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INTRODUCTION

“Perhaps nothing had so broad an effect on American fly tying, in fact, as the use of [deer] hair.”
PAUL SCHULLERY, AMERICAN FLY FISHING: A HISTORY

Fly fishing captivated me from the very beginning. The art of tying flies, scientific inquiry into the nature of fish habitats, the vast body of literature, and the poetic athleticism of casting a fly line all combine to make it like no other pursuit. Additionally I have found few circles of friends as inviting as the fraternity of angling friendships I have acquired over the years.

Much of our fly-fishing and fly-tying heritage was handed down to us from Great Britain. However, up through the 19th century, deer hair was not prominently used in British fly patterns. While flies imitating baitfish existed during the 19th century in the British Isles, most fly patterns were feather wing streamers. In England, wild game was scarcer than in North America and deer hunting was primarily a privilege of the upper class. Consequently deer hair as a source of material for fly tying was not as readily available as it was in North America. In addition, most of the focus for British fly fishermen was on trout and salmon, whereas in North America largemouth bass and other native warmwater fish were the inspiration for many of the uses of deer hair in fly tying.

One of the first documented uses of deer hair was from James Henshall in his Book of Black Bass (1881). He described the Native Americans’ use of deer hair “bobs” for fishing for largemouth bass in the Southeast. Bucktail became a staple of the streamer patterns that were developed in Maine during the late 19th century. Don Gapen’s Muddler Minnow and Joe Messinger’s Bucktail Frog are both early examples of flaring deer hair to create spun deer hair heads. Like baseball and jazz, deer hair flies are uniquely American.

My Personal Journey 

Even though it was the middle of summer, the windows were utterly dark when my grandfather would wake me up to go fishing. The smell of eggs, bacon, and black coffee would greet me as I walked out into the kitchen of our small lakeshore cottage in northern Michigan. After breakfast we would head out into the early summer morning. Sometimes we would troll but often we would cast to the shoreline using his wooden bass plugs. The bass in the shallows would often take our plugs in a rush that would be explosive. My grandfather passed away when I was 14; however, he ignited the fishing spark that still resides within me more than five decades later.

During my college years, I was working a summer job in Saginaw, Michigan, when I first noticed fly fishing. I bought a copy of Fly Fisherman magazine to read on my lunch break. As I was reading the magazine, one of the other summer college employees came walking past and pulled up to a stop. Asking if I was a fly fisherman, I told him that I was just beginning to get interested. As any fly fisherman would do, he immediately sat down to discuss the sport. That began a great friendship that continues to this day and was the first of what would be many friendships that developed through fly fishing.

My early efforts, as with many new to fly fishing, were focused on trout. I used our cottage as a jumping-off point for fishing the Pere Marquette River, the Manistee River, and most often the Au Sable River Valley. It was several years before my attention was turned back to warmwater fishing.

One summer day, casting from our dock, I was fishing a small trout fly and would occasionally hook one of the panfish that were around the shallow water. I hooked a fish in the deeper water and immediately knew it felt bigger than the small panfish that I had caught up to that point. I reeled up my extra line and played the fish from the reel. When it got near the dock, it suddenly took off for deep water, running about 15 yards of line off the reel. Finally I landed it—a 14-inch largemouth bass. On the small trout rod I had been casting, it was a thrill. This event was a flashback to my early fishing experiences with my grandfather, and I began to take a more serious look at warmwater fishing.

During the mid-1980s as I started to explore fly fishing for bass, I began to notice that deer hair was an essential material in many warmwater patterns. At the time not much was in print to guide my efforts; however, two items appeared that changed both my fishing and my fly tying. The first was an article in Fly Rod & Reel magazine in 1985 profiling Colorado fly tier Tim England. While he was not the first to use spun deer hair to create fly patterns, his flies were like no others at the time. This article, along with the photos, sparked a desire in me to learn to tie spun deer hair bass bugs. Tim’s patterns to this day serve as a standard I strive to emulate. The second item was L.L. Bean’s Fly Fishing for Bass Handbook written by Dave Whitlock. Dave’s book was a constant summer companion as I began to explore the warmwater fly-fishing opportunities that were right outside my door. Fishing from our cottage proved the perfect place to experiment with both fly patterns and warmwater fly-fishing tactics.

