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Approach and Presentation


Fishing Casts Should Not Be Straight


Unlike the arrow-straight casting-pond casts you see on TV or at fly-fishing shows, most fishing fly casts were developed to introduce slack into the leader, which facilitates a drag-free drift of the fly. The crucial slack isn’t always pretty—it may be in the form of a series of S curves or simply a pile of leader on the water’s surface—but it gives the fly a few more precious moments to float in a natural fashion before the current attacks the leader and line. And it’s surprising how attractive a well-executed slack-line cast begins to look when you know it’s the answer to fooling a trout into taking your dry fly.


For a good slack-line cast, make sure your leader is at least 2 feet long, even longer can be better. You’ll know if your leader is not long enough if all is straight between your fly line and fly after you cast. If your leader lands in a pile that looks like a bird’s nest, you should shorten it up a bit. Ideally, you want a leader with lots of S curves in it.


Drab Colors Blend in with the Surroundings


Professional photographers like a touch of bright color to add life to their fishing pictures or to help an angler stand out in a scenic shot. If you are hoping to make a magazine cover, wear a bright red shirt. If you want to catch trout, leave the red shirt at home and wear something drab. Many good anglers wear camouflage clothing when they fish.


Consider the color of the surroundings of the water you plan to fish and dress accordingly. Many spring creeks are bordered with lush vegetation that presents a green background to the fish. You’ll blend into this type of environment best if you wear a green or olive vest, shirt, and hat. Many large western tailwaters are in open country with vast prairie grass and sagebrush meadows. Tan, gray, or khaki clothing might blend in best with these surroundings. In the salt, shirts that are light blue or even white (the color of clouds) blend in well.


A Quiet and Low Approach Works Best


The deception in fly fishing is more than in the fly. You must get close enough to present the fly without being detected. This isn’t easy on clear, placid water. No matter how your clothing blends in with the surroundings, you must keep out of the trout’s window of vision at all times. On streams where they aren’t accustomed to seeing anglers, a trout alerted to your presence will be gone in the blink of an eye. On heavily fished streams, they usually hold their position—they’ve seen enough blundering anglers to not perceive them as a threat. Either way, a trout that has been alerted will be difficult, if not impossible, to catch.


Use the foliage on the bank to help hide your profile. You can slip along a high bank, or hide beneath a bush or tree and blend into the surroundings. Walking on a high bank with nothing but blue sky behind you is a sure way to convince the trout that it needs to find another place to eat. You can get a little closer to a feeding trout by crouching to keep your profile low. Kneel on one knee so you can get up more quickly. Consider the tip of your fly rod when you are approaching. Keep it behind you so you don’t give the trout an early warning of your approach.


Wading Disturbs Fish


When planning your approach, first try to get close enough to cast without wading. Wading creates vibrations, no matter how careful you are, and should be avoided whenever possible. If you do need to wade, avoid grinding the rocks on the bottom. A probing wading staff clinking against rocks or waves on the surface from careless wading signals to fish that trouble lurks nearby. The best way to wade to avoid grinding and wave action is to not shuffle your feet across the bottom. Shuffling also disturbs the bottom and damages the aquatic life. Lift one foot at a time; plant your heel and rock forward to your toe. Murky water can put a fish off its feeding. When you locate a trout and need to position yourself across current from it, try to wade across far enough below it to avoid being detected. If you must wade across from above, try to move far enough upstream so that the clouded water will disappear before it reaches the trout.


Walking on the bank also creates vibrations, which will be easily sensed by a wary trout. Walk softly, carefully, and precisely. Minimizing vibrations is not the only reason to walk slowly and carefully. Nothing terrorizes a trout more than a 200-pound angler doing a half gainer after stepping into a muskrat hole or tripping over a strand of barbed wire.


Wind and Sun Direction Affect Success


Always consider the wind and sun before you get into casting position. There is no reason to handicap yourself by trying to see your fly with the glaring sun in your face or the wind blowing the fly back into your body. If possible, stalk a trout with the sun at your back; you will usually have the advantage of the trout not being able to see you as well. If your shadow suddenly appears to a trout, you can kiss it good bye. It is also easier to see your fly on the water if the sun is at your back. Check the direction of the wind before you try to approach a feeding fish. A stout breeze can dramatically affect your accuracy and distance. If possible, try to get the wind behind you. The worst situation is when the wind blows from your casting arm, across your body.


