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Series Introduction

We fly fishers are rightly proud of our long and distinguished literary tradition, but too much of that tradition has slipped out of reach. It is unfortunate enough that most of the older books are unobtainable, but as the sport’s techniques, language, and even values change, the older authors become less accessible to us even when we do read them. Fly fishing’s great old stories and wisdoms are often concealed in unfamiliar prose styles, extinct tackle terminology, and abandoned jargon.

The lessons and excitement of these older works will only survive if we keep reading them. By presenting the most readily accessible material from these authors, this series invites you to explore the rest of their work. Whether the selections in each book are instructive, entertaining, or inspirational, it is our fondest hope that they will whet your appetite for more of this lovely sport’s literary adventures.

It is one of fly fishing’s greatest attractions that the actual fishing is accompanied by a vast and endlessly engaging conversation. We have been conducting this conversation in print for many centuries now, and we seem always to have more to say. In this series, we invite you to sit back, turn the page, and give a listen. The conversation has never been better.

Paul Schullery

Series editor
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“Underhanded Cast—Backward Position,” from Halford’s book, demonstrated a sidearm technique especially useful on windy days. Halford’s mentor George Selwyn Marryat served as the model for all the casting illustrations in Halford’s book, which was also dedicated to Marryat.










Introduction

I envy you your first reading of this book. I can’t think of many fly-fishing texts that did more to shape the sport than did these few short chapters.

Like most human endeavors, fly fishing is the product of many minds and many generations. New techniques and tackle, and even new value systems, tend to arise gradually and often in the shadows, so that by the time something becomes widely known it is difficult to tell exactly where it came from.

But there will often come a moment when each new thing—whether as simple as a fly pattern or as complicated as a philosophical viewpoint—finds its own voice. Few developments in the long, colorful history of fly fishing had such an eloquent and effective voice as the dry fly had in Frederic Halford (1844–1914).

Halford is generally acknowledged as the symbolic father of the modern dry fly. It is important to emphasize the symbolic nature of his role, because the dry fly rose to popularity for many reasons, including technical advances in rods, lines, leaders, and hooks, and similarly significant advances in understanding both stream entomology and trout behavior.

Indeed, as several angling historians have shown, smart anglers had been fishing with flies that floated on the surface of the water for centuries before Halford. And during those same centuries, countless anglers had worked hard to imitate the emerging insects on their streams. Even Halford himself was part of a community of smart dry-fly anglers—some of whom are said to have been more skilled and inventive than he.

But from 1886, when his first book appeared, until his death twenty-eight years later, Frederic Halford was the world’s leading writer on and promoter of a modern style of dry-fly fishing that even today remains remarkably unchanged in its fundamentals. Halford was, in the words of angling historian Andrew Herd, the “high priest of the art.”

Halford’s first book, Floating Flies and How to Dress Them (1886), was a concise and beautiful fly-tying manual and fly-pattern reference book, but it contained only a brief chapter on how to actually fish with dry flies. So his second book, Dry-Fly Fishing in Theory and Practice (1889), became the foundation treatise in what Halford biographer Tony Hayter has called the “Dry-Fly Revolution.” As Hayter said, “Even today, with many new inventions and techniques available to us, we are struck by its essential reasonableness. In clear and logical language it sets forth the main lines of the subject.”

The book you hold excerpts the key instructional and theoretical chapters from this milestone work—the core chapters that guided and even created generations of dry-fly anglers. Halford defined a dry fly (a very important thing to do at the time), where and when to deliver it to a trout, how fish feed and how to read their rises, the common factors that influence angling success, and how best to handle a fish that is fooled by your fly. Angling historian John Waller Hills said that “never was a reform worked out with greater ability or presented with greater lucidity.”

These chapters are only a selection from the original book’s full contents. After considerable dithering, I decided not to include his extensive casting instructions, as interesting as they were. In the chapters that I have included there is an abundance of advice on presentation, and the modern fly fisher is blessed with a wealth of wonderful guidance on the mechanics of casting. I have also omitted chapters on tackle, trout anatomy, specific insects encountered on Halford’s streams, how to autopsy a trout, and other matters. These were certainly important for their time and place, but they lack immediacy for the more focused purpose of this little book.

I suspect that you will read and enjoy this book best if you see it not merely as a polished tract by a master angler, but as the foremost catalyst of a terrific and far-reaching dialogue about the very nature of fly fishing. Tony Hayter’s term “Dry-Fly Revolution” is not at all an overstatement. As Hayter put it, “Dry-Fly Fishing was not just a practical guide, it was the manifesto of a movement.”