About This Book 

While I enjoy tying with many materials, working with deer hair has been a constant source of enjoyment and satisfaction to me over the years. The main focus of this book is tying flared or spun deer hair flies; however, I have included chapters on other tying techniques using deer hair as well as bucktail. Fly patterns for both trout and warmwater fish are included, with chapters organized around technique or fly patterns.

Rarely as a fly tier does an idea for a pattern spring forth as a completely original idea. Instead patterns come as variations of other fly patterns or from conversations with other fly tiers. In naming fly patterns, I have attempted to stay faithful to the traditional name where applicable, even if the pattern varies slightly from the original recipe. While I admire some tiers who give very creative names to their flies, I attempt to give pattern names that are descriptive of the fly or materials that are used to tie it.

A fly tier can be likened to a mosaic mural. When you step back you see the tier, but viewed up close you see the individual influences of many other tiers. I am certainly a mosaic of those many tiers that I have encountered over the years. Whether seeing them in person, in print, or by video, they have had a great influence on me. I am grateful to all of those fly tiers. While we all share many ”tiles” in common, the mosaic that is each of us as a fly tier is unique.

Many thousands of flies have come off my vise over the years. Some I have considered functional works of art, while others I have wondered what in the world I was thinking. In this book I will present my way of tying, using the materials and tools that have worked for me and sometimes presenting alternative techniques to accomplish the same task. That said, I in no way want to represent the techniques, tools, materials, and fly patterns as the way of accomplishing the task. Take the ideas and adapt them to work for you. The fish are always the final arbiter of the quality and effectiveness of a fly. To my way of thinking, that’s as it should be.

“For isn’t fishing a happy form of play in which speculation and dispute and diversity are every bit as important as surety?” —Nick Lyons, The Quotable Fisherman



   CHAPTER 1

   Tools and Materials

“Dressing such confections of fur, feathers and steel is beautiful, and our worktables are littered with gorgeous scraps of tragopan and golden pheasant and blue chattered and Coq de Leon” 
ERNEST SCHWIEBERT, 2005



Quality tools and materials are essential to tying quality flies. Fly tiers today have more and better tools and materials than we have ever had. I will describe the ones that I use, but there are a lot of quality options. Find what works best for you.

With so many great materials to choose from, it can sometimes be bewildering as to what to use. Many materials are very similar. I know in my own tying that when I see a pattern I want to tie, I will often not have the exact brand of something listed in the recipe but will have a similar material that I can substitute. Additional new materials are being introduced at an amazing pace, so no list of materials will stay current for long. Instead of focusing on a particular material, look instead at the function that material performs in the fly and choose one that will perform that same function.

Tools 

VISES

The fly-tying vise is an essential tool for tying flies. I started tying on inexpensive vises and was often frustrated with their performance. I replaced one brand of vise several times. It was a collet-style vise where the hook was tightened in the jaws of the vise by using a lever at the back to draw the jaws into the collet and tighten on the hook. This style of vise worked well for tying small trout flies, but as soon as I started to tie large bass bugs, the collet would crack under the pressure and needed to be replaced. Today’s collet-style vises are made much better and don’t suffer these problems; however, as a result of the failure of these vises, I began to tie on a Regal vise. I have a Regal vise with a traditional head that I’ve tied on for almost 30 years without any problems.

Today I use three different Regal vise heads: the midge head, the traditional head, and the big game head. The heads are simple to change and can be used on either a pedestal or a C-clamp base. What I like about the Regal is that you simply depress the lever to insert the hook into the vise. There is no need to adjust anything. The three different heads allow me to customize to the size of fly or hook that I am tying. I only use the pedestal in circumstances where I physically can’t use the C-clamp. For the smaller flies in this book, a pedestal will work. For the larger flies, especially when you are flaring or spinning deer hair, use a C-clamp, as it more securely attaches the vise to the tying table.

