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INTRODUCTION


The Full Range of Rigs and Methods


The more versatile you become as a trout fisherman, the more often you’ll catch trout, the fewer times you’ll get skunked, and the more and inevitably larger trout you’ll catch. The wider the range of ways you learn to rig your fly-fishing tackle and the greater the number of methods with which you’re able to apply each given rig against trout, the more trout fishing situations you’re going to be able to solve, and the more often you’re going to go home happy because that day, building into days upon days, you caught fish.


A rig is the way your terminal tackle is set up: The type of fly line, the length and taper of your leader, the length and strength of the tippet at the end of the leader, the fly tied to the tippet, and any trinkets fixed to the leader and tippet—split shot, putty weight, strike indicators, dropper flies, point flies, and indicator flies—all constitute a rig. It might be as simple as a 10-foot knotless tapered leader and a single dry fly or as complex as a hand-tied tapered leader with a couple of indicators a foot apart and three flies of ascending or descending size with putty weight or tiny split shot pinched to each short section of tippet between the flies.


I was reminded about the value of knowing a wide array of rigs on a recent fishing trip. After driving across Oregon’s Cascade Range with physician Curt Marr to a small cattail-lined pond in flat wheat country, I expected to encounter the normal morning and evening midge hatches that happen nearly every spring day on almost all such still waters. We arrived long after dark, set up our backpacking tents not far from the water, had a last look at a sky that was more black with clouds than shining with masses of stars, and put the night to bed. While we slept, a wind crept up and blew the front of a storm toward us. In the morning, huddled in the lee of our tents to escape the cold wind and drink our coffee, we watched water that was covered with whitecaps rather than hatching midges. At least it wasn’t raining.


The only calm water we could find was a 40-foot strip in the lee of the slight dike that backed up a gully seep to form the pond. No midges were hatching even in that bit of flat water, but at least we could cast our lines out of the wind. Any backcast high enough to loft above the dike got knocked down by the wind, so we were forced to roll cast. Fortunately a tailwind allows even duffers to deliver 40-foot roll casts. It just so happened that the deepest water in the pond, in this case something short of 10 feet, was butted up against that dike, and every angler knows that when nothing is happening on top of the water, trout tend to bunch up in the deepest part of a shallow stillwater.


I rigged with a combination that had a long history of being dependable for me on that pond and many other still waters, both large and small: a clear intermediate sinking line, a 10-foot leader tapered to a 4X tippet, to which I tied a size 12 beadhead Black Woolly Bugger trailed by a size 16 black midge pupa pattern on a 12-inch tippet. I began rolling this rig out and counting it down ten seconds, then twenty, and finally thirty before retrieving the flies slowly back toward me. They returned weeded up on the thirty-second count, so I went back to twenty. Within a few casts, I felt a strong pull, raised the rod to set the hook, and not long later landed a 2-pound rainbow that was so reluctant to surrender that I had to get my hands wet and cold to land and release it.


I dried off my hands, put them into my pockets to warm a bit and then went back to casting, pretty sure I had life solved. I even advised Curt to rig the way I was. Fortunately for him he didn’t have an intermediate line in his vest. He’d rigged with a floating line, yarn strike indicator, 8- to 9-foot leader, and a brace of small midge pupa patterns, which were in my nose-tilted opinion a pair of pretty nondescript flies. One of them had a tungsten beadhead, enough weight to tug both of them slowly down to the extent that the leader allowed.


I’d been casting, counting, and retrieving without any action for a few minutes when I heard Curt say something sharp. I looked over and saw him bringing in his outfit to discover the point fly missing, snapped off when his indicator dipped and he reacted with a quick hookset. He replaced it, cast again, and drew in just enough slack to keep in close touch with his indicator. I found myself watching it as well, attending to his fishing more closely than I attended my own. When his indicator again disappeared abruptly, he lifted the rod, which bent and then straightened, and I heard that same sharp expression. He brought in the rig and stoutened the tippet to his point fly from 5X to 4X. Apparently, some large, strong trout were cruising around in those minor depths.


Curt landed the next two trout, while I continued casting fruitlessly. I hated to abandon a rig that has a long history of success behind it and that also caught the first trout of the day. But the next time Curt’s indicator dipped down and he raised his rod hollering, I went over and got my hands wet and cold unpinning and releasing his fish for him. I pretended to be helpful, but I was really snooping out precisely how he was rigged.


Within minutes I had respooled with a floating line and rerigged with a yarn indicator, hinged 8-foot leader, and two quite attractive midge pupa patterns with a pinch of putty weight on the tippet between them. We then went about even on a dozen or more fat trout through the remainder of that morning and caught as many if not more after warming up with hot soup in the early afternoon. The wind never did die, and the trout never made a move toward the surface. Both of our indicators continued their occasional dipping as those foolish trout never did wise up and become selective to my prettier flies. It was the rig that suspended those flies in the zone where the trout were cruising, rather than the tidiness of the flies dangled there, that conned the fish that day.


A method is the way you present a given rig to the trout. For each rig, there are from as few as a couple to as many as a couple dozen methods that can be used to solve different situations. Ironically, the simplest rig, the standard tapered leader and dry fly, can be fished with the most methods, while more complicated rigs, such as the deadly split shot and strike indicator nymphing rig, are used in fewer different ways, though each method can in itself become somewhat complex. Just casting a rig with an indicator, some form of added weight, and one or two nymphs on the leader without getting into a fearful tangle can require adjustment to your casting stroke.


Within each rig and for each method, there are almost always ways to adjust the setup to suit the precise situation you’re trying to solve. If, for example, you’re fishing a standard Adams or Elk Hair Caddis dry fly and a hatch of small insects suddenly causes trout to narrow their focus, then you might need to extend your leader with 2 or 3 feet of fine tippet and tie on a fly that matches the natural. Or you might be successfully fishing a riffle or run with the shot-and-indicator rig, when your success drops off because the water you’ve fished your way into has become a foot or two deeper. If you adjust your indicator higher up the leader and add an extra small split shot, it’s surprising how often you’ll be right back into the brisk business of catching trout.


