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Foreword





  Fly fishing is really pretty simple stuff. Rods haven’t changed that much in 100 years, reels are mostly simply a spool and an arbor with some kind of brake, and as long as you don’t delve into the arcane philosophy of matching a hatching insect with an exact imitation of its species, fly selection is as simple as choosing a spinning lure. (Use what the experts recommend or go with what your gut tells you). But leaders and tippets and knots are difficult concepts to grasp. Most knots are not your father’s Boy Scout variety, they twist both your brain and leader into a pretzel, and the dynamics of leader design are best left to aeronautical engineers. Judging by the array of knot tools on the market today, these subjects mystify both novices and experts. It doesn’t help that a great many fly fishers are over 40, because difficulties just seeing a 7X tippet only add to this frustration. Thus the reason for this simple, straightforward guide to the basics of tippet materials, leader design, and the basic knots you’ll need for both fresh and salt water.




  The importance of choosing the proper leader is underestimated both in casting and in presentation. You can be using a superb fly rod and a brand new fly line, but if your leader is not properly tapered, the whole outfit can feel sluggish. A difference in tippet diameter of .001” or a couple of feet of tippet material can mean the difference between a frustrating day and a fun and productive one. In my experience as a fly-fishing instructor I found basic leader and tippet design to be harder for students to grasp than the double-haul. And even experienced fly fishers disregard the importance of the right leader. When switching rods with friends, I am often amazed at the state of their leaders.




  The knots you see in this guide might be tied differently than the way you’ve been taught. I have written these instructions as clearly as I could, assuming you have never tied one of these knots before. These directions may not be the same as the ones you see in other books, because these are the way guides and other experienced fly fishers tie them.




  Some of your favorite knots might be missing. In my opinion, and the opinion of highly technical fly fishers like Jim Lepage, head of fly-fishing product development for Orvis (and proven by endless lab tests), knots like the Improved Clinch Knot and Turle Knot are best treated as fly-fishing history.




  My only goal in writing this book was to make your days on the water easier and more fun. We don’t always need to catch fish to have a good day, but broken leaders and lost fish are never positive experiences.
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  CHAPTER 1




  




  Setting Up Your Outfit




  You’ve watched for the UPS delivery truck every day and finally it arrives, with one long skinny box and one square package: your new fly rod outfit! You open the rod box and all is as expected, but when you open the box that contains the reel, line, and backing—surprise! Instead of the neatly wound reel you saw in the catalog, you’re faced with an empty reel, a large spool of fly line, and a smaller spool with 100 yards of backing. The leader isn’t attached; it’s coiled up in a small plastic bag. And you thought you were going fishing this afternoon.




  You can avoid this dilemma by purchasing your gear from a reputable fly shop or mail order operation. They’ll set up your outfit, making all the essential connections, and provide you with a reel that is loaded and ready to go. (If they won’t or can’t do it, take your business elsewhere.) All you need to tell them is whether you reel with your left or right hand; make sure you specify which hand you use to crank to avoid any confusion.




  Unless you intend to fish with a personal guide at your side every minute, or are prepared to throw leaders away after they get too short, you’ll need to learn how to maintain your terminal tackle, as this line/leader/tippet arrangement is called. And you’ll have to learn at least a couple of those dreaded knots. However, anyone capable of lacing a pair of shoes or knotting a tie can deal with terminal tackle.




  Maybe you forgot to ask someone to set up your outfit, or you didn’t know any better. Or perhaps you already owned a reel and just bought some new fly line or backing. Find a quiet, well-lighted place with plenty of room and no small children or cats present. Turn on some music and plan for an hour of uninterrupted fun. If you need reading glasses or have even a remote inkling that you might, make sure they are handy.




  I’ll assume you know whether you will be cranking with your right or left hand. (By the way, there is no single correct way to do this, no matter what your Uncle Gus, who has been fly fishing for fifty years, tells you.) Some right-handed casters prefer to crank with their right hands, so they switch the rod to their left hand when reeling in a fish. I do this because I am so strongly right handed that I have trouble doing anything with my left hand. In addition, if you’re casting all day long and suddenly hook a big fish, it’s a nice relief to put the rod in your other hand to give your casting hand a break. But many right-handed casters set their reels up so they can crank with their left hand and don’t have to switch. It’s your choice.




  Make sure the drag on the reel is set up properly, as most reels can be switched from right- to left-hand retrieve without tools or with a small screwdriver at most. It matters because you want to be able to tighten the drag on the line-out direction when a fish is running, but you want a smooth, easy-spinning reel on the line-in direction. Refer to the owner’s manual for your reel to figure out how this is done.




  Types of Backing




  There are basically two kinds of backing: braided Dacron (or nylon) or gel-spun polyester, also known as Dyneema, Spectra, or Spider Wire. Dacron has been used for over forty years and typically comes in 12, 20, or 30-pound strengths. It’s strong, supple, and easy to knot. The 12-pound is used on small trout reels, mainly to take up space on the spool so that the line does not develop tight coils from being wound right to the arbor. 20-pound is used for most outfits, from basic freshwater outfits to bonefish outfits, and serves to add some insurance when a feisty trout in fast water or a bonefish decide to run past the 90 feet of fly line you have on your reel. The 30-pound variety used to be recommended for bigger saltwater outfits because its greater diameter would not bind into itself when wound tightly on a reel.