The First Cast Should Be the Best Cast


The first cast is the most important. Your odds decrease with each additional cast. Most anglers can cast much more accurately at close range, plus the more line on the water, the harder it is to get a drag-free float because there is more surface pulling at the line. The closer you can get to a feeding trout, the better your chances of taking it.


Measure your cast by false casting low and well to the side of the fish before making your presentation cast. Some anglers measure their cast by letting the line flow downstream of them—getting a feel for the amount of line they will need and then verifying that amount with one false cast well to the side of the fish before their presentation cast. To help ensure that you get it right the first time, plan your approach first, and only cast as far as you are comfortable, making sure that you don’t have more line out than you need to make the cast—any extra will surely tangle.


False Casts Don’t Catch Fish


The best reason to get close is to avoid wasted false casts. Most anglers can cast 20 feet or more without false casting. Even if you are using a dark fly line, you can almost guarantee a spooked trout if you start false casting over him. By minimizing your false casts, you’ll also put more casts over the fish instead of in the air.


With weighted flies and lines, false casts are begging for trouble, especially if it is windy. Good anglers have learned to deliver the fly with one (maximum two) false casts—whether in freshwater or saltwater. The best distance casters don’t huff and puff and make ten back casts—they get the fly where they want it to go with only one or two false casts. The more you wave the line back and forth, the more chances you have of introducing errors into the cast, wasting precious fishing time, and spooking fish.


Trout Have Distinctive Feeding Rhythms


If you are having a hard time matching the hatch, try matching the trout’s feeding rhythm. Some anglers change flies time and again, convinced that their pattern is wrong, when, in fact, they didn’t give the trout the chance to see their fly. As the trout starts to rise from its holding position, it drifts downstream with the current. After the trout takes a fly, it goes back upstream to its holding position. If your fly arrives before the trout has reached its holding position and is ready to rise again, it won’t be noticed.


Before you make your first cast, wait and watch the trout feed. Often, the more frequently a trout rises, the better your chances to hook it. If there aren’t a lot of insects on the water, chances are the trout will take almost all those that drift through its feeding position. The difficulty increases as more insects emerge. The toughest trout are those that let dozens of insects pass by between each rise. Once you get close to the fish and measure your distance, concentrate on timing your casts to match the trout’s feeding rhythm. Keep in mind that your odds generally decrease with each successive drift over the fish.


Trout Near the Surface Have Narrow Feeding Lanes


Trout frequently hold close to the surface to inspect their food and expend little energy feeding. Close to the surface, a trout’s depth of focus is short and its feeding lane may only be a few inches wide. If you cast your fly outside of this feeding lane, the fish will probably not see it. If a trout is holding 2 or 3 feet under the surface, it has a greater depth of focus and wider feeding lane.


If the fish is feeding and focusing on flies on the surface, it will be unlikely to focus on you unless alerted by a sudden movement, vibration, or other disturbance. If you move slowly and cautiously, the trout will not be likely to associate you with danger, and you can get close to the fish. Because of the trout’s narrow feeding lane, you will have to cast accurately. Any sudden movement like the flash from the reflection of the rod, the flick of a fly line, or any other unnatural motion will quickly alert the trout to danger. Most of the trout’s predators strike with lightning speed, and the trout is fully equipped to react accordingly.


Planning Before Casting Is Essential


Before casting to a fish or to where you suspect a fish might be holding, have a plan for how you’ll hook, fight, and land it. Often, a hooked fish swims toward a nearby structure. Determine the best angle from which to get the necessary leverage to pull the fish away from that structure.


The best position to fight a trout is from across or downstream of it. That way the fish is working against the current and you are pulling the hook into the fish’s mouth. The riskiest position is if you hook a fish straight downstream of you. If you do hook a fish downstream of you, get below it to fight and land it, even if that means backing out of the water, getting on dry land or in shallower water, and moving swiftly downstream. It’s always easier to pull a fish in if you aren’t battling it and the current.


