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  Chapter 1




  Why Fly Fish?




  Fly fishing is distinguished from other forms of fishing by some simple things such as grace and beauty. But the biggest difference is the one most often overlooked: efficiency. We think about fly fishing in terms of difficulty, but the truth is that once you learn to fish with flies, which is not nearly as difficult as it’s often thought to be, you can commonly catch more fish by fly fishing than you can by any other method.




  Why? The reasons, like the sport, are simple. First, many of the foods that fish eat are small and of a slight weight. You can cast imitations of these with a fly rod. You cannot cast them with any other type of gear.




  Second, only a small part of every cast places a lure or fly in the most likely area to be taken by a fish: the two to three feet at the edge of some cover, or in the rings of a rise. The largest part of most retrieves is wasted. With other types of gear you’ve got to reel the lure all the way back to the rod tip before casting again. With fly gear you simply loft the fly at long range, as soon as it’s out of the strike zone, and settle it instantly back to where fish are eager to whack it.




  Still, despite the inherent effectiveness of fly fishing, don’t ever overlook the importance of beauty and grace. There is something soothing about watching the weaving motions of the fly rod, the line glinting in loops in the air, the swift descent and soft arrival of the fly on the water. It is most interesting to watch when that landing gets punctuated by the detonation of a fish on the fly.




  The pleasure of the spectator is nothing, however, when compared to the pleasure of the creator. The greatest happiness goes to the person who weaves those loops of line in the air, who orchestrates the events that cause that detonation. No other gear can give you the same magical sense of both mastery and mystery. You hold the rod in your hand, and it does such wonderful things to the line and fly that even you are not sure how you caused them to happen.




  There is a final and fateful beauty in the places where fly fishing takes you: forested brooks, hidden lakes, trout streams, the seashore. It will take you wherever you want. It’s one of the great mysteries of the sport that once you take it up you seem directed to some secret destination of your own, apart from the places all others go. Fly fishing is a journey on a long and wonderful path. Once you start, you’ll never turn back.




  Please come along.




  COLDWATER FLY ROD FISH




  Trout are the perfect fly rod fish for several reasons. Their foods, primarily insects and small crustaceans, are the right size to imitate with flies. The way trout feed, generally on the surface or in shallow water, makes it easy to deliver flies where trout will get a chance to take them. The small creeks, streams, and rivers where trout live most often keep them within easy casting range of your flies. When they live in larger rivers and in lakes, it’s still easy to stalk into range to reach them with flies.




  Other coldwater species that can often be tricked with flies include the steelhead, which is an ocean-going form of the rainbow trout, and both Atlantic and Pacific salmon.




  Steelhead from 3 to 30 pounds enter streams from the Pacific Ocean or the Great Lakes in summer or in winter, though there are also minor runs of both spring and fall strains. The summer steelhead is an active fish, free-ranging and full of fight. When conditions are right it can be coaxed easily into rising upward and striking a fly that is fished either slightly sunk or right on the surface itself. Winter steelhead are less ambitious. To tempt them, you’ve usually got to get your fly right down to the bottom.




  Atlantic salmon are considered by many to be the ultimate fly rod fish. They return from the Atlantic Ocean through spring, summer, and into fall. They weigh up to 40 or even 50 pounds, though you’d be foolish to be unhappy if you caught one that weighed over 15 to 20. They are active, and strike sunk or surface flies with determined thuds.




  Pacific salmon, commonly either chinook (kings) or coho (silvers), are less often considered fly rod fish, though more folks are finding them catchable in their native Pacific coast waters and where they’ve been transplanted into the Great Lakes states. These salmon grow to whopping sizes, and sometimes take flies aggressively, though almost always down along the bottom.
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  WARMWATER FLY ROD FISH




  Bass top the list of warmwater fish. Largemouth are the most widespread and sought-after of the bass species. They are often thought of as southern fish, because they thrive and reach their largest sizes in the warm belt of the southern states and northern Mexico. But they have migrated to many states, and have been planted in all the others. So they have expanded into excellent fly fishing populations in almost every state.




  Largemouth bass are ruthless predators and feed rather recklessly on whatever swims, crawls, or creeps into range of their giant jaws. They take snakes, baby ducks, frogs, mice, crayfish, aquatic insects, and of course smaller fish, including each other. They are more adventurous than trout; the flies you cast to them need not resemble in any way a food form that they’ve ever encountered. If it looks like it might be good to eat, largemouth bass will be glad to try it out. They can be taken with topwater poppers, mid-water streamers, and deepwater sliders, along with most anything else you care to cast to them.