To the great credit of Halford and the other dry-fly pioneers, their “movement” led to significant improvements in many technical aspects of the sport. And to their lasting debit, it also led to a narrowness of mind that still amazes historians. Ultimately, the Halfordian dry-fly revolution would become important not only for what it accomplished but for the reaction against it. But that’s another story, to be pursued another time, in other books.

Halford spoke a somewhat different angling language than we do today. You will encounter some unfamiliar terms here and there. A “switch” cast was used for casting when a normal backcast was not practical; the “under-handed cast” equated to our sidearm cast; the “half-drift” involved casting across or even slightly downstream and then doing whatever it took, including walking along the bank, to get a credible drift of the fly. A “sedge” might be either a tall water plant or a caddisfly. A “smut” was an exasperatingly small insect. The “reel-line” was simply the line normally stored on the reel. “Gut” was the silkworm gut used for leaders before monofilament came along half a century later. Like modern leader materials, sections of gut were tied together in a taper, to produce a “collar,” or full leader. Halford’s 0 hook equates with today’s size 15, his 00 with our 16, and 000 with our 17. Several terms, like “hatch,” “weir,” and “trunk-carrier,” had to do with the intensive management of the flow of the stream.

In fact, stream management may be the biggest surprise for modern American anglers accustomed to today’s wild-trout fishing on public waters. Halford fished on exclusively held private waters, such as the famous Test, whose every feature was scrutinized and manipulated by professional riverkeepers for the sake of fastidious angler-owners. The killing of so many large fish will also grate on modern sensitivities, but fish stocks were likewise carefully monitored and augmented, again in contrast to many of today’s most famous wild-trout fisheries.

Readers will also notice Halford’s occasional historic misstep, such as his conviction that nymph fishing wouldn’t work (this conviction would result in one of fly fishing’s towering controversies in the early 1900s), or that shrimp imitations were more or less impossible to fish effectively. His almost violent disapproval of the shiny wet fly known as the Alexandra is likewise fascinating; the fly was obviously an excellent minnow imitation, and Halford saw such imitations as an unforgivable violation of sporting ethics. Fly fishing meant fly fishing—the imitation of actual flies, not other creatures.

But these errors are trivial compared to the greater satisfactions of witnessing a first-rate angling mind at work, and sharing the stream with a gifted naturalist. Halford’s accumulated streamside years, coupled with the observations of his friends, gave us one of fly fishing’s most important handbooks.

So I invite you to read Frederic Halford in gratitude for the hard work and sharp observations that went into his writing, and for the durability of his lessons. But as you read, keep in mind that it was Halford himself who admonished us to be a little wary of received wisdoms. This is a great and savvy work of angling literature. As dry-fly fishers, it started us on our way. But it’s still up to us to find our way again, every time we cast.

Paul Schullery
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Chapter One

Floating Flies and Sunk Flies

The simplest definition of the term “floating fly” is—artificial fly fished on the surface; and that of the term “sunk fly”—one fished below the surface of the water. To carry the definition a trifle further, floating fly, whether it is cocked, or, in other words, floating with the wings up, or flat, that is, lying on its side, is an imitation of a winged insect, either emerging or emerged from the nymph state, on the surface of the stream, while the sunk fly is an imitation of the larva or nymph moving in the water, or of a winged insect when water-logged or drowned. In principle the two methods of fishing are totally and entirely distinct. With the dry or floating fly the angler has in the first instance to find a rising fish, to note accurately the position of, or what is technically called spot, the rise, and to cast to this fish to the exclusion of any chance work in other parts of the stream. With the sunk or wet fly, on the other hand, he casts to a likely place, whether he has or has not seen a rise there (more frequently he has not), and, in fact, his judgment should tend to tell him where, from his knowledge of the habits of the fish, they are most likely to be found in position or ready to feed. Thus wet-fly fishing is often termed “fishing the water,” in contradistinction to the expression “fishing the rise,” which is applied to the method of the dry-fly fisherman.

In treating of the advantages of dry-fly over wet-fly fishing, I am most desirous of avoiding any expression which should tend to depreciate in any way the skill exhibited by the experienced and intelligent followers of the wet fly. They require not only most undoubted judgment of the character of water frequented at various times of the day and season by feeding fish, not only a very full knowledge of the different species and genera of insects forming the food of the fish, not only a full perception of the advantages of fishing up-stream under one set of conditions and of fishing down-stream under others; but, in addition to all this, great skill in placing their flies accurately in the desired position, and allowing them to drift down in a natural manner and without any drag or check over the precise spot they wish to try. There is far too much presumption of superior scientific knowledge and skill on the part of the modern school of dry-fly fishermen, and I should be the last to wish to write a line tending to encourage this erroneous assumption of superiority, or to depreciate in any way the patience and perseverance, coupled with an intuitive perception of the habits of the fish, requisite for a really first-rate performer with the wet fly. The late Francis Francis said that “the judicious and perfect application of dry, wet, and mid-water fly-fishing stamps the finished fly-fisher with the hall-mark of efficiency.” This sentiment is to my mind preeminently characteristic of its author, and worthy of repetition by any of his admirers in later times.