Over time, given experience and some of the success that comes with it, you’ll learn to choose the right rig for a given set of circumstances. You’ll also learn to assess the situation and choose the correct method to use with the rig, given the conditions that exist at that moment. You’ll know when to adjust a rig that isn’t working or when to use the same rig but with a different method—say, switching from the upstream dry fly in a riffle to the cross-stream dry when you move up onto a smooth flat—or when to cease the unsuccessful casting with one rig and rerig entirely. For example, let’s say you are enjoying good nymphing and suddenly find yourself surrounded by trout rising to a hatch. Some fisherman would continue nymphing as long as they continue catching trout, but most smart folks quickly strip the nymphs, indicators, and split shot off their leaders, refresh their tippets, and fish with a dry fly to catch some of those visible rising trout.


I’ll end with an admonition: Don’t rig up as soon as you arrive at the water, without any more than a glance at the conditions on the creek, stream, river, or stillwater you’re about to fish. Instead, insert yourself into your waders, shrug into your vest, pick up your rod and reel, and step down to the waterside. Take a close look at what might be happening before you begin to assemble your terminal tackle. Choose your rig based on your observations about conditions on the water.


First, take into account the season and, within the season, the weather. If it’s winter and it’s cold, you’re more likely to succeed with nymphs than you are with drys. If it’s spring and the air is warm, then a dry fly is clearly an option. After observing conditions in the air, take a close look at the water. If it’s high and off color, restrict your options to a nymph or streamer tumbled on or near the bottom. If the water is low and clear, a nymph or streamer still might be appropriate, but consider other methods, plus wet flies and drys. Observe what the trout might be doing. Look carefully, and don’t overlook the trout that might be feeding with delicate sipping rises tight along the edges or in slightly wrinkled water. If trout are up and feeding, you’ll need to figure out what they’re taking, so that you select the right rig and correct method, and even a matching fly pattern, to fool them.


Once you’ve observed all the conditions of the air and the water and know what the trout are doing, then it’s time to choose a rig and a method suitable to precisely those conditions. Only after you’ve chosen the rig, method, and fly or flies most likely to provide some success is it time to launch yourself and go fishing.
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You’ll find some combinations of rigs and methods so useful that you’ll come back to them time and time again to solve the widest range of trout-fishing situations. Examples include the standard tapered leader rig and upstream dry-fly method and the shot-and-indicator nymphing rig and shotgun method. Throughout the book, the most versatile, commonly successful rigs and methods are highlighted with this key. These are the ones you’ll turn to most often. But don’t forget that the more rigs you learn to construct and the more methods you learn to apply with them, the more situations you’ll solve and the more trout you’ll catch.











PART 1


Getting Ready
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CHAPTER 1


Gearing Up


Although the waters that hold trout come in different shapes and sizes, many of the same rigs and methods can be used to fish all the various types. The „ tackle you use for one type of water, however, will not always be best suited to the others. If you plan to fish all types of water, then you’ll eventually want to arm yourself with separate outfits appropriate to each type. If you plan to fish mostly a single type, then select your tackle for that. It’s possible, with some minor restrictions, to buy a single outfit that will fish well on one type of water and still be suitable on others. If you are interested in such a compromise outfit, then buy what is best suited to the kind of water you want to fish most often but is still useable, if perhaps less well suited, to those you will fish less often.


For the purpose of selecting tackle, moving waters are broken down here into rivers, which vary from modest size to very large, streams, which are average-size trout waters, and creeks, often referred to as small streams. These are somewhat arbitrary trout-fishing definitions. According to Webster, a river is a natural flow of water larger than a creek, a stream is any flow of liquid, specifically a small river, and a creek is a small stream, somewhat larger than a brook. The definition of a brook as a small stream, usually not so large as a river, means nothing in fishing terms, so the term is not used in this book. Because of its first definition as any flow of liquid, I use the term stream in blanket fashion to cover rivers, streams, and creeks. After a look at Webster, you can see why I define moving trout waters in fly-fishing terms.


A workable definition of a creek might be a water small enough that you can easily cover its holding lies, side to side, with fairly short casts from a single position. A stream might be defined as a water you must wade from position to position in order to cover all its lies, from side to side, with casts of more normal length. A river might be a water so wide that you must approach it riffle by riffle, run by run, pool by pool, covering each piece from a succession of positions. Note that fishing a big river successfully encourages movement but does not necessarily require long casts.
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Within the three size categories, a moving water can also be defined by its source, whether it’s freestone, spring fed, or tailwater. A freestone water, whether creek, stream, or river, gathers runoff and groundwater and flows over a normal bed of sand, gravel, cobble, and boulders. A spring-fed stream, almost always called a spring creek no matter its size, arises from steady sources and typically flows over a stable streambed with stone bottoms in some places and rooted vegetation in others. A tailwater trout fishery is formed by releases from dams and, depending on the nature of the releases, might have stable flows or abrupt surges of high water.


Many freestone streams have meadow reaches that are similar to spring creeks, and spring creeks, tipped into a steep enough gradient, often take on the rushing features of freestone streams. Some tail waters are like freestone streams; others are more like spring creeks. Although the definitions of moving water are not as arbitrary as those for stream size, only by observing the water flowing in front of you will you know how best to rig and fish it.


Stillwaters are divided into lakes, ponds, and reservoirs. A lake is a modest to immense body of stillwater, a pond is a small lake—defined as seven acres or smaller in one of my dictionaries—and a reservoir is formed by a dam on a creek, stream, or river. When fishing stillwaters, tackle is less varied than what is required for moving waters. That’s because not only will you rarely have to deal with obstructions when casting in stillwaters, but you’ll almost always want to maximize your casting distance. Your major challenge will be selecting the right line to reach the correct depth on any stillwater, no matter its size.















