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  Introduction

  I KNOW YOU’VE BEEN TOLD THAT CATCHING A CARP ON the fly is like catching a permit blindfolded in 40-mph winds with a dull hook. Carp fly fishermen love to extol the difficulties in getting carp on the fly, and they aren’t lying. It’s not easy. Then again, we might have a tendency to make our own efforts appear a little more herculean than is actually the case. The fact is catching a carp with a fly is tough but not nearly as hard as you may have been led to believe. The real trick is picking the right fly and presenting it correctly. Carp won’t eat the wrong fly, and they rarely make mistakes; it’s why we seldom catch them inadvertently.
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  For many people, carp fishing involves putting aside preconceived notions.

  Photo by Aaron Smith.

  OK, bad news first. None of the patterns in this book are surefire bets the first time you hit the water. But now the good news: The magical carp fly that will get eaten consistently and even eagerly on your water probably does exist in these pages. When you match the right fly with the right water, the results can be incredible. You just have to figure out what the carp you are trying to catch are eating.

  Carp are probably the most adaptable feeders in North American freshwater. They have the ability to feed efficiently on almost every category of food items. When the most available and efficient food is baitfish, they are effective predators. If small nymphs are the most available food item, they are foragers. And if it’s crayfish, they’re something in between. Unfortunately for us, what is most abundant will vary from body of water to body of water and from month to month, meaning the food items that the carp is keyed on will change by season and body of water. In addition, even the best pattern will fail if it isn’t mistaken for the preferred food item at that time and on that water. See? Simple.
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  Habitat, behavior, and even the scarring on their lips indicate what carp are eating.

  Photo by Dan Frasier.

  So the first and most important advice any book on carp flies can give is this: Find out what the carp are eating on the water you intend to fish. Kick over rocks, watch the fish’s behavior, get muddy and wet—do whatever it takes to figure out what is the most available food item to the carp you are chasing. At the beginning of each part, I have described the indicators and carp behaviors when they are eating food items in this category. There will also be a discussion of the habitats that each prey prefers. When you can see feeding behavior that is consistent with a certain prey and you know that prey is abundant on that specific water, you can be pretty confident that you know which flies stand the best chance for success. Then and only then pick a pattern and go nuts.

  How we present the fly to the fish is as important as fly selection. Presentation cannot convince a fish that the wrong fly is actually whatever they are eating. No matter how well you present a crayfish pattern to a fish that is eating midges, you aren’t going to convince the fish that the crayfish is a midge. However, a poor presentation can talk a fish out of thinking that the right fly is actually food because the right fly with the wrong presentation will get refused just as readily as the wrong fly with the right presentation. When you understand what the carp are eating, you are able to identify what fly to show them. Understanding how that prey behaves, allows you to show the fly to them persuasively. For that reason, each category of fly will have a discussion of the behavior of the prey we are imitating and presentation techniques that match that behavior. Some of these presentations are tried and true on various other species of fish. Others are newly developed for carp. Don’t be afraid to test presentations that you come up with yourself. This is a new arena in fly fishing, and it is evolving quickly. Just continue to ask yourself, “How does this organism move just before a carp eats it, and how can I make my fly do the same thing?” If you keep those questions in your head, you will eventually find the presentation that works best for you.
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  Photo by Mark Erdosy.

  Earlier I mentioned that carp diets vary wildly. Because of this variation in diet, a few important things will become obvious as you look through the flies in this book. First, the patterns are impressionistic rather than perfect imitations. Many of them could pass for items in different categories. Carp are intelligent fish. Give them the opportunity to convince themselves that the fly is what they hope it is. Secondly, hybrid patterns can be very effective. If you make a fly that looks like it might be more than one type of food, you increase your odds. Lastly, the most important decision you will make in your carp fly selection is not the individual fly, but rather the category of food item. If you know the carp are eating nymphs, any number of the nymph patterns in this book may work. Having an understanding of which food the carp are eating answers the questions of fly size, profile, and presentation. If you have those three things right, the exact pattern you use will become a matter of fine-tuning. In other words, you’ll already be catching lots of carp, and finding the perfect pattern will only make it better. Thus, this book is separated by food item. Carp eat everything, but your carp only eat the category of everything most available to them. If you figure out that category, you are halfway home.
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  Photo by John “Montana” Bartlett.

  My final tip before we move onto the specific flies is about how all of this variation in diet by water, time of year, location on the water body, and time of day creates considerable uncertainty around fly fishing for carp. You are never quite sure if you are being refused because the fish have switched food items, or you are moving the fly wrong, you just aren’t lucky enough that day. It is maddening to even the most seasoned carp fly angler. This uncertainty breeds a lack of confidence, and that is the worst thing someone targeting carp can bring to the water. Confidence, or faith, as a good buddy of mine puts it, is the most critical factor deciding success or failure on the water. Carp aren’t going to telegraph to you that they have eaten your fly, they aren’t going to hook themselves, and they will rarely give you the exact shot you desire. You need to make casts on faith that your skills and a little luck can get the fly where it needs to be. You need to set the hook on blind faith that it’s time. The more carp you catch, the more often you will find yourself thinking, “I have no idea what made me decide that fly had been eaten.” This is what makes being a beginning carp on the fly junkie so difficult. You can only develop the feel or intuition with experience, and that can’t be taught. The best advice I can give is this. In order to speed the development of your carp sense, you have to catch a lot of carp. The only way to catch a lot of carp is to cast to a lot of carp and set the hook a bunch. Casts and hook sets are free, so be confident in your abilities, your flies, and your budding intuition, and start setting the hook on the slightest movement. You’ll quickly realize that you often can’t see what’s happening between your fly and the carp’s mouth, and you can’t hesitate to set the hook.
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  Set the hook early and often to build your intuition about when the fly has been eaten.

