook needle-point sharp, it will penetrate easily past the barb and force your fish to fight against the bend and not the point of the hook. Then, if you play him well, the chance of the fish straightening the hook is remote.




  Last fall, I hooked my No. 14 fly into a branch across the stream. In pulling the hook loose, it straightened. Because it was the last fly of that particular pattern and size—spent-wing Adams, dry—I rebent the hook in my fingers. And it was just my luck to get a 20-inch rainbow to slam onto that fly! Incidentally, that was a rather interesting problem. My fishing companion of the morning, Ray Johnson of Burney, California, was casting for about a half hour without success over some large persistently rising rainbow on the millpond—smooth surface of the lower stretch of the Rising River. After I had watched some time, Ray offered: “You want to try it?”




  “No,” I said, “let’s do it together and fool them. The fish are used to your larger fly and heavier leader. You cast; and then let me cast right behind you and float my fly over them.” We did. On the first cast, I didn’t get my fly out far enough. On the second, my fly floated a foot behind Ray’s and, sure enough, this big rainbow fell for the deception, swirled, and I was fast to him—at least for the first magnificent jump when he rushed out of the water at least two feet, his red side gleaming, and straightened my rebent hook before I could give him slack.




  Besides the pleasure of having more action, there is terrific gratification in fishing with light tackle which the heavy tackle yankster knows nothing about. I think I know what deep pleasure John got from those men gathered around his five rainbow taken on light tackle. Something of that same feeling was mine on the Yellowstone river last September. I was fishing with my 2½ ounce Winston, a Dan Bailey 9-foot leader tapered down to 4X, a Miller hollow dry fly torpedo-head line (HDG), and a No. 14 Kolzer Gantron light caddis fly. As I was resting a wonderful 150-foot long riffle, a grizzled old-timer came along. He worked his two snelled flies down the current and then yanked them back in foot-long jerks. After derricking three 10-inch golden bellied Montana cutthroat, breaking their necks and stuffing them into his ugly blackened creel, he waded back to me.




  “Fishing’s pretty good today,” he volunteered, showing me a half-full basket of trout, and then asked: “How many you got?”




  “Two!”




  “Only two!” He looked at my gear. “Hell, boy, no wonder. You couldn’t hold a June bug with that toy outfit.”




  Then he proceeded to tell me what flies were producing—wet No. 8 grey hackle, yellow body on a 3-pound test leader. After he had fished the riffle again to give me an idea as to how to work through it properly, he let me enter the water under his supervision.




  Almost immediately, certainly not more than five short floats later, I was exercising a 16-inch rainbow—a fish considerably larger than anything he had taken all day. I released it, but not without a furtive backward glance to be sure he watched me. Within a dozen casts, I took another, almost a mate to it. The old-timer thought to ask to look at my two cutthroat, which went about 2 and 2½ pounds.




  Chastened, he asked: “Pardner, do you mind if I watch you take a couple more with that light outfit?”




  Later, when I explained John’s theory—why you can take bigger fish on light tackle, he swore: “Well, I’ll be go to hell. I’m sure going to give it a whirl. Looks like a lot more fun, too. Going to be here tomorrow ?”
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  CHAPTER THREE




  SHORT CASTS AND LONG CASTS




  It just so happens that I like working my way down to a crystal-clear stream which is locked into a box canyon with a waterfall spilling in alongside between black-ribbed maidenhair fern and broad-leafed devil’s club; wading into the ice-cold water up to my hubs; waggling out a 60-foot Lazy S cast into a particularly awkward spot beyond swift water; watching my No. 14 light Cahill rest motionless for an instant in backwater; and then hooping and hollering for joy when a fool 15 inch rainbow at that distance takes my silly imitation seriously. Whether I take him or not, I’ve had my day’s quota of pleasure and I’m ready to hang up my rod.




  Sure, I’ve been taught better.




  I’ve been told a thousand times: “Don’t you know you’ve messed up the intervening water and put down perhaps a half dozen trout, maybe forever?”




  “At 60 feet you have comparatively little control of your cast. Less accuracy and delicacy, too.”




  “Your chance of getting an independent float has evaporated almost to the vanishing point, to say nothing of having reduced your possibility of striking the fish ten-fold!”




  “Your chances of limiting out are always better fishing up close.”




  My fishing companion Gerry reminds me, too: “A short caster gets just as big a kick from positioning himself below a pocket, tipping in his dry fly gently, and taking his trout close by.”




  Properly used, there is no conflict between long and short casts. The accomplished angler must use both—applying this cardinal rule: never cast farther than you have to.




  Before putting on the gloves, let’s weigh in the contestants:




  THE SHORT CAST




  With the short cast the angler can:




  1.Achieve greater delicacy.




  2.See his fly better.




  3.Improve his accuracy.




  4.Strike fish more quickly. With a taut line and a small sharp hook, the fish will frequently impale himself.




  5.Reduce the fault of overcasting.




  6.Cover his water more thoroughly.




  7.While he makes a half dozen casts, the longer caster gets off one. As a result he gets in many more casts.




  THE LONG CAST




  With the long cast, the angler can:




  1.Fish the quiet water in the large pools where wading would alarm the fish.




  2.Fish downstream without being seen.




  3.Reach water which is less often fished by other fly fishermen–and not at all by bait fishermen unless they are using a spinning outfit.




  4.Drift his float downstream with the current into the path of a large working fish.




  5.Use the long drift to spot big fish.




  Unfortunately, long casts are in disrepute with most tradition-weighted anglers. Mostly, perhaps because too many casters abuse the long cast—particularly when they are learning distance. They overcast fish. They are not skilful enough to float their fly in harmony with the current. And when a fish rises, they do not know how to strike correctly. But all these things can be done, as the reader will find in this and succeeding chapters.




  Before getting involved in methods of converting short and long casts into fish-in-the-creel, let’s do some soul searching. Whenever I read or hear about a wader getting off 80 foot casts, I automatically allow 25 per cent for imagination and reduce them to 60 feet. As for casting smack-dab into the inside ring of a rise, 75 feet away—well, brother, in real life it just doesn’t work out that way. One steelhead writer who glibly gets off 90-foot casts in his prose was ignominiously reduced to 75 feet when he was put on a casting platform, two feet above the water, with a following breeze. And not wading. With the 30-inch tournament rings in front of him, spaced from 20 to 50 feet—not 75, his teacup accuracy wouldn’t even hold up in a washtub!




  Evaluating these benefits, it seems almost unnecessary to say that the short cast is more appropriate to wadable water and the long cast to big water. However, the two frequently can and should be used on the same stream. At times, a long vast works very well on a small stream—particularly in large quiet pools, overgrown with willows. Similarly, there are spots on a large stream where a short cast is in order—particularly when the fish are feeding on your side of the stream. Hence the accomplished angler should be able to use both with accuracy and delicacy.




  To take fish consistently on a cast beyond 60 feet calls for superlative casting ability. Every casting problem which confronts the close-in angler is multiplied. Besides, the long distance caster is usually working on bigger and smarter fish and these weisenheimers are more difficult to deceive. To take them, requires not only a long clean-cut cast but also an accurate one under close-to-perfect control. Even if the water is heavy, it cannot be disturbed.




  Long and short casters, once they become proficient, develop peculiar knacks and by perfecting them become increasingly effective in taking fish.
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