   [image: Regal traditionalhead vise on a bronzetraditional base with atool bar. Vise heads onbse, from left to right:midge head, my oldtraditional head, big gamehead. A C-clamp is in the background.]

Regal traditional head vise on a bronze traditional base with a tool bar. Vise heads on base, from left to right: midge head, my old traditional head, big game head. A C-clamp is in the background.

SCISSORS AND RAZOR BLADES

I use Germany Solingen scissors for most of my fly tying. Chris Helm introduced me to these, and they are the best scissors I have ever used. I use the Solingen German Trout Shear for all of my smaller trout flies. For the larger spun deer hair flies, I use the Solingen German Hair scissor in both the straight and curved blade. By fly-tying standards, these are expensive scissors. I am very careful to only use them for the intended purpose and use older scissors to cut abrasive materials. I have also used Dr. Slick and Anvil scissors with good success. They are more reasonably priced.

If you are only interested in tying “fishing” flies with deer hair, you can probably just trim them with scissors. However, if you want deer hair bodies that are smoother with a more artistic trim, you need to use a razor blade. I use double-edge razor blades. Some tiers I know will break the blade in half to create two single-edge razor blades, as they consider it safer. I have become accustomed to just holding the blade on the end, so I keep the blade as it comes out of the package. Also, I often find that a part of the blade will become dull and not work the way I want it to, so by keeping the blade together, I can flip it over to access the opposite edge rather than having to put down one blade to pick up its other half.

   [image: Germany Solingen scissors, from left to right: curved blade hair scissors, trout shears, straight blade hair scissors. Also pictured are double-edge razor blades.]

Germany Solingen scissors, from left to right: curved blade hair scissors, trout shears, straight blade hair scissors. Also pictured are double-edge razor blades.


While it goes without saying, remember to work
slowly and carefully with the razor blade. One of the
first times I tied flies in public, I got to the trimming
portion of the demo and promptly nicked my finger
with the razor blade. Needless to say, the demo quickly
came to an end. Since that time I have also carried a
few first-aid supplies with me, but am glad to report
that I haven’t needed them. Remember, be aware of the
blade and work slowly!

BOBBINS

Chris Helm also introduced me to Rite bobbins in 2012. I first began using them for just my GSP threads, but it wasn’t long before I began using them for my other fly-tying threads as well. Bill Merg, a German engineer, designed them and introduced them to the market in the early 1990s. Today Lyle Graff and his son, who now own Merco Products, manufacture these bobbins in southwestern Montana.

What I like about Rite bobbins is the ability to adjust the thread tension much like you would adjust the drag on a fly reel. This feature gives me a lot of thread control when spinning and flaring deer hair. They have also proved to be durable with all of my tying threads, especially GSP.

WHIP-FINISH AND HALF-HITCH TOOLS

The ability to tie a whip-finish knot by hand will be an important skill with some of the fly patterns in this book. With a little practice, it is not too difficult a skill to acquire. However, I do use the Matarelli whip-finish tool to do whip-finish knots on my thread heads. Using a whip-finish tool aids in accurate placement of the thread and has the ability to smoothly draw the knot tight.

   [image: Set of three half-hitch tools, along with a Matarelli whip-finish tool]

Set of three half-hitch tools, along with a Matarelli whip-finish tool.


A half-hitch tool is essential when using GSP threads and tying stacked deer hair heads or bodies. Tying a half hitch after each stack of hair aids in compressing the hair with a hair-packing tool. The knot provides the tool with a point to put pressure on the stack of hair to aid in compressing it back along the hook shank. When using GSP thread for a deer hair head or body, to finish the fly I will wet the thread with some Zap-A-Gap glue and make a few wraps of thread behind the eye of the hook. I then use the half-hitch tool to place a few knots on top of the glued thread before trimming it.