Under certain circumstances the dry fly has in every stream great advantages over the wet, and in rivers where it is not generally used has the further advantage, that, from the fish being unaccustomed to see anything but the natural fly floating down cocked over them, they are altogether unsuspicious of the artificial, and take it with such confidence as to render their being hooked, if not their capture, almost a certainty. To define the circumstances specially suited to the dry fly is not difficult. When a fish is seen to be feeding on the surface, when the angler can ascertain the species of insect on which the fish is feeding, when he can imitate it, when he can present this imitation to the fish in its natural position and following precisely the course taken by the natural insect, and when he can carry out all these conditions at the first cast, so as to delude the fish before he has any suspicion of being fished for, the rising and hooking of the most wary trout or grayling is almost a foregone conclusion for the dry-fly fisherman.

It must be remembered that the only possible means of establishing a satisfactory connection between the fish and the fisherman is the medium of sight. A fish’s sight is much more highly developed than any other sense, it being questionable whether he has any hearing, or whether his power of smell with surface food is sufficient to guide him in discriminating between the natural and artificial fly. Hence keeping out of sight is a most essential point to study; in fact, as before said, the fish should be hooked before he has any suspicion of being fished for. On the other hand, where no rising or bulging fish are to be seen, and whence it may be inferred that the fish are not taking surface food at all, the conditions are favourable for the use of the sunk fly. Even under these conditions it will sometimes occur that the floating fly is more efficacious than the wet.

Whatever advantages can be claimed for the sunk fly elsewhere, however, there are streams and conditions of weather in which it cannot be considered as having the smallest chance against the floating fly. As to conditions of weather, on the stillest days, with the hottest sun and in the clearest water, the fish are generally on the surface, when the wet-fly fisher would consider the conditions most unpropitious and unlikely. On such days to kill fish is most satisfactory and gratifying to the angler’s bump of self-esteem, and often the largest and most suspicious fish feeding under such conditions seem quite guileless and fall victims to the art of the dry-fly fisherman, and nowhere so freely and so frequently as in rivers where the sunk fly only is habitually used. As to the streams in which the dry fly is under all circumstances likely to be more successful than the wet, those which rise from springs filtering up through a substratum of chalk or limestone, and in which the water is usually of the very clearest even after heavy rain, where the current is only moderately rapid, and which are usually in the summer months fully covered with weeds, and hence well stocked with larvæ of Ephemeridæ, Phryganidæ, and other water-bred insects, are preeminently fitted for the floating fly. These are usually styled “chalk streams,” and it is said that there are days when even in the clearest of them the sunk fly is found more killing than the floating one. This may possibly be true, but in many years’ experience such days have not fallen to my lot, and I should be inclined to consider them as happening ones, or, in other words, as the rare exceptions which go to prove the rule. Perhaps the best direct proof of this rule may be deduced from the fact that every Hampshire fisherman who has persistently studied the subject from season to season has gradually become more and more convinced of the necessity of imitating Nature as accurately as possible, and presenting the imitation in the most natural position, i.e., floating and cocked.