	GEAR:

	CREEKS AND SMALL STREAMS












Shape of the water. Creeks can vary from mountain torrents to foothill feeders to lowland meanders. Headwaters tend to be steep with successions of plunges, deep pools, and runs along and above protruding and submerged boulders. Trout hold where obstructions—boulders, logs, root wads—break the current and where depth protects them from predators. You’ll find most trout close enough to the main current to dash into it and take whatever food trots past them.


Foothill creeks have the more normal riffle-to-run-to-pool structure. Most riffles are too shallow and fast to hold trout, but you might find holding pockets of slower, deeper water formed by boulders, ledges, or trenches. Foothill runs are fishable if they have obstructions and enough depth—1½ to 3 feet—to provide protection from predators. Most trout will be found in the pools, close to the main central or side current that carves out the greatest depths and delivers the most food to them.


Lowland creeks slow down and meander in serpentine curves. Again, trout will almost always be found in the deepest water in or near the main current. Most lowland creeks form their deepest slots against the outside banks of bend pools. A deep pool just downstream from a riffle will usually hold a pod of trout. If the current slides along an undercut grassy bank, trout will be lined up, spaced every few feet down the length of it.


Nature of the challenges. The key to catching trout on creeks is moving and covering lots of water. You’ll spend most of each day either wading up the small stream or bushwhacking alongside it. Brush on both sides of the creek might constrict your rod movement and get in the way of your backcast area. Often branches dangling from trees overhead will force you to keep your backcast low; sometimes their limbs will sweep protectively over the water where you’d like to place your fly. You need the kind of equipment that lets you move briskly and stop to place flies accurately on those small holding lies.


Basic outfit. Strip your gear to the honest essentials and carry it in a belt, shoulder, or chest pack, or a short and light vest. Small-stream experts often pare their gear to what fits in shirt pockets. Wear felt-soled hip boots or breathable waders, and dress in colors that blend with the vegetation. Tuck a windbreaker shirt or rain jacket into a pocket or tie it to your fishing bag, and carry a water bottle on your belt. Condense your flies to a single box of attractor drys, nymphs, and soft-hackled wet flies, such as the Royal Wulf, Elk Hair Caddis, Beadhead Hare’s Ear, and March Brown Spider.


Your rod for average creek fishing should be 7 to 7½ feet long, 8 at most. It should toss tight loops with maximum control and accuracy and should roll cast well. A dry-fly or fast-action rod is perfect. Never buy a stiff rod that fails to load with 10 to 20 feet of line in the air. Because small-stream dry flies are usually hackled for flotation, you will need at least a 3-weight line to boss them around. A 4-weight is better, and a 5-weight is maximum. The line can be a double-taper or weight-forward, as long as it loads the rod properly on a short cast. The last thing you want on a small stream is the often-prescribed soft, sweet 2- or 3-weight rod. Your open loop will catch more trees than trout.




On lowland creeks, where tall grasses and brush behind you are more common obstacles than trees hemming you in, a 9-foot rod will work fine.


Creek/small-stream situation. In a typical small-stream scenario, you will be crouched or kneeling at the tailout of a small pool, with brush behind you limiting your backcast area and tree limbs drooping over the water restricting your forecast. You must read the water to locate the main current line, which will usually also define the deepest slot. Most trout will be holding to the sides and beneath this current, but they’ll also be found on the tailout, hiding around rootwads and any other cover, and at the corners where the riffle above plunges into the pool you’re about to fish. Show your dry fly, nymph, soft-hackled wet fly, or dry fly and dropper rig on two to three casts to each of those likely lies, and give extra effort at both sides and down the center of the current tongue.
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Contents of belt, shoulder, chest bag, or vest. Fly box; 3, 4, 5, and 6X tippet spools; leader nippers; hemostat; fly drying patch; dry-fly floatant; strike indicator yarn; putty weight or split shot; line cleaner; spare 7½-foot, 3X base leader; mosquito repellant; sunscreen; emergency cigarette lighter and fire starter tablets; wader repair tape; and toilet paper.












	GEAR:

	AVERAGE TROUT STREAMS












Shape of the water. Most medium streams have the full range of water types: riffles, runs, pools, flats, pocket water, and bank water. Many riffles will be deep enough to hold trout around obstructions or sprinkled randomly, and most runs provide productive fishing. Pools take on their own anatomies, with a head, deep center, and tailout. You’ll encounter hatches on flats, and bank water holds trout wherever they can find a current to deliver food and enough depth to protect them from overhead predators.


Mountain streams, which will be bounding and difficult to wade, contain strong riffles, runs, and pocket water. You can try nibbling at its edges and pockets, but you’ll find the best fishing in places where the gradient levels off, however briefly. Where a stream descends in drops and benches, trout can be found in current tongues that course between drops.


Foothill streams, the classic forested trout streams of American fly fishing, move through a succession of riffles and runs and pools, repeated at intervals. All of their water types hold trout, but their gorgeous pools are best known for containing trout.


As lowland streams meander, they form more flats, pools, and bank water. Because their riffles produce large quantities of aquatic insects, trout will hang in the nearest runs and pools downstream. Grassy banks will provide falls of terrestrial insects such as grasshoppers, ants, and beetles, and trout will tuck against undercuts to feed on them.


Nature of the challenges. A good fly fisherman is prepared to fish all of the different water types of a typical trout stream and is equipped with the fullest range of rigs and methods so that he or she can fish all levels in the water column, from top to bottom. Because trout will feed on a wide array of natural food forms, sometimes selectively, from aquatic and terrestrial insects to aquatic worms and baitfish, your fly boxes should reflect that variety.


Brush and trees will not restrict your casting as often on medium streams, and you’ll more often want long casts and control of your line once it’s on the water. Therefore, a long rod is a good choice on average trout streams.


