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    Introduction

    YOU’VE POLISHED YOUR CASTING AFTER attending a flyfishing school or spending hours with a patient mentor. You’ve practiced your knots. Last summer, you floated a Montana River with a guide, catching plenty of trout when he told you just where to cast and when to mend your line. You have a basic knowledge of flies. Now comes the true test for any fly fisher: exploring an unknown river by yourself with no one to give you advice, spot the fish, or tell you whether to fish the pools or riffles. You are not a complete fly fisher until you can do this.

    I hope this book will be a helpful friend, a guide to uncharted waters, a reference to fall back on each time you fish new rivers. If you learn the lessons in this book, and if you are observant, I think you will find that fishing new rivers and streams will be easy and fun, and you’ll take great pride in your newfound expertise.

    I’m not suggesting that you’ll know it all if you memorize everything in this book and fish a half-dozen rivers. The best fly fishers will tell you they learn something new every time they fish, and if you don’t keep looking for those fresh nuggets you’ll be fooling yourself and missing out on many of the pleasures of fly fishing.

    This guide is a distillation of what I have learned in over 35 years of fishing, observing, and most important, listening and watching other anglers and guides on the water. I am sure that between the time I deliver this manuscript to Jay Cassell and Nick Lyons, my editors, and the time the book is printed I will have learned a score of new insights on trout behavior, tactics for presenting a fly, three new ways to fish a nymph, and a new way of fishing streamers. The next river you fish could contradict much of what I say in this book and throw all of my smug theories into the trash. I hope you agree that’s what makes fly fishing so intriguing!
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  Planning Your Day

  SOMETIMES YOU CAN JUMP INTO A RIVER with both feet while the engine of your car is still ticking and catch trout right off the bat, without a moment’s hesitation for planning. But don’t count on it. The best fishing trips are ones you’ve prepared for. You have probably spent days or weeks getting your tackle in order, tying flies, cleaning lines, or building leaders. You have planned your route by car or airplane, and have arranged for someplace to stay. In order to get the most fun out of any fishing trip, whether it’s for a week’s vacation or just a few hours after work, you’ll be more successful and take more pride in your skills with some planning and observation.
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  Even on popular rivers like Montana’s Madison, you can find solitude if you’re willing to walk.

  First, check the Internet, books, or the closest reliable fly shop for stream conditions and where the best fishing will be found. On most of our rivers, the best spots have already been found and there will be some record of them. Get a map of the river—most of our more popular rivers are detailed in special fishing maps that you can buy in a fly shop, copy from a book, or download from the Internet. Barring that, get a U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) topographic map of the area (the new CD-ROMS that include all the topo maps for a state are terrific). If you don’t like crowds, check the map and find places near the supposed hot spots where you might have to walk a mile away from a parking area. Most fly fishers today are reluctant to walk more than a few hundred yards from their vehicles, and some actually seem to enjoy fishing in crowds. I don’t. And I have found solitude on some of our most famous and crowded trout streams, from the South Platte in Colorado to the Beaverkill in New York to the Bighorn in Montana. I don’t always get to fish the prime water, and I might see fewer fish than I would in the more famous pools, but I enjoy the experience more.

  Don’t stop at the first parking place you see. Drive up and down the river and see where most of the anglers are and what the water looks like. Stop at bridges to see the river at different spots. Sometimes a river that looks too shallow in one place will have lots of fine runs 100 yards away. After a rainstorm, a river might look dirty in one place, but after driving upstream you’ll see a muddy tributary entering the river and find that the water is crystal clear upstream of where the tributary enters. Many times insects will hatch in one place in a river and not others; during the famous salmonfly hatch of the Rockies, for example, the huge stoneflies will hatch in only a short stretch of a river for a few days and will gradually work upstream over a period of two weeks. By doing a little reconnaissance you might be lucky enough to hit this hatch at the prime time and follow its progression up the river.
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  Spending time on the bank before jumping into the water can improve your chances of a successful day.

  I’m not suggesting that you play tourist all day long. Once you’ve decided where you’d like to fish, load the camera with film, grab a bottle of water and a few munchies, and head to the river for the rest of the day. If you might miss dinner, take a flashlight in case you decide to stay for the evening hatch.

  HOW TO OBSERVE THE WATER

  It’s a good idea to get the Big Picture of a river before you start fishing. The best place is a bridge, where you can see both banks upstream and downstream. And the best thing that can happen is that you see fish rising all over the place. In this instance, all you need to do is determine where the bigger fish are feeding and spot a place where no one else is fishing. Ninety-nine times out of 100 you won’t be so lucky.

  Look for depth and current speed first. Where are the places more than two feet deep with a moderate current, places where trout have the security of depth yet a current fast enough to bring them a steady supply of food? Is there deep water near the bank, where trout can hide under overhanging vegetation? Or is all the best water out in the middle of the river? Is the water muddy or clear? Your approach and presentation should be chosen based on water clarity. Look at the banks. Streamside grass that is under water indicates that a river is higher than normal; wide dry banks tell you the river is probably lower than normal. Is the river bottom composed of sand, gravel, big rocks, or aquatic weed? All of these things can tell you where the fish will be found and what techniques to use, as you’ll find later in this book.

  Now climb down the bank and take the water temperature. Trout are cold-blooded, and how they feed is often determined by how far the water temperature varies from that perfect 60 to 63°F mark. Turn over a few rocks to see what kind of insect life is present. Shake a few streamside trees or bushes to see if any insects have hatched recently.
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