   [image: Rite bobbins. Top row, left to right: Standard bobbin with UTC 140 (Yellow), Shorty bobbin with UTC 70 (Olive), two Standard bobbins with UTC 140 (Black and Olive). Bottom row, left to right: Half-Hitch bobbin with GSP 130, CerMag bobbin with GSP 100.]

Rite bobbins. Top row, left to right: Standard bobbin with UTC 140 (Yellow), Shorty bobbin with UTC 70 (Olive), two Standard bobbins with UTC 140 (Black and Olive). Bottom row, left to right: Half-Hitch bobbin with GSP 130, CerMag bobbin with GSP 100.



HAIR STACKERS

Any time the tips of the deer hair are used to create a collar on a fly, a hair stacker is required to align the tips. You will need a variety of sizes. I use a set of three Edgin hair stackers that are marketed by Umpqua Feather Merchants. These stackers are made out of brass and have a nice weight to them. I use all three sizes. The small one is used when stacking deer hair wings on hair-wing dun patterns. The medium size is used for larger deer hair collars like those on a hopper pattern. The large size is suitable when larger amounts of hair are used for bigger hopper or Muddler fly patterns.

One of my favorite hair stackers is the PEAK Magnum Hex Stacker. This large hair stacker easily handles the substantial amount of hair that is used for larger deer hair bodies.

   [image: Hair stackers, from left to right: Edgin brass hair stackers in medium, small, and large sizes; PEAK Magnum Hex Stacker]

Hair stackers, from left to right: Edgin brass hair stackers in medium, small, and large sizes; PEAK Magnum Hex Stacker.

HAIR-PACKING TOOLS

A hair-packing tool is one of the essential tools needed when tying with deer hair. There is a variety of hair packing tools on the market. One of the tool designs to avoid is the pen cap or cylindrical style of packing tool. If the tool is large enough to fit over the eye of the hook then it will not contact the hair at the base of the hook shank. This will just bend the hair back, as opposed to actually moving the base of the hair back along the hook shank.

The tool I have been using for a number of years is the Brassie Hair Packer designed by Chris Helm. Its open plier-like action means you can pack the hair with the tool pushing right along the hook shank. If each stack of hair is finished with a couple of half-hitch knots, this tool will be pushing the knots rather than the hair. If the thread/knots are compressed back on the hook shank, the hair will be much more efficiently compressed.

   [image: Brassie hair-packing tools.]


Brassie hair-packing tools.


One of the complaints with this tool is that if too much pressure is applied, the brass will bend. I have occasionally bent this tool as well, but it is easily bent back and it’s happened infrequently enough that it has not caused a serious problem. There are similarly designed tools that are larger and made with stronger materials, so if the Brassie seems too fragile, one of these packer tools is always an option.

There are limits to how much pressure can be applied when compressing a stack of hair. I have on occasion bent the hook or pushed the tail back, neither of which is desirable. Also remember that when thinking about hair density on a deer hair body, stacking hair is more important in creating that density than compressing or packing hair.

COMBS

Combs are another essential tool when working with deer hair and other materials like Icelandic sheep. I have a working selection of combs that serve different purposes. One of my favorites is simply an eyebrow comb from the makeup department of some big-box store like Target. These eyebrow combs have a small comb on one end and a brush on the other. The brush works well for cleaning the underfur out of small bunches of Compara-dun hair for hair-wing duns or other small dry flies, and the comb works well for cleaning the underfur out from larger bunches of hair.

I also have several fly-tying combs. I have two sizes of Griffin combs. The larger one is good for combing out Icelandic sheep, and the smaller one is good for large bunches of deer hair. The advantage of the Griffin combs is that they are static-free. I have used simple plastic combs in the past but they will build up static electricity, causing the hair to stick to them.

   [image: chpt_fig_007]

   Top row: Eyebrow comb/brush, Wasatch fur comb. Below: Griffin fly-tying combs.