Basic outfit. Wear chest-high felt-soled waders, preferably breathables as they are by far the most comfortable. Layer your clothes appropriate to the season and water temperature. Unless the water is peaceful, carry a folding wading staff on your belt. Wear a vest with abundant pockets, and since you’ll often wade deep, make it a midlength or shortie, not full-length, so that your fly boxes don’t get wet. If that happens, your hooks will rust.


Your rod should be 8½- to 9-foot fast action, neither too stiff nor a soft noodle. It should be able to handle both short and long casts, roll casts, wiggle casts, and reach casts, and mend and tend line well once it’s on the water. A floating line, either double-taper or weight-forward, will be all you need. A 3-weight will work if your streams are windless, but a 4- or 5-weight is better. A 6-weight is a bit heavy. My favorite medium-stream rod is a 9-foot, 4-weight that loads best with a 5-weight line. Leaders will range from the length of the rod to 14 or 15 feet; you’ll need 9- or 10-foot base leaders and tippet spools from 2 to 6X in order to rebuild the tapers and fine the tippet down when necessary.


Your fly boxes should contain a broad selection of searching dry flies, nymphs, wet flies, and streamers. At least two or three additional boxes should hold imitations of the most abundant hatches—mayflies, stoneflies, and caddisflies, plus the dominant terrestrials—in their immature and mature stages.


Trout stream situation. Most likely, you’ll move along a trout stream and fish the various water types as you come to them. Start at the tailout of a pool, fishing any holding lies formed by boulders there. Next fish through the body of the pool, being sure to cast to any peripheral bank lies, and then fish up the run of water that feeds the pool. You’ll often find the most trout in the current tongues and riffle corners at the heads of pools and runs, because that’s where food is delivered. If the riffle feeding the pool is not too swift and shallow, fish it, or any pockets in it, on your way upstream to the next pool.


Streams often hold fish more so in one water type. Explore the stream until you discover what water type is most productive; then focus on that type.
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Contents of vest. Three to five boxes of searching and imitative flies; base leaders and 2 to 6X tippet spools; dry-fly floatant; fly drying patch; split shot and putty weight; yarn and hard strike indicators; line cleaner; leader nippers on retriever; hemostat with scissors; insect repellant; sunscreen; stream thermometer; rain jacket; fingerless wool gloves; water filter bottle; toilet paper; emergency flashlight; cigarette lighter and fire starter cubes; and small aquarium net for capturing bugs on which trout are feeding.












	GEAR:

	TROUT RIVERS












Shape of the water. Large and small rivers have the same water types as creeks and trout streams—riffles, runs, pools, pockets, flats, and banks—but each is naturally bigger, and you’ll spend more time fishing one piece of water. It’s common to spend an hour or two nymphing a productive riffle or half a day pestering trout on a single flat if they are rising to feed on insects.


Movements on rivers tend to be both more restricted—you fish one piece of water as long as it’s productive—and bigger. Once you’ve worn out a riffle, flat, pool, or stretch of bank, pick up and hike if you’re on foot, or float if you’re boating, to the next piece of water that looks similar to the one where you just caught a lot of trout.


Rivers vary widely in structure according to the ruggedness or flatness of the country through which they flow and how long they’ve had to erode their watercourses. A young river—a few thousand to a few million years old—tends to be higher in the foothills, faster, and rougher, with more riffles, runs, and pocket water lies than pools and flats. An older river—several to many millions of years old—will, as a result of its own erosion, tend to be in flat country and will contain long pools, runs, and flats. Some old rivers are unfeatured and difficult to read.


Nature of the challenges. The biggest problem on rivers is finding productive water instead of fishing water that is unlikely to supply any action. It’s easy to spend most of the day fishing water that is almost absent of trout. To avoid this, focus on shallow water, riffles and riffle corners, featured water, bouldered runs, and well-shaped banks.


It can also be difficult locating trout in water that can be productively fished with flies. Some deep, unfeatured runs can be mineswept with spinners or bait, but it might be tedious to try to fish them with nymphs or streamers. So the main challenge on rivers becomes finding trout concentrated in fishable water and learning to pass by the dead water.


Basic outfit. Not surprisingly, your basic big river outfit is precisely the one you assembled to fish average trout streams. You want to make short to long casts and maintain maximum control after the cast has been made. The flies you use will be largely the same as the ones chosen for an average stream. Most of your fishing on big water will require a 9-foot, 4- to 5-weight rod, floating line, and leader 10 to 14 feet long. This “presentation” outfit is ideal for fishing hatches, something you’ll do even more on big water than you do on creeks and streams. Carry the same gear in the same vest you outfitted for medium trout streams, but add a sinking-tip line for fishing occasional wet flies and streamers.


If your fishing will be focused on big rivers, then select a basic outfit at the upper end of the spectrum: a 9-foot, 5- to 6-weight rod. If you will be drifting rivers in a boat or pontoon craft, then add an extra outfit that you will keep rigged for nymphing or pounding the banks with streamers as you move from one piece of water to the next. This outfit should be a 9- to 9½-foot rod balanced with a 6- to 8- weight line. The first line should be a weight-forward floater for distance; keep a sinking-tip and perhaps wet-head line on spare spools for probing deep runs and pools. If you’ll be boating often, you’ll appreciate a boat bag to hold extra fly boxes and backup clothing. If the rivers you fish are slippery, you might prefer wading brogues with studded felt soles.