  Most saltwater outfits, and many freshwater outfits, now use gel-spun polyester. This material is much finer in diameter than Dacron, so you can get a lot more backing on your reel. You can get about 35 percent more 30-pound gel-spun on a reel than 20-pound Dacron, so not only do you get more backing, you get more strength. The only disadvantages of gel-spun is that it is twice as expensive as Dacron, and it’s very difficult to cut without a very sharp pair of scissors—it’s almost impossible to cut with a standard pair of fisherman’s snips. One final disadvantage is that if you ever grab it when a fast-running fish is taking line, you can get a severe cut on your hand. However, it’s rare to have any reason to grab backing, so it’s more a theoretical than a practical disadvantage.
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  Attaching the backing with an Arbor Knot.




  Attaching the Backing




  Find the end of the backing and attach it to the reel with an Arbor Knot, which allows you to start spinning the reel while the backing snugs up against it. Now start winding the backing onto the reel, making sure that it’s going in the right direction. The backing should be wound on uniformly tight, and you should guide it from one side to the other as you wind, so it goes on the spool evenly. It helps to have someone hold the backing spool on a pencil and keep tension on it. You can put the spool of backing in a box to prevent it from rolling all over the room. Run the backing through a heavy book placed between the box and your reel to keep some tension on it.




  When you get to the end of the backing, you will probably have to attach the line. Sometimes line and backing combinations come to you factory-spliced with epoxy, but most times they will be in two separate packages. For this operation you need to learn the Nail Knot, and you will need either a 6-inch piece of backing (just cut it off the end of your backing), a narrow-diameter tube, or a stir stick. There are also tools specifically made to tie Nail Knots. Nail Knots are not only used to tie backing, but also to tie a leader to the opposite end of the fly line. Since it is much easier to tie a Nail Knot in backing than in springy monofilament, this is a good place to learn it.




  Find the back end of the fly line, which will invariably be labeled with a sticker that says, “This end to reel,” or “This end to backing.” If you can’t find the sticker, the back end will usually be the end that comes off the spool easiest. Still having trouble finding the end? If you have a double-taper line (labeled somewhere on the package as DT*F, where * is a number from 1 to 12), both ends are the same and it doesn’t matter. If you have a weight-forward line (marked WF*F), it does matter. Feel the line and you’ll notice that one end tapers quickly to a thicker section and the other end is uniformly thin for more than 20 feet. This thin end gets knotted to your backing.




  
Attaching the Line





  The Nail Knot is a simple concept that can be fiendish to execute, especially if you want the result to look neat. All you have to do is wrap the backing or leader material over itself and then bring the tag end back underneath the wraps. It’s difficult to pass the tag end back under the wraps while keeping them snug, and most people use a loop of material or a tube to pass the end back under the wraps.




  Lay 2 feet of fly line on the table in a straight line, with the end of the line in front of you. Fold the piece of backing in half and lay it alongside the fly line, with the closed end even with the end of the line (if you are using a tube or stir stick, lay it alongside the line). Pull a foot of backing off the reel to give yourself some working room, then pinch the backing up against the fly line and extra loop of backing (or tube), with the standing part of the backing (the part that goes to the reel) pointing toward the end of the line and the tag end of the backing toward the rest of the fly line. Start the Nail Knot about 2 inches from the end of the line. You can afford to cut a little off the end of the line, which gives you some insurance in case the Nail Knot slips as you tighten it.




  Wind the backing back over itself, over the line, and over the tube or extra loop, toward the end of the fly line. I like to make about seven or eight turns when knotting backing to fly line. After you’ve completed these turns, pass the tag end of the backing through the extra loop of backing and gently pull the piece of backing from the other end so it pulls the tag end of the backing back under the wraps. If you are using a tube, just pass the tag end of the backing through the tube until it sticks out the other end. Once you have passed the backing under the turns, either remove the tube or the extra piece of backing. The trick here is to keep pinching the wraps so they stay in line and close to the fly line; if the wraps jump over themselves, the resulting knot might be strong but it won’t be neat, and it might get hung up passing through the guides.
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  The Nail Knot can be tied in four steps (top to bottom).




  The nasty part is tightening the knot. Gently pull on the tag end of the backing while still pinching the wraps to keep them in place. Pull gently on the standing part of the backing—don’t touch the fly line yet. Pull on the tag end again. Pull on the standing part again. Keep repeating the process until you have a neat, barrel-shaped knot and the wraps are as tight at one end as they are on the other. Next grab the tag end with a pair of pliers and pull it tightly against the standing part of the backing. Then wrap the fly line around one forefinger and the standing part of the backing around the other and pull them against each other. This is the way stress will be applied when you are fishing and it is your test to see how well you’ve done the Nail Knot. If your knot is properly tied and tightened, it will dig into the line when pulled instead of slipping off the end of the line. Now trim the tag ends of the fly line and backing very close to the knot with a pair of sharp scissors. (Don’t use monofilament snips, which will fray the backing instead of cutting it neatly.)




  For the ultimate in a smooth connection, coat the knot with a thin application of flexible waterproof cement such as Pliobond, Barge Cement, or even Super Glue. Don’t worry if you are tying the knot at streamside or if you don’t have any glue handy: I find that the Nail Knot is so smooth and secure that cement is not essential.




  Now wind the fly line with tight, even turns, as you did with the backing. It won’t take as long as winding the backing, but it can be tricky because fly lines are mounted on plastic spools that often come apart in the middle of the winding operation, resulting in a tangled mess. Wind slowly and make sure the spool halves are pressed together securely. You may want to put a pencil or other thin object through the hole in the spool. It really helps to have someone hold the spool while you wind.
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