Fish Are Attracted to Dead-Drift Streamers


Whether fishing from a boat or wading, most people cast streamers to the bank and retrieve them straight back, though most baitfish do not swim upstream or rapidly across many currents. Not only is this technique unnatural, but according to John Barr, fish on pressured waters get so used to seeing streamers fished this way that they ignore them. These same fish, however, are suckers for a dead-drifted streamer. Fish your streamer like a nymph, throwing in a few twitches now and then to imitate a crippled baitfish drifting the current. Bottom dwellers like sculpins and madtoms immediately head for cover when threatened, so that means you have to get your fly on the bottom, which is nearly impossible with a swung fly and a floating line. Cast far upstream, letting your fly sink as it travels past you, and gather slack with your other hand so that you are ready to strike when a fish takes and the tip of your floating line lurches forward.


Fish Feed Facing the Current; Not Always Upstream


One of the reasons that approaching from downstream of fish is so effective in moving water is that fish feed by facing upstream into the current. By approaching from behind, you significantly reduce the chances of being spotted. But it is important to remember that fish do not always face upstream; they face into the current. Especially in eddies and lazy Susans—large eddies near river banks with swirling, circular currents—fish may appear to be facing downstream, but are actually facing into the current. Pay attention to the direction that the water is moving and adjust your presentation accordingly. Look for foam, debris, or insects on the water to help you track the currents. In still waters or slow sections of river without much current, fish will cruise in all directions. The key to catching these cruisers is to not cast at the rise—that is where they were—but rather to anticipate the direction they are heading and try to put your fly there.


Fish Gather in Undisturbed Waters


Scared fish are hard (if not impossible) to catch. Get to the spot first, and your fishing will be easier. This doesn’t mean that you should rush to fish a particularly good pool before your buddy gets his rod rigged up, but if you are fishing behind another angler, especially a careless one, you may never see a fish—they will all have spooked. If you can, fish during the week, fish early and late in the day, and walk a lot—some of the largest fish are at the end of the longest walk.


Another way to be first to the fish is to concentrate on overlooked water. Most anglers focus on the deep water in pools, but there are other holding or feeding lies in a stream that are often passed by. Shallows can provide good fishing, especially in low light; fast pocket water and bouldery runs produce good fishing, and slots and depressions in the runs often go undetected by everyone but locals. Another simple tactic is to cross to the side of the river opposite the road or access trail. Most anglers don’t walk far from their cars, and most don’t bother crossing to the other side of the river.


Large Rivers Can Be Divided for Easier Handling


Large rivers can seem intimidating at first, but they have all the same features as smaller streams. If you don’t know where to start, break the river down into smaller parts. The riffles, inside corners, runs, and pools that you are familiar with on smaller streams are there, they are just bigger. Stalk the shallow water for big fish, especially if there is food available and it is near deep water. Riffle drop-offs and seams indicate prime habitat. Braided sections of large rivers and side channels have great habitat, are easier to wade, and are often too shallow for drift boats to pass through, which means they often go unfished. And remember, just because it is big water doesn’t mean that you have to cast 80 feet out into the middle of it. Most of the fish will be along the banks, so make sure you fish that water first.


Slack Line Must Be Managed


Whenever you’re fishing upstream, whether with dry flies or nymphs, the line, leader, and fly will begin drifting toward you as soon as they land on the water. Slack occurs in the line between the fly and the rod tip, and if you let this slack accumulate on the water, you’ll have to remove it after a fish takes the fly and before you can move the hook to set it. To prevent this, always gather slack as soon as it forms, simply by drawing it in through the guides with your line hand. You can lift your rod to take out some slack, but don’t lift it so high that you have no room left to lift it to set the hook if a trout hits.


When fishing downstream, you’ll find many times when you want to feed slack into the drift to extend it. If you are casting dry flies over rising trout, feeding slack can be critical for reaching fish sipping just where your fly might start to drag. When you are shot-and-indicator nymphing, the fly might reach strike zone depth, down near the bottom, as it drifts back even with you. By feeding slack to extend the drift downstream, you keep the fly in that zone a lot longer. Wiggle your rod tip back and forth to draw slack out through the guides and lay it in S curves on the water in front of you. Then as it feeds out, it will not cause drag.