River situation. When you fish a small to large river, most likely you’ll be focused on a single piece of water, usually a broad riffle, a stretch of bank water, or a flat with trout rising to insects. Riffle corners might be the most productive, readable, and dependable water types on most big rivers. If you’re fishing with guides, many times they like to take their clients out to a corner and fish it for half an hour to an hour before jumping into the boat to float down to the next corner. If you focus on riffle corners when you’re not locked onto a pod of rising trout, you’ll greatly increase the productivity of your days spent on trout rivers.
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Contents of boat bag. Extra fly boxes for big rubber-legged nymphs and streamers; special boxes for specific hatches (one for the various stages of the bluewinged olives, the sulfurs, the spotted sedges, golden stones, salmonflies, and perhaps midges); fingerless wool gloves; rain gear; spare spools for sinking lines; water bottle; thermos of coffee; and minor luxuries of your own choosing, such as camera, binoculars, and lunch.
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	GEAR:

	FREESTONE CREEKS, STREAMS, AND RIVERS












Shape of the water. Freestone, a vaguely defined fly-fishing term, has come to signify waters originating from falling rain and melting snow as opposed to water released from dams or rising from springs. Most freestone streams have springheads submerged along their courses, and many have dams that insert tailwater stretches into otherwise freestone systems. The term defines a typical structure of repeated riffles, runs, and pools flowing over gravel, rock, and boulder beds, as opposed to slow, meandering flows over marl or silty bottoms.


Freestone streams come in the widest variety of water sizes—our arbitrary creeks, streams, and rivers—and offer the most varied water types, including the primary riffles, runs, pools, and flats, plus all the peripheral boulder, bank, pocket, ledge, trench, and other types of lies. Trout might be found almost anywhere, so be prepared to apply any rig and method to pry them out.


Nature of the challenge. If you fish the wide variety of freestone streams, you’ll find use for the entire range of rigs and methods described in this book. As you move from one water type to another you must be prepared, both mentally and in terms of your equipment, for any kind of change. You might fish a searching dry fly upstream through a shallow riffle with scattered holding lies that you’re unable to see. Then you might get to the head of the riffle and find a long run of deeper water flowing over a bouldered bottom, so you’ll want to rerig with indicator and shot and tumble a nymph or two down there.


Above the run, at a bend pool that pushes deep water against its outside edge, you might want to try a streamer swung deep along the bank or a dry and dropper rig fished tight to the bank. Around the bend, you might encounter a long flat with a hatch happening, and you’ll find trout rising to sip size 20 blue-winged olive mayfly duns. In this case, you’ll need to add 3 feet of 6X tippet to the end of your leader, select your most imitative Blue-Winged Olive pattern, and position yourself off to the side of the rising trout for a reach cast presentation, or perhaps move upstream from the hatch, and fish with a downstream wiggle cast.


Rather than dictating prescriptions, I am suggesting that you make constant observations when you fish freestone waters and be prepared to make fairly frequent changes based on what you observe.


Basic outfit. Fishing the wide variety of freestone streams brings one of fly fishing’s greatest joys—exploration—which is often best done with a compromise outfit, well-suited to the widest range of rigs and methods. A perfect exploring rod would be 8½ to 9 feet long, with a moderately fast action—not stiff and never weepy—balanced to a 5- or 6-weight floating line in weight-forward taper. Carry a spare spool with a sinking tip line; you’ll use the floater 90 to 95 percent of the time. If you already own a 9-foot rod balanced to a 4- or 5-weight for use on streams and rivers of all types, you’ll find that this is pretty close to perfect when it comes time for exploring.




Freestone stituation. With their wide variety of water types and broad range of fishing conditions, freestones do not create average situations. Instead, your ability to read water and fish where trout are likely to lie will help you avoid wasting time fishing in spots where trout are unlikely to be and instead might increase your catch two- or even three-fold. At the very least, bounding along a beautiful freestone creek, stream, or river armed with the right gear for exploring will bring you bring you lots of pleasure.
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Packing for exploring. Keep your fishing gear packed and ready to grab and go. The boat bag that I described for fishing big rivers will come in handy on stillwaters. I also recommend a day pack to hold all the items, including a water filter bottle, miniature binoculars, camera, raingear, hat, fingerless gloves, belt bag, chest pack, or vest, that you might want to carry with you for a day astream. In time you’ll want a wader bag for wet waders and brogues, warm socks and fleece pants and jacket, an overburdened vest, and a landing net. Take what you need from the bag, and leave the rest behind in your rig. A two-rod travel tube will protect your rods when the reels are on.


Repack your gear at the end of each fishing trip so that it’s ready for the next trip. Such a system will keep you from forgetting things.












	GEAR:

	SPRING CREEKS












Shape of the water. Spring creeks of all sizes have constant flows from steady sources and do not suffer the scouring spates that wallop freestone streams when winter rain or spring snowmelt occurs. They have clear water, stable banks with few gravel bars, more grassy undercut edges, and bottoms of finer material than freestone streams. Without scour, vegetation can take root, and fallen blowdowns will not wash away.


Constant flows and aquatic plant growth create a myriad of microniches, or spaces where great numbers of aquatic insects and small crustaceans can live. The result is a restricted array of species, with each species having a concentrated population. Since trout in a spring creek often feed on a specific insect or other food form, they will accept only flies that look and act very much like it.


Nature of the challenges. Even when no hatch is happening, trout can be selective, feeding on small submerged insects riding the currents down to doom. You might not need to imitate a specific species, but you should fish a very small nymph, or pair of them, drifting as freely as the naturals might. Spring creek trout rarely move far out of their feeding lanes to chase food, so the challenge for a fisherman is to present small nymphs delicately, at the right depth, and within a few inches to either side of a feeding trout.


When a hatch happens, observe which stage of an insect the trout are taking. Capture an insect and note its size, form, and color, and then select an imitation based on those aspects of the insect. If trout are feeding on emergers in the surface film, you don’t want to mistake their prey for adults and fish a high-floating dry fly.


Another challenge during a hatch is to take up a casting position that allows you to present your chosen fly to the rising trout without frightening them or warning them that your fly is not the real thing. Many fishermen mistakenly fish from downstream, casting upstream so the line, leader, and fly all pass over the trout’s head, land on the water, and drift back down to it. By the time the fly arrives, the trout knows something is not right. When fishing spring creeks, try to attain proficiency with the cross-stream reach cast and downstream wiggle cast.