In Derbyshire, a few years back, every one used two, and many three, four, or even more flies; every one fished down-stream, and fished the water. Now hosts of anglers have invaded the district, the trout and grayling are as shy and wary as any in the country, and what is the result? Day after day, and year after year, more of the successful anglers in the district fish up-stream with floating flies and over rising fish only, and it is only on an occasional blustering day that one of the old school succeeds in getting a moderate bag. The same tale can be told of all parts of the country, where the local anglers, taught from childhood to fish with sunk fly, laugh at the possibility of a bag being made with dry fly. As an example of this. Not many years ago, in Dorchester, one of the best dry-fly fishermen of the day was seriously suspected, and even accused, of not fishing fair, because he succeeded in killing great numbers of the largest fish on days when the natives with wet fly could do no good at all. At length his proceedings were quietly but thoroughly watched by one of the local talent, with the result that he who went to discover a fraud found that he had been for years following a mistaken policy, and went openly to his talented brother angler and told him all the circumstances, persuaded him to enroll him among his pupils, to teach him the art of dry-fly fishing, and at length himself became a votary of this style and a proficient in it, and ever after forswore the wet fly, and himself was able in turn to teach and convert others to the more modern and more successful school of angling. From north and south, from east and west, in later times fly-fishermen came to Winchester, and when there, saw, learned, and conquered the use of the floating fly; and although they could very likely only succeed in killing their two or three trout daily, yet very soon preferred them to heavier bags taken elsewhere with the sunk fly. They carried the information all over the country, until at length the spread of dry-fly fishing has become something dreadful to contemplate, because in the rivers where it is practised the fish never get a rest, but day after day, week after week, and month after month, are continually and continuously tempted to their destruction, or worse still, perhaps, rendered more wary, more shy, and more suspicious. It is even questionable whether the bad features of this spread of dry-fly fishing end here, and whether the perpetual danger of taking surface food does not in time keep the fish down, and even make abstention from floating insects an hereditary instinct. This, too, is probably enhanced by the fact of the free-rising fish being gradually but surely killed off, and the new generations being bred from those who habitually find their food on the bottom of the river, so that each generation is less likely to rise than the one immediately preceding it. Possibly, too, the introduction of artificially fed trout into the rivers still further increases their tendency to prefer the comparatively safe shrimps, caddis, snails, and larvæ to the perilous experiment of taking surface food.
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Some dry-fly fishermen are such purists that they will not under any circumstances whatever make a single cast except over rising fish, and prefer to remain idle the entire day rather than attempt to persuade the wary inhabitants of the stream to rise at an artificial fly, unless they have previously seen a natural one taken in the same position. Although respecting their scruples, this is, in my humble opinion, riding the hobby to death, and I for one am a strong advocate for floating a cocked fly over a likely place, even if no movement of a feeding fish has been seen there. By a likely place, such a one as a bare gravel patch between weeds on a shallow is meant, or a point under the bank to which every natural insect must be carried by the stream or wind, on either of which there is almost invariably a fish either feeding or ready to feed at the first hatch of fly. There is no doubt, too, that an angler catching sight of a trout or grayling lying near the surface or in position for feeding can often tempt him with a good imitation of the fly on the water floated accurately over him at the first cast.

Another great mistake often indulged in, even by anglers of great experience, is to commiserate with the votary of the dry fly in blustering or rainy weather; and one’s friends, when seeking to extenuate one’s want of sport, frequently express the opinion that it was “too rough or too wet for the dry fly.” Why too rough or too wet? The natural duns bred in the water are seldom if ever drowned in their native element, however rough the weather may be. At times the delicate Ephemeridæ are whirled over and over by sudden gusts, but they still float, and, as a matter of fact, a rough day with a good curling ripple on the surface of the water is the day beyond all others when the floating fly, if quite dry, cocked, and accurately delivered, makes the greatest score, and utterly defeats the sunk fly. The true difficulty of a rough day is to spot the rise and place the fly accurately, not to float it; and on a rainy day, although it is undoubtedly hard work to dry the fly, yet, when once dried, it is undoubtedly far more deadly than the wet fly.

We are often told that Mr. ———, the great Scotch fly-fisher, is quite sure he can kill any number of trout in a south-country stream, fishing in his own style, and is prepared to make a match against the best local man. Southron fly-fishers are not in the habit of fishing matches and weighing in catches at clubs, but occasionally one of these professors is invited to try his infallible system on one of their streams, and the invariable result is that, if he is obstinate, and so firmly wedded to his opinions that the stern logic of facts cannot move him, he returns with the dictum that there are very few fish in the river, or that the wind is wrong, or the water too low, or some other plausible excuse. If, on the other hand, he is a true lover of the art and not above learning, he quickly discovers that his method is not successful with the dainty over-fed fish of a chalk-stream, and before long he becomes a convert to the dry fly, and, I shrewdly suspect, uses it in hot bright weather to advantage in his native brooks.

A dry-fly fisher must expect to miss an abnormally large proportion of rises, owing to the very small flies he uses, and some of our friends are apt to quote this as an argument against the Hampshire school, forgetting that even if an unduly large proportion are missed, yet in places, and on days hot bright, and calm, when the sunk fly is utterly hopeless, the chalk-stream fisher will rise fish after fish, and his excitement will be kept up by hopes of success, from morning to night. On one point all must agree, viz., that fishing up-stream with the finest of gut and floating the tiniest of flies, where every movement of the fish—his rise at any passing natural, and the turn and rise at the artificial—are plainly visible, is far more exciting, and requires in many respects more skill, than the fishing of the water as practised by the wet-fly fisherman.
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