Fly Speed Can Be Controlled by Mending the Line


When you cast across currents, the moving water typically produces more leverage against the thicker, heavier running part of the fly line than it does against the lighter, thinner front taper and leader. This causes the back of the line to move faster downstream, forming a downstream belly in the line. Your dry flies will begin to drag, and if you’re fishing a nymph rig, the belly will speed the drift of your indicator and lift your fly away from the bottom.


To counteract this type of drag, use an upstream mend to lift the belly off the water and flip it over into an upstream curve. The dry fly or strike indicator will then float without drag until the slack is pushed back out of the line into another downstream belly, at which time you must mend again. On slow water, you can use a downstream mend to catch the current and speed the swing of a wet fly or streamer. Most of the time you’ll make small to big upstream mends to slow the drift or swing of all types of flies.


Fly Should Be the Last Thing to Change If You Have a Refusal


Often trout rise to your dry fly and seem to take it, but you miss the strike. You’ll think it’s because you’re too slow setting the hook. More often, a missed strike is caused by the fish refusing your fly, rather than your failure to set the hook. The trout changes its mind at the last second; you see a boil or a splash, but it’s not a real take.


When you get refusals, check your leader first. Is it long enough? Is your tippet long and fine enough for the size fly you’re fishing? If not, correct it. Next, check your presentation. Are you getting drag you can’t see? Is your leader arriving ahead of the fly, so trout see it and turn away? Move to the best casting position, and choose the best cast to avoid drag. The last thing to look at is the fly, which is the first thing most of us want to change. It’s almost always best to go a size or two smaller, and a shade or two drabber, when you get refusals to a dry fly and need to change it.


Fast, Broken Water Makes It Easier to Catch Fish


When approaching a stream for the first time, one effective strategy is to focus your efforts on the faster water—the heads of pools, runs, and riffles are prime spots. Look for spots where the surface currents are broken, but avoid water that is rushing so fast that you’ll have a hard time getting your fly to the fish. Fish feeding in slow flats are way more difficult to catch than fish in broken water. Currents break up the trout’s view of above, provide cover that makes them feel less wary, and mask the noise of your approach; and in fast water, trout need to make a quicker decision than in slow water. In slow water you may only have one shot at a fish, but you can drift your nymph or dry fly through broken water many times. Faster water is also more forgiving of sloppy fly casts, making such areas good places to start.


Microdrag Can Be Beaten by Changing Position


Sometimes it may look like the fly is drifting naturally, but the trout continues to ignore it. Consider the subtle influences of the current pulling against the fly, what Marinaro called “hidden drag.” In The Ring of the Rise he offers the following advice: "All of us are victims of hidden drag. If you really want to find out the truth about this, you can try the following experiment: Take a small chip of paper or wood as big as a finger-nail, and toss it out into the current. Get below or downstream and make your best cast with the fly as close to the chip as possible. Watch them closely as they move along. If the fly veers away only slightly, merely an inch or two, you have a fatal drag. Don’t try it only on a nice smooth, straightforward current; try it in different areas. You will be astounded and perhaps depressed by the result.”


It only takes a slight change in current speed to move the leader enough to create microdrag. There are many situations where it is impossible to get a natural drift, no matter what adjustments you make in tackle or presentation. Normally, you can’t detect microdrag; you have to anticipate it by changing to a lighter tippet, extending the length of the tippet, or extending the total length of the leader. Changing position is one of the best ways to overcome microdrag, yet it is a tactic seldom used by even the most experienced anglers. Moving to another spot from which to make your cast can often make all the difference.


Predatory Skills Are Important


Knowing what the trout are feeding on, selecting the proper fly to match, and presenting the fly in a natural manner isn’t enough to consistently catch selective trout. Like any other predator, a fly fisher must learn as much as possible about how to find, stalk, and capture his or her prey. This was of prime importance when our ancestors relied on hunting, capturing, and killing for survival. Today, many of us are as out of place in the world of nature as a sumo wrestler at a soccer game. The more we can learn about a trout and its behavior in its environment, the better our chances will be to deceive it.
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