Basic outfit. The presentation outfit is central to fishing hatches, no matter where you find them. This outfit consists of a delicate 8½- to 9-foot rod balanced to cast a 3- or 4-weight floating line, either double-taper or weight-forward. The rod should load easily and cast gracefully with 20 to 40 feet of line out. Almost all manufacturers rate their rods for a line that most experienced casters consider one line weight too light. When you buy a rod, ask to cast it with the line for which it is rated, and then try casting with lighter and heavier line weights to find the best balance for you.


Buy 10- to 12-foot knotless base leaders in 4X. If the situation calls for small flies, add 3 feet of 5X; for smaller flies, add 1 foot of 5X and 3 feet of 6X, and for the smallest flies, add 1 foot of 5X and 6X, then 3 feet of 7X. When you go smaller and finer at the same time, as long as you keep the leader in balance, your fly will roll out nicely.




Spring creek situations. You’ll most likely encounter two types of fishing problems on spring creeks: nymphing during nonhatch periods and matching hatches when trout are rising. When nymphing, position yourself downstream and off to one side of the trout or their suspected lies so that your back- and forecasts can be made away from the trout, and your presentation does not plop the line, leader, indicator, and nymphs right onto their heads.


During a hatch, take up a position at a more acute angle off to the side of the rising trout, or even upstream from them, so that your fly arrives first, ahead of the warning line and leader.


[image: chpt_fig_013]


Observation and imitation. To spot trout, you’ll need polarized sunglasses. Watch the water awhile; then cup your hands around your eyes to block out stray light. Look for parts of trout: tails, shadows, the white of an open mouth, or the flash of a turning flank.


Use your binoculars to watch floating insects; if they disappear in swirls, that’s what you want to match. If they don’t disappear, try emergers or nymphs. Capture specimens in an aquarium net, and examine them under a 4 or 5X hand glass.


Carry tweezers and a pickle jar lid that is white inside. To get a close look at what the trout might be eating, turn over sticks and stones, or draw up a fistful of vegetation, and use the tweezers to gather the insects and crustaceans you find. Place them in the lid, which you filled with water.
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	GEAR:

	TAILWATERS












Shape of the water. Tailwaters vary depending on the size of the creek, stream, or river on which a dam is built, the type of geography into which it’s inserted, and whether its purpose is largely water storage, irrigation, or generation of electricity. At many tailwaters formed by dams on warm-water rivers, cold water released from the impoundment provides the right temperature for trout and their food to live. Fishing on such tailwaters is usually good for 10 to 20 miles downstream from the dam or until the water once again warms beyond trout standards.


Water storage reservoirs help to improve fishing by smoothing out widely fluctuating natural flows. Irrigation impoundments typically release water during the crop season, which causes a reversal of normal flows: When water is held back in winter, the tailwater is low, clear, and fishable; when water is released in summer, the tailwater is high, often cloudy, and in many cases less fishable. Power dams frequently have wide daily fluctuations in flows, depending on the demand for power. Sometimes these changes are abrupt and can be dangerous to the wading angler.


Nature of the challenges. First, discern what kind of tailwater you’re on: then fish accordingly. Some tailwaters are best bombed with big streamers on heavy sinking lines. Others are suitable to drifting in a boat and dangling a nymph or two beneath a strike indicator as you move along. Those with steady releases of cold flows have conditions similar to spring creeks, so be prepared to fish small nymphs deep during nonhatch periods and small emergers or dry flies when trout are up top feeding selectively.


Most famous tailwaters appear in fishing guide books, have been featured in magazine articles, or even have books written about them. When fishing these waters, do your research, and call ahead to fly shops and guide services to determine current conditions before your trip.


Basic outfit. A special outfit is not necessary to fish tailwaters. You can use what you already have for other types of water. A compromise setup—an 8½- to 9- foot rod with 5- to 6-weight—will serve you well on most tailwaters. On tailwaters with heavy hatches of tiny insects, use the same 8½- to 9-foot, 3- to 4-weight outfit prescribed for spring creeks. If you want to fish big streamers, then the rod designated for banging banks of big rivers will work: a 9-foot, 6- to 8-weight.


Don’t go out and buy a tail water outfit, or any other kind of outfit for that matter, unless your fishing experience indicates that you lack it and would benefit from it. By waiting until you have a specific need, you’ll know the shape of the outfit that will fill it.


Tailwater situations. A tailwater with stable flows resembles either a freestone stream or a spring creek, depending on the nature of the tailwater. Your research should tell you in advance what conditions to expect when you arrive. Arm yourself accordingly with the proper outfit and set of fly boxes.




If the tailwater is subject to daily fluctuations, know the nature of possible changes in advance. Upon arrival at the water’s edge, observe current conditions carefully, and fish in the way that the shape of the water demands. Be watchful while you fish, because any change in water level could endanger you.


Cautions on tailwaters. All waters emerging from dams are somewhat enriched—stillwaters grow plankton, moving waters do not—and most tailwater bottoms tend to be slippery. Carry a stout wading staff, and wear studded felt-soled wading brogues.
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Educate yourself about releases, and know the warnings, whether loud whistles or horn blasts, that announce them. On some rivers, water surges are not announced. Don’t be so intent on your fishing that you fail to notice more strength in the current around your legs or water that was once knee deep is now thigh deep. If ever in doubt, get out of the water at once.
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	GEAR:

	LAKES












Shape of the water. In moving water, trout take stations, called lies, and their food is delivered on the current. Lakes, on the other hand, are still. Trout living in lakes have lots of food, but it’s not delivered. Instead, they go find it: They cruise and travel in pods. Trout in still waters respond to annual cycles of the seasons. They also move in response to daily cycles of food migrations and hatches.