  Photo by John “Montana” Bartlett.

  One last thought: The flies in this book are intended for common carp. While some will work on certain grass carp, many of them won’t. Along with the physiological and behavioral differences between grass carp and common carp come large dietary differences. Grass carp are primarily herbivores. They are stocked for weed control purposes. An entirely different set of flies is required to consistently catch them, which is beyond the scope of this book. If it’s grass carp flies you are after, you’d better just come over to my house, pour a scotch, and be prepared to hang out for a while.


  PART
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  I

  Meat

  

  IF YOU READ ONE OF THE FEW BOOKS ON CARP, YOU’LL likely conclude that carp eat crayfish, and that is factually accurate. Some carp in some places do, in fact, eat crayfish, and it could be argued that this understanding is the genesis of carp fly design. Essentially, carp fly fishermen started with “carp eat crayfish” and built their way out. As time passed, designers realized that crayfish weren’t the only organisms being eaten by carp and began to build flies accordingly. However, while they were venturing away from crayfish, they weren’t abandoning this size of fly. Medium-sized prey are an important part of the diet of a carp on most water, and that size is where the focus of carp fly design remained for a long time.
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  Medium-sized flies can put very large fish in your net.

  Photo by Mark Erdosy.

  These medium-sized flies represent the longest standing and most explored genre of flies for carp. It has grown to encompass more than just crayfish. Let’s call it meat. Flies in the meat category range in size from about ¾–1½ inches long and attempt to look like one of the more meaty food organisms living in freshwater. Crayfish, worms, mussels, and clams all fall into this category.
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  Photo by Dan Frasier.

  As I said in the introduction, identifying what the carp are eating is the most important aspect to picking a fly. The best worm imitation won’t catch a carp that is eating tiny nymphs. Thankfully there are a number of cues that the carp and the environment will give to anglers if the fish are eating flies in meat size range. The first thing to notice is how the fish are eating.

  The quintessential carp-feeding scenario involves the carp with his head down and tail up, sometimes breaking the surface. Finding a fish in this position means you have found a feeding fish. That’s a good start. It doesn’t yet tell you what they are eating, unfortunately. That information is telegraphed in the carp’s movements. Food organisms of the meat size are more able to flee or hide than smaller more helpless creatures.

  Thus, the carp that are feeding on them will tend to exhibit more active movements. The higher calorie count of this larger prey makes them worth the effort. A tailing carp that will occasionally lunge forward or quickly turn its head is likely eating something you could call meat. If the fish are in very skinny water, you will see them picking or lunging their way around rocks or weed bases. These fish are not just feeding; they are hunting.

  Tailing isn’t the only cue that carp are looking for prey. Often they will be slowly cruising near the bottom. In this scenario, carp will be swimming along rather haphazardly and without obvious purpose. The sign that they are eating comes when they stop to pick something up, momentarily tailing or even changing direction to grab a fleeing food item. Once again, carp that are feeding on these larger food items will have to make pretty obvious movements to capture prey. They will work a little to get one of these larger food items.
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  Looking for carp tails is a good way to find feeding fish.

  Photo by John “Montana” Bartlett.
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  Photo by Dan Frasier.

  One thing I can tell you for sure: to find fish eating organisms of this size, organisms of this size need to be present in the water. Obviously, each specific prey item will have a particular ecosystem that it likes best, and we will get into the specifics of those ecosystems as we get more in depth into each useful pattern. That said, there are some generalities that can be made concerning bodies of water that hold prey items of this size in abundance.

  Good habitat for meaty prey tends to be relatively rich. Ponds, slow moving rivers, and lakes with a significant amount of life are prime homes for the majority of these animals. Rich, mucky bottoms, stands of weeds, and shallow areas all tend to hold larger prey items. While these animals are prey to carp, frequently they are predators themselves. They require an abundance of tiny bug life to feed upon. Weedy or mucky bottoms and rocky areas with significant moss growth are rich in the tiny bugs that baby crayfish eat.
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  Photo by Aaron Smith.

  Another consistent water feature is that they tend to be pretty shallow. Getting light to penetrate to the bottom is a key ingredient in supporting a body of water that is rich in plant life and, therefore, small animal life. This is why flats are attractive areas to fly fish for carp. These shallow sections of larger water bodies see more light on the bottom than the deeper sections and thus hold more life. Carp will often move into these shallow areas to find the moderate-sized creatures that live there and eat them.
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