  Smallmouth bass live more often in colder lakes, at slightly higher elevations or more northern latitudes than those preferred by largemouth. They are also found in moving water, though the streams they prefer are typically a bit warmer and slightly slower than those preferred by trout. Like largemouth, they feed on whatever they encounter and can ingest. But their environments tend to be more restricted in terms of the food forms that they offer to the fish, and smallmouth bass are more likely to be fooled into taking something that looks like a crayfish, minnow, or aquatic insect nymph or larva.




  Bluegill, crappie, and other panfish are the perfect warmwater fly rod fish. Their natural foods, like those of the trout, are best imitated with flies, though it would be stretching it to say that they require that the flies fished for them be imitations of anything. If a fly is fished at the correct depth, so that it tiptoes through a school of panfish, and if it is small enough so that they can get it into their mouths, they’ll accept almost anything.




  FOODS THAT FLIES IMITATE




  Flies can be purchased, or you can tie them yourself, to represent a wide range of the food forms that various fish species make a living eating. It’s rarely necessary to fish exact imitations. As we’ve already seen, bass and lots of other fish are quite willing to experiment, to take flies that look like nothing they’ve ever seen. Fish are predators, however, and you’re going to catch more of them if you show them flies that look at least a little like their most common prey, and use retrieves that cause the flies to act like that common prey form.




  Fly fishing is so successful because flies can be tied and fished to look like submerged or floating insects, like various forms of baitfish, like frogs, mice, or like any other creature you can imagine and can wrap materials around a hook to resemble. Some saltwater flies are tied to look like scuttling crabs.




  One of the largest trout this author has ever caught, a fiercely predaceous bull trout that weighed some six pounds, fell to a fly—a rather large and ungainly one!—tied to imitate a ten-inch hatchery trout.
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  Chapter 2




  Basic Fly Fishing Tackle




  At its simplest, fly fishing requires just five items: rod, reel, line, leader, and fly. Of course, it’s never left to rest at that level. But these five elements are at the heart of fly fishing and make up the basic fly fishing outfit. They are the first things you’ll want to trot out and buy.




  Your outfit selection should follow a logical progression. The size of the foods eaten by the fish species you’re after dictates the size flies you’ll need to cast. The size of those flies dictates the weight of the line that you’ll need to lift them into the air and carry them gracefully. The weight of the chosen fly line dictates the stiffness and strength of the rod you’ll need in order to cast it, and also dictates the size of the reel you’ll need to hold it. The leader must transfer the energy of the cast from a certain weight line to a specific size fly.




  We almost always select a rod first, then choose lines and reels to fit it. But it’s the fly line, and not the rod, that is at the core of outfit selection. Decide on the line weight first, then select a rod that will propel it.




  The best advice you can get, when setting out to purchase a first outfit, is to ask a more experienced fly fishing friend to go with you. Find a specialized fly fishing shop or a sporting goods store that has a broad selection of fly fishing tackle, and listen carefully to what your mentor has to tell you.




  The second best advice is to go to a fly fishing shop and depend on the shop clerk for advice. But be very careful to explain your level of experience or lack of it. And be sure to explain to the clerk what kind of water you intend to fish, and what kind of fish you intend to pursue with your new outfit, or he’ll outfit you for something he’d like to do himself.




  The secret is to decide what you’re going to fish for and where you’re going to fish for it. Then go out and buy equipment that suits the fish species and its situation.
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  FLY ROD SELECTION




  Your first rod should be a modestly priced graphite suited best to the kind of fishing you intend to do most often. Don’t buy a cheap one; it won’t offer much but difficulty as you begin learning to cast. Don’t buy a fiberglass rod; for the most part graphite rods are lighter and more responsive. Don’t buy bamboo; you might graduate to one of those later, but they are very expensive, and your money is better spent elsewhere at first.




  Rod Length.




  Short rods, 6½ to 7½ feet, are best for small streams, where the problems you encounter will be brush overhead. Long rods, 9½ to 10½ feet, are best for the largest of rivers, where you need the maximum loft for line control. Medium-length rods, 8 to 9 feet long, fish over the widest range of situations, and therefore are the most useful. They are also least critical of casting mistakes, hence the easiest on which to learn.




  Rod Action.




  Fly rods are classed as slow, medium, or fast. A medium to medium-fast action is best for the beginner, and in the long run (as they slowly discover after trying other actions), also best for most experienced fly fishermen.




  Rod Line Weight.