Stillwaters have areas, not always evident, where trout are most likely to be found: inlets, outlets, over drop-offs, weedbeds, shoal areas, and bouldered points. They like coves in spring and deep water in the heat of summer. They return to the shallows in fall and are down in the depths again in winter. Their food—aquatic insects and crustaceans—is always found near the vegetation on which it lives, and trout are almost always found near the aquatic insects and crustaceans on which they in turn live. Keep in mind that if you’ve found one trout in a lake, you’ve likely found a pod.
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Nature of the challenges. The first challenge is to find the trout. Sometimes you’ll be able to see them cruising, even rising. If you own a depth finder and a boat, cruise around until you find the location of trout on the screen and then anchor and fish for them. Most often, you’ll have to look for the features that attract them—the coves, drop-offs, weedbeds, and other locations that hold their prey—and fish each in its turn until you start catching trout.


The second challenge is to get your fly or flies down to the correct depth. Trout in lakes tend to cruise and feed at a specific level in the water column: in the shallows, near the bottom, over the top of a weedbed, at the upper or lower edges of a drop-off, or at the surface if hatching or migrating insects attract them upward.




Your final challenge is to entice trout to take your fly. More than just selecting the right pattern, you must also retrieve it in the manner that natural food forms might move. A suspended midge pupa moves differently than a prowling leech; a damselfly nymph stalking prey is almost motionless, while one migrating toward shore for emergence is in as much of a hurry as its feeble swimming ability allows. How many trout you catch can be linked to how you retrieve your fly or simply let it sit.


Basic outfit. The best tackle for lakes is different than that used for streams. The more water you can cover, the more trout you can catch, so those stiff casting tools designed for distance casting have finally found their place in trout fishing. A 9- to 9½-foot rod balanced to a 6- to 7-weight line is ideal, though you’ll often use your lighter presentation or exploring outfits for feeding fish. You need some sort of line system that allows you to fish all the levels of a lake, from the surface to the minor shallows down into the dark depths. Start with a weight-forward floater, then extend to a clear intermediate slow-sinking line, and move on to a sinking tip and fast-sinking and extra fast-sinking shooting heads. Finally, your lake fishing will be vastly more productive if you have some sort of transportation to move you around on the water: a float tube, pontoon craft, or boat.


Lake situations. Lake situations can be divided neatly into two categories: the times you’re nosing around trying to find the fish, and the times you’re trying to catch the fish you’ve found. Often exploring with your fly pattern, either by casting or trolling, will determine at least one way to catch fish. But sometimes you’ll have to go through that patient routine of determining what the trout are eating, selecting a fly to match it, and then choosing a line that gets the fly to the right depth. After that, it’s just a matter of retrieving the fly the way the trout want it, and you’ve got them cornered.
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Special items of equipment. If you already own a boat bag, you’ll be able to use it on lakes. If you don’t, and you intend to fish lakes out of some sort of watercraft, then get a bag, even if it’s just a cast-off gym bag. The bag will hold your line system and any extra reel spools. If you’re afloat, it’s a good idea to carry two rods rigged. The first, strung with a floating line, lets you respond at once to spotted rises with either a dry fly, nymph, wet fly, or streamer fished shallow. The other, rigged with a sinking line, allows you to change the lines according to the depth you want to fish.


Much of the equipment you already own for fishing creeks, streams, and rivers—vest, waders, rain gear, and landing net, to name a few—will be as useful on lakes as on moving waters.












	GEAR:

	PONDS












Shape of the water. Ponds are miniature lakes, ranging from half an acre to seven acres in size, but they’re far easier to read than larger stillwaters. Fishing ponds is often best in spring, when the water first warms up and both insects and trout become active. Many freestone streams are blown out by runoff at this time, so think about ponds when your favorite moving waters are out.


Ponds can be classified into two types. The first is a natural body of water, caused by water filling depressed ground forms. These are usually shallow all around, unless backed up against a steep hill or cliff, and the deepest water is somewhere near the center. The shape of the surrounding topography—ridges descending to points, lowlands forming broad, flat banks—will tell you almost precisely where the shallow and deep water is located and where you’re most likely to find trout. The second type of pond is man-made and usually is created by bulldozing an earthen dam across the slight valley of a headwater rivulet or seep. These are shaped consistently from shallow at the upper end to deepest near the dike, usually with a deep channel following the submerged watercourse.
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Nature of the challenges. Some ponds have stable banks that are clear of obstructions around which you can walk and cast from shore. More frequently ponds have reed-lined edges and mucky bottoms, which are difficult and sometimes dangerous to wade. Most ponds in forested areas are so hemmed in by trees and brush that you can’t stand on shore, or wade the edges, and make an uncontested backcast. So the first challenge when fishing ponds is finding a way to get your fly onto productive water. If you can’t walk, wade, or hop logs, you will need transportation. Float tubes find their happiest home on ponds.


Your second challenge is finding the fish. If they’re not up and feeding visibly, then they’re almost always near the bottom, and you will have to look for them either on the bottom of the shallows or on the bottom in whatever deep water the pond might have. To figure out the depth in either of these areas, clamp your everpresent hemostat to the end of your leader and drop it over the side of your tube. Then choose a rig and method that gets your fly or flies to that depth, and you’ll likely have found the trout.


Your third challenge is getting the fish to strike. Remember that a majority of bottom-dwelling trout foods in ponds are small, move slowly, and are the color of the bottom vegetation. You can almost always catch some fish by choosing an olive to brownish-olive size 12 to 16 nymph, counting it down to the right depth, and bringing it back with a handtwist retrieve.


Basic outfit. Once again, what you carry for lakes, rivers, or streams will work fine on ponds. In fact, when people ask me at seminars what rod I recommend they buy for pond fishing, I always reply, “Buy a float tube.” If you own a long rod, you should use it, and if you own a sinking line system, you should use the rod for which it is balanced. If you don’t own an intermediate or sinking-tip line, then buy one. You can do almost all pond fishing with a floating line for the surface and shallows and a sinking-tip line for the minor depths that occur on most ponds. A clear intermediate is great for trolling.


If your pond approaches the size of a small lake and has the same sort of depths, then use the lake outfit prescribed in that section.


