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“People have changed. 

We may have missed a lot of it up here, 
but I think it’s been the most rewarding life we could have had.

Fly fishermen haven’t changed.
 
Fly fishermen, trout fishermen, 
are the cream of fishermen.”

LEGENDARY TIER ANN SCHWEIGERT, 
  COMMENTING ON A LIFE AMONG ANGLERS
  IN THE GRAYLING AREA
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About 4,000 years ago, the Egyptians created the first fly for the
purpose of attracting and catching fish. Crafted from bone and a piece
of yarn, it drifted down the Nile River.
History does not give us the outcome of
this premiere of fly fishing; however, we
know the continuing result. Then and
now, humans seem to have an eternal 
desire to produce artificial flies and other
paraphernalia related to fishing.

Relatively little is known about the
  early days of this age-old piscatorial pursuit, which began in Egypt, moved to
  Scandinavia, progressed to Scotland and
  England, and finally found its way to
  America. For reasons known only to fly
  fishermen, this method of harvesting
  supper turned from the necessity for
  food into an “art-sport” that has grown
  by geometric proportions. The greatest
  interest seems to be invested not in the
  rod and line, but in the terminal object
at the end of the leader—the fly.

Fly fishing in America boomed 
  because of the abundance of lakes and
  streams and the great economic opportunity that was afforded to pursue the
  sport. Certainly in America alone, there
  must be a million or more anglers who
  venture forth annually with boxes of
  flies to try to turn hope into reality—hooking a worthy trout.

In the early 1900s and even before,
  many American fly tiers made their
  marks in history with their attempts 
  to design and produce the “perfect” 
  fly. From Len Halladay in the 1920s 
  to modern-day tiers like Dennis Potter
  who are teaching a new fraternity of 
  enthusiasts, Michigan does not lack 
in its bounty of creative genius.

In these pages, we find patterns that
  have been tried, tested, and proven to be
ever closer to that perfect fly.

Wesley V. Cooper, July 2010

  Michigan bamboo rod builder

  151st member of Trout Unlimited


Prologue

Legends are created when the sharp
edges of reality erode and the line
between fact and fiction blurs. As time moves on, these icons become larger
than life, a process that is fed in part by
the human tendency to exaggerate positive traits and overlook flaws.

And so it is with flies. Some of the
  featured patterns in this book were
  named after their creators even when
  their namesakes had little if anything 
  to do with their designs. Nevertheless,
  imitation is the most sincere form of
  flattery, perhaps nowhere more so than
  in the realm of artificial flies. And thus
  the collective genius of many tiers is
  often wrapped into one pattern, sometimes deliberately and other times unintentionally. In the end, creative rights 
  to specific fly designs were often lost to 
the labyrinth of legend.

Perhaps Harold Smedley, author of Fly
Patterns and Their Origins, said it best:


Flies, that is, the kind we are going 
  to write of here and the kind we use
  for fishing in our efforts to attract 
  or deceive fish, have always occupied
  a leading position as a subject for 
  discussion or argument whenever
  and wherever fisherman have gotten
together.

Flies, their patterns and styles,
  their virtues and vices, their good
  points and bad points, and the manner of their use or uselessness, have
  always composed a considerable portion of angling literature, past and
present, and they will in the future.

Fishing flies, as we know them
  today, are the result of evolution,
    rather than the invention or creation 
    of any given person period. Every generation of anglers has made its contribution to the array of patterns now
in use. [emphasis added]



Ultimately, the truth regarding the
  ownership of individual creative rights
  lies somewhere amid countless opinions. As history deepens, so do the legends of icons like Clarence Roberts and
  Len Halladay, deeply entrenched within
Michigan’s grand fly-tying legacy.

Theirs are stories worth telling. 


Introduction

Optimists and Dreamers

A dense fog of blue smoke hung in
the rafters, and a jovial feeling
pervaded the room. Formally dressed men reclined in deep leather
chairs while a pine-knot fire crackled
cheerily, for it was a cool spring evening
in northern Michigan in 1939. Into the
night, they deliberated on the merits of
particular fly patterns, at times suggesting improvements that the others summarily shot down. Occasionally, though,
someone gestured passionately with the
business end of a briar pipe and raised
an idea that hushed the conversation.
Then they quickly cleared away sweaty
highball glasses to make room for a vise
and boxes of feathers and fur. After dialing up the wick on a kerosene lantern,
the expectant anglers gathered wide-eyed
around the tier as a new fly was born.

We still have those gatherings. The
  dress code is more casual these days, and
  there’s not as much smoke in the air, but
  fishermen forever delight in recanting
  old stories of how they almost landed an
  elusive trout … almost. And we’re still
  searching for that extraordinary fly, the
  one that will be born tonight and set to
  task tomorrow, just like the classic patterns of years past. These glorious feathered deceptions will resolve the ponderous questions that leave anglers wanting
and perplexed—at least in theory. 

Fishermen are optimists and dreamers; the years haven’t changed that. But
  there’s still the matter of the fly. It’s a
  timeless fly fisherman’s paradox: Anglers
  search for a fly that better imitates life,
  deceives smarter trout, and is all the
  while more pleasing to the human eye—one that excels and endures the test of
  time. But given the choice, would anglers
  really want a magical pattern that catches
  trout without fail? Hardly; all the mystery would be gone. And yet the pursuit
for the perfect design continues. 

Following are a handful of Michigan-born flies that have endured, even excelled. Most, like the Adams and the
  Griffith’s Gnat, were fashioned many
  years ago, in the 1920s through the
  1960s. Others, like the Rusty’s Spinner
  and the Zoo Cougar, are relatively recent
  inventions. None of these catch trout all
  the time, yet they’ve all proven consistently effective and therefore have
  joined the ranks of the elite.
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It’s doubtful that Leonard Halladay
realized the significance of this
unassuming fly he tied in 1922. A friend and fellow angler, Ohio judge
Charles F. Adams, had requested that 
Len design a pattern for him. When
Adams tested it on a pond near Halladay’s home in Mayfield, he ruled it a
“great success.” After fishing the nearby
Boardman River, he enthusiastically
hailed the creation “a knockout.” The
rest, as they say, is history. 

Toward the end of the nineteenth
  century, Michigan’s fishery was changing. The once prolific grayling had been
  displaced by brook trout, but their numbers were dwindling as well because of
  logging, overfishing, and poor conservation practices. Rainbows from California
  were introduced into the Pere Marquette
  River in 1882, and European brown trout
  were planted two years later in an attempt to buoy the declining sport fishery. The browns were especially wary
  and reluctant to take surface flies, particularly the gaudy attractor patterns used
  on the less fussy grayling and brook
  trout. The Adams was among the first
  Michigan dry flies that effectively lured
daytime browns to the surface to feed.

If ever there were a do-all, go-anywhere fly pattern, the Adams is it. Although its namesake, The Honorable
  Charles F. Adams, thought it looked like
  an ant, others felt that it mimicked a
  caddis. In its modern-day dress, most
  agree it looks like a mayfly, but when
  tied on a tiny hook, it’s a passable 
  midge too. The mixed grizzly and 
  brown hackle implies movement, 
  and the tapered body couldn’t
look buggier. Although it’s 
not a flashy pattern, there’s 
no doubt that the demure 
 fly has risen to stardom 
since its modest beginnings. However it’s 
seen, the versatile 
Adams doesn’t replicate 
any particular insect, but 
it has elements common 
to many trout stream flies.
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JEONARD HALLADAY (1872
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