HACKLE PLIERS, FILE, DUBBING NEEDLE, TWEEZERS, PLIERS, HACKLE GAUGE, BOBBIN THREADER, AND HEMOSTATS

Hackle pliers are used for wrapping hackle collars on bass bugs as well as wrapping dry fly hackle. While it is possible to wrap the larger hackles by hand, using a set of hackle pliers allows more precise placement of the hackle. They are especially useful when wrapping smaller dry fly hackle. I have used Griffin Teardrop Hackle Pliers for a number of years.

I use a small file to rough up the tie-in area for the tailing materials for bass bugs. By using a file to create a small amount of “tooth” on the hook shank and then using some Zap-A-Gap glue before wrapping the thread, the tailing materials will be securely attached to the hook shank. This will help the tail stay in place as the deer hair stacks are compressed against the tail materials.

A dubbing needle, or bodkin, is simply a needle attached to a handle. It is useful for numerous tasks such as picking out folded-over hair in a deer hair head and clearing out nozzles on glue bottles.

Having a pair of pointed fine-tipped tweezers like Dr. Slick Bishop Tweezers is also essential when working with deer hair. Once the fly is tied, you can adjust the stacks of hair so the spots or rings of color line up before you begin trimming the body. You can also use the tweezers to comb through the hair to find any hair that has been inadvertently folded over after being caught under the thread. If you pull out any folded hair before you begin to trim the body, it is usually not noticeable in the finished fly.

I always begin every fly by compressing the barb to make the fly barbless. A barbless hook will hook fish quicker without the resistance of the barb having to penetrate the fish’s mouth. It also allows for a quicker release of the fish and, should the need arise, the fisherman. A smooth-jawed pair of fine needle-nose pliers works best for this job. The pliers need to have a fine-enough point to crush the barb on small hooks as well as larger hooks.

   [image: Top row, left to right: Needle-nose pliers, hemostats, file, Griffin bodkin. Bottom row, left to right: Rainy’s E-Z Bobbin Threader, Griffin Teardrop Hackle Pliers, Whiting Hackle Gauge, Dr. Slick Bishop Tweezers.]

   Top row, left to right: Needle-nose pliers, hemostats, file, Griffin bodkin. Bottom row, left to right: Rainy’s E-Z Bobbin Threader, Griffin Teardrop Hackle Pliers, Whiting Hackle Gauge, Dr. Slick Bishop Tweezers.

   [image: DIY eye tool, DIY glue applicator/bodkin.]

   DIY eye tool, DIY glue applicator/bodkin.

   
A hackle gauge is used to measure barbule length. I use a Whiting Farms gauge. A hackle gauge is not really needed for measuring barbule length for deer hair bass bugs, but it is helpful for gauging barbule length for dry flies.

A bobbin threader is used to pull thread through the tube of a bobbin. I currently use Rainy’s E-Z Bobbin Threader. Rather than using wire, this tool has a small-diameter stainless shaft with a small hook at the end. The hook catches the thread and pulls it through the bobbin tube.

If you want to create really smooth deer hair bodies on bass bugs, one trick is to steam the body before the final trimming. A pair of hemostats can be used to hold the deer hair body in the steam from a teakettle.

EYE TOOL AND GLUE APPLICATOR/BODKIN

Take-out bamboo chopsticks from Asian restaurants are especially useful in crafting custom tools such as pointed glue applicators. The most useful tool is a custom eye tool to apply glue into a trimmed eye socket in a deer hair body or head. Carve the chopstick into a small paddle at one end, and put a few grooves in the other end to serve as a handle. If you have
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   Author Tim Jacobs with Daisy


Tim Jacobs, a native of Michigan, is a fly fisherman and fly tier from the Roaring Fork Valley in Colorado. He works as an instructor at the Michigan Youth Trout Camp each summer and for Project Healing Waters in Colorado. Aside from writing articles and conducting numerous clinics, Tim was a Federation of Fly Fishers–certified casting instructor who taught Sage Casting Clinics during the 1990s. He has guided in the Steamboat Springs area and the Roaring Fork Valley. Tim is also a demonstration fly tier for the Whiting Farms Pro Team and Regal Vise Pro Staff.
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