Pond situations. The two situations that are common on lakes also occur on ponds: Trout are either up and feeding where you can see them, or they seem to be absent and the pond appears to be lifeless. You know by now that you can solve the first situation by discovering what the trout are taking, matching it as closely as you can, and casting the fly to rises and either letting it sit if it’s a dry or retrieving it to make it move naturally if it’s a wet fly, nymph, or streamer. In the second situation, select a rig that will put a nymph or streamer, or more likely a combination of a small nymph trailing a modest to large streamer, close to the bottom, and use a retrieve that keeps them there, moving slowly, as long as possible.
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Outfitting a float tube. When fishing ponds, I use a U-tube for easy entry and exit. It’s light-weight and can be inflated by lung power, if necessary, though a foot pump firms it up better. Because ponds often require a hike, a backpack tube is ideal. Wear chest-high waders, use tubing fins, and tie a landing net to the side. Keep in mind that landing a big trout from a tube can cause the line to tangle with your fins and force you ashore. Wear your vest, strap your boat bag to the tube on the side opposite your casting arm, and you’re outfitted.












	KNOTS












When fly fishing for trout, you will need to know just a few knots. You use the arbor knot to attach backing line to the reel. The nail knot attaches the backing to your fly line and the other end of the line to a 1-foot leader butt. The blood knot attaches your base leader to the leader butt and can also be used to connect rebuilding leader sections and tippets to your base leader. The surgeon’s knot is quick and strong and used most often to connect fine tapering and tippet sections to the base leader. The improved clinch knot is used to connect dry flies and wet flies to the tippet, and the Duncan loop knot is used to give nymphs and streamers free movement in their drifts and retrieves. The surgeon's loop knot, which can be quickly tied, is used most often with small flies of all kinds.
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Except for the simple arbor knot and more difficult nail knot, these knots will be used repeatedly throughout your fishing day. Practice them until you can tie them quickly. Moistening monofilament knots by touching them with the tip of your tongue before slowly drawing them tight will help seat them correctly and make them much stronger. For a smooth transfer of casting energy, the leader butt should be 25- to 35-pound test monofilament, the approximate stiffness of the end of the fly line you’ll tie it to. To predetermine the correct amount of backing to fill your reel spool, wind the fly line on first, and add enough backing to fill the spool to within about 3⁄16 inch of the rim. Then take the backing and fly line off, reverse them, and tie your knots as you respool them.












	Backing to Reel: Arbor Knot
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1) Run the tip of your backing around the arbor of your reel spool, tie an overhand knot in the tag end, and draw it tight. Clip the tag.


2) Tie a slip knot around the standing line, draw it tight against the overhand knot, and pull the standing line to snug the slip knot tight to the reel spool.















	Backing to Fly Line and Fly Line to Leader Butt: Nail Knot
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1) Overlap backing or leader butt and fly line several inches. Place the end of a 2-inch section of hollow tube from an ink pen, a drinking or stirring straw, or a WD-40 can nozzle even with the fly line tip.
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2) Take about five turns of backing or leader butt around the fly line, backing line, and hollow tube together, pinching the turns with your thumb and forefinger as you go.
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3) Run the tag end of the backing or leader butt through the tube. Draw the tag end out of the tube and pull it snug. Then draw the standing backing or leader butt end snug, taking as much slack out of the turns as possible before you remove the tube.
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4) Slide the hollow tube carefully out of the knot. Hold the tag end of the backing or leader butt together with the fly line in one hand and the standing backing or leader butt in the other hand. Draw them in opposite directions, seating the knot tightly and neatly. Trim the tag ends.












	Leader Butt to Base Leader: Blood Knot
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Note: This knot can also be used for tying leader sections to each other.


1) Overlap several inches of the leader butt with the heavy end of the base leader.


2) Wrap five turns of base leader around the standing leader butt. Poke the tag end between the base and butt strands.


3) Stabilize the knot junction between the thumb and forefinger of one hand, and take five wraps of the leader butt around the standing part of the base leader. Poke the tag end through the center hole in the opposite direction.


4) Moisten the wraps and slowly draw the knot tight. Trim the tag ends. If the leader butt is much longer than 1 foot, clip it to about that length.












	Tapering Sections and Tippet to the Base Leader: Surgeon's Knot












Note: Use the surgeon’s knot, never the blood knot, if the two sections of monofilament you’re tying together are more than a single X (.001-inch) different in diameter.
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1) Overlap several inches of the two leader sections to be tied together. Take a single overhand knot.
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2) Take a second overhand knot.
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3) Moisten the knot and draw it tight. Trim the tag ends.












	Tippet to Dry Fly or Wet Fly: Improved Clinch Knot
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1) Run 2 to 3 inches of tippet through the hook eye.


2) Take five turns of the tag end around the standing tippet.


3) Run the tag end through the gap next to the hook eye, then back through the loop formed by doing that.


4) Moisten the knot and draw it tight. Trim the tag end.












	Tippet to Nymph or Streamer: Duncan Loop












Note: You can adjust the size of the loop by moving the knot with your fingers. If the loop collapses against the hook after you play a large trout, you can pinch it between your thumbnail and fingernail and open it again.
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1) Run 3 to 4 inches of tippet through the hook eye. Reverse the tag to make a loop alongside the standing tippet.


2) Take five turns of the tag end through the loop and around the standing tippet.


3) Moisten the knot and draw it tight in a short loop in front of the fly. Trim the tag end.












	Tippet to Small Files: Surgeon's Loop
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1) Run 2 to 4 inches of tippet through the hook eye and double it upon the standing end.


[image: chpt_fig_034]


2) Form a loop of the doubled tag end and standing tippet.
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3) Pass the fly through the loop (a second pass through will form a double surgeon’s loop, more secure but usually unnecessary).
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4) Moisten the knot and slowly draw it tight. You can adjust the size of the loop by pushing the loop closer or farther from the hook eye as you tighten it. Clip the tag.
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