  Rods are designed to cast a specific line weight, though many will serve for a line weight one size heavier or lighter. Be sure to choose a rod to cast the size line that suits the range of fish sizes you’re after.




  Basic Outfit.




  Assuming it suits what you’re after, which it most often will, the best beginning outfit is an 8½ to 9 foot rod balanced to a double taper 5-or 6-weight line. It will serve as an excellent learning outfit. You’ll also find it at the center of your needs over a long span of years. An 8½ foot rod for a 5-weight line is the first outfit this author reaches for on about 90 percent of his fishing trips today.




  

    

      	ROD AND LINE-WEIGHT PURPOSES

    




    

      	1-, 2-, 3-weight:



      	Light trout or panfish in windless conditions.

    




    

      	4-, 5-, 6-weight:



      	Trout in average situations; light bass.

    




    

      	7-, 8-, 9-weight:



      	Heavy trout; bass; salmon/steelhead;


      light saltwater.

    




    

      	10-, 11-, 12-weight:



      	Average to heavy saltwater.

    


  




  THE THREE-ROD BATTERY




  Always select your first basic outfit for the kind of fishing you intend to do most often. Don’t buy a compromise outfit if you plan to fish for trout on the smallest of streams, with occasional excursions on other waters. Instead, buy the right light outfit for just such fishing, and make it work as well as you can when you want to do something else. That way you won’t be fishing constantly with the wrong gear when you’re fishing the waters you love to fish best.




  The same applies if you love to pound lily pads with big bass poppers. Get an outfit that does it well. Make that outfit compromise for everything else, or get another outfit when the need arises often enough to justify it.




  Select your quarry first, the tackle to fish for it second.




  When African hunters used to go on safari, they selected three rifles, a light, a medium, and a heavy, for the different weights of game. It’s an idea that can be applied to fly fishing. It will help you select the outfit that applies best to the kind of fishing you do most often. It will also help you decide what a good second, and then third, outfit might be. If you complete the battery of three outfits over time, you’ll be equipped for all manner of fishing in your future.
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  The Light.




  If you’re primarily going to be fishing for panfish and trout, using small flies and desiring delicate presentations, then choose an 8 to 9 foot rod that propels a 4-or 5-weight line.




  The Medium.




  If you’ll primarily be fishing for trout in big rivers or on lakes, or you’re going to be after bass and other fish of similar size with modest size flies, choose an 8½ to 9½ foot rod for a 6-or 7-weight line.




  The Heavy.




  If your quarry will be big trout, fished for with big weighted flies, or you’ll want to cast large flies for bass, then choose an 8½ to 9½ foot rod for an 8-or 9-weight line. The same outfit will be perfect for salmon and steelhead fishing.
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  Specialty Rods.




  Other rods fit at the ends of the spectrum, and fish only in limited situations. Rods for 1-, 2-, and 3-weight lines are useful with tiny flies, on windless days. Rods for 10-, 11-, and 12-weight lines are useful for tarpon and other large saltwater quarry.




  FLY REELS




  Reels aren’t as critical in fly fishing as in other kinds of fishing. The reel is used to store the line between casts, but not to cast or to retrieve the lure. However, the reel is also used to play strong fish, so if you’re after any but the smallest fish, say tiny trout and also panfish, it’s best to get a reel with a smooth and dependable drag.




  A simple click drag, or spring-and-paul mechanism, will be good enough for most trout, bass, and other medium-sized fish. If you’re going after steelhead, salmon, and saltwater fish, the reel becomes much more important, and it’s best to get one with a high-quality disc drag. For these kinds of fishing, it’s not a mistake to spend more on the reel than you do for the rod.




  Automatic reels are all right if you know you are never going to play a fish that will be strong enough, or run fast and far enough, to take line off the reel. You simply cannot give line to a fish with an automatic. They’re also too heavy for all but the stoutest of rods. It’s best to avoid automatics, although they have their fans among small stream trout fishermen, and also among those who fish for panfish and bass.




  Single-action reels are the most common kind, and the most useful. They store the line efficiently. They also give up line gracefully to the run of a fish. They have few moving parts, and little that can go wrong. The spool turns a single time with each revolution of the handle, hence the name single-action.




  Double-action reels revolve two to three times with each turn of the handle, thus increasing the rate of retrieve. This is handy when fighting fish that make long runs. But, fish taken while fishing with double-action reels, for obscure reasons, are not considered to be taken while fly fishing. Hence they are not qualified for the record books.




  Single-action reels are generally the best buy and the best way to go, with spring-and-paul drags for trout, bass, and panfish, and with more expensive but stronger disc drags for salmon, steelhead, and saltwater fishing.




  The reel should be big enough to handle all of the chosen fly line plus enough Dacron backing line to ensure you won’t run out of line when a fish makes a long run. That means 50 to 100 yards of backing for trout, 150 to 200 yards for steelhead and salmon, and 200 to 300 yards for saltwater fish. Be sure to consider space for the backing when buying a reel.




  You’ll usually want to carry an extra line or two in different sink rates for various fishing situations. So you’ll want the option of using spare spools. When you purchase a reel, be sure that extra spools are available for it. They’re cheaper than buying a separate reel for each line, and they also take up less room in the fishing vest.
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  FLY LINES




  Fly Line Weight.




  A fly by itself is too light to cast. The fly line provides the weight for the cast. Its weight loads the rod. The weight of it turning over in the air, on the forecast, carries the fly to where you want it.




  The line weight must be in balance with the stiffness of the rod. If it’s too light, it won’t load the rod, and you won’t be able to cast it. If it’s too heavy, it will overload the rod and kill the cast. Rods are rated for a specific line size, but some will cast one size lighter or heavier.




  

    

      	STANDARD FLY LINE WEIGHTS FOR FIRST 30 FEET

    




    

      	#1



      	60 grains

    




    

      	#2



      	80 grains

    




    

      	#3



      	100 grains

    




    

      	#4



      	120 grains

    




    

      	#5



      	140 grains

    




    

      	#6



      	160 grains

    




    

      	#7



      	185 grains

    




    

      	#8



      	210 grains

    




    

      	#9



      	240 grains

    




    

      	#10



      	280 grains

    




    

      	#11



      	330 grains

    




    

      	#12



      	380 grains

    


  




  LINE SINK RATES




  A floating line is the most useful line of all. With it you can fish dry flies on top, wet flies and streamers just under the surface, and weighted nymphs down to 4 or 5 feet deep. An intermediate line is used most often when fishing lakes, with flies suspended a few inches deep. It hangs just below the surface, and is removed from the effects of wind and waves.




  The slow sinking line is useful for getting a fly down a foot or two. A fast sinking line will deliver a fly down 5 to 10 feet in still water, or 2 to 3 feet in fast water. It is perhaps the most useful of sinking lines. The extra-fast sinking line is designed to deliver your fly down 10’ and 20’. In lakes you can count it down to depths that you could not otherwise fish. In streams it will cut a heavy current and get your fly down to where large fish often hold in deep pools.




  Lead-core lines are usually 20 to 25 foot shooting heads. They are the ultimate for reaching the depths, and quickly. They are used most often in specialty fishing: for salmon, steelhead, or in saltwater.




  FLY LINE TAPERS




  A line is rated according to the weight in the first 30 ft. Rods are nearly always rated to cast double-taper lines. If you choose another taper, it’s usually necessary to buy one line weight heavier. In other words, if a rod casts best with a 5-weight, then it will probably require a weight-forward 6-weight to load it properly.
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  Level Line.




  Cheap, but best to avoid. It has no front taper to allow soft delivery of a fly.




  Double-Taper.




  Excellent choice for the floating line you’ll use most. It allows delicate casts, is fair for distance, and gives you excellent line control in the air and on the water.




  Weight-Forward.




  The first choice when your goal is distance. Its casting weight is in the first 30’. It does have a front taper and can be cast softly at short range.




  Triangle Taper.




  A Lee Wulff line. Its long front taper allows delicate casts; good for distance, excellent for roll casting.




  Long Belly.




  Longer front taper and longer belly than weight-forward. Good for distance, fair for delicacy and control.




  Shooting Head.




  Just 30’ of fly line looped to thin running line. Designed for distance or a quick switch of sink rates.




  FLY LINE NOMENCLATURE AND BACKING LINE




  Fly Line Nomenclature.




  Fly lines are labeled for their taper, weight, and whether they are sinking or floating. A double-taper is DT; a weight-forward is WF. A floating line is F; a sinking line is S; a combination floating/sinking line is F/S. A double-taper, 6-weight, floating line is labeled DT6F. A weight-forward, 5-weight, sinking line is a WF5S. It’s simple. A weight-forward 7-weight line with a 10’ fast sinking wet-tip is labeled WF7F/S 10’ Fast-Sink Wet-tip.




  

    

      	EXAMPLES OF FLY LINE NOMENCLATURE

    




    

      	DT4F:



      	double-taper, 4-weight, floating.
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