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FOREWORD

The year was 1978, notable for the Camp David peace accord, the death of two popes, and the birth of history’s first test-tube baby. People still sent letters by mail and hardly anyone used fly rods in pursuit of northern pike.

My personal epiphany for pike had come the previous year on Canada’s Great Slave Lake, where two anglers from Calgary arrived with large flies made from clumps of chicken feathers wrapped irregularly around a hook. Even with such rudimentary implements, the result was spectacular. A visitor from the States never had reason to take spinning tackle north again.

A second discovery, later that same season, revealed that pike had taken hold in several reservoirs in Colorado. Naturally, I had to blab about this, along with the prospect for fly fishing, in my column in the Denver Post, a common disease among outdoor writers. Only this time, things turned out all for the best.

That’s when the letter arrived, fairly oozing questions. Just where might these toothy monsters be found? In what type of water? Then finally, inevitably, what kind of flies? A letterhead proclaimed the sender to be someone from Boulder named John Barr. I dialed the phone number and found myself immersed in conversation with someone with unbridled passion for the more unusual aspects of the fly sport. The exchange was riveting. On a busy day, I simply couldn’t put down the phone.

A second envelope, about a week later, bulged with something much more tangible. What spilled onto my desk was a remarkable arrangement of fur, feathers, and tinsel that I imagined to be the finest flies ever designed exclusively with northern pike in mind. I ached to get them in the water.

Predictably, Barr beat me to it. In a state of high excitement, he told of landing a 25-pounder, surely the largest pike ever caught in the state at the time. It was a signal event in a string of successes that were to become commonplace for the man who arguably ranks as America’s most successful designer of commercially distributed flies.

With remarkable regularity, he cranks out patterns that dazzle with a rare combination of form and function, clever concoctions that don’t spend much time loitering in the fly shop. Barr’s flies catch fishermen because they also catch fish.

Moreover, they catch fish in large part because that’s precisely what Barr was doing when the notion for the fly came to him. John doesn’t do knock-offs of existing patterns or expand on someone else’s ideas. Virtually all those concepts creep intuitively into his awareness while trying to resolve some standoff with a persnickety trout.

Take, for example, that day on Nelson’s Spring Creek in Montana, one of those famous trout emporiums where fish take perverse satisfaction in heaping embarrassment upon even the most accomplished anglers—usually in front of friends.

Barr’s frustration that day stuck in his craw, rattled around in his brain, and eventually crept out through his fingertips in the form of the Barr Emerger. Whether styled to imitate the Pale Morning Dun or Blue-Winged Olive, tied flashback or bead-head, this pattern remains unsurpassed for the majority of western mayfly situations.

A similarly perceived need for a nymph that combined the elements of attraction and rapid sink while retaining a suggestive profile caused him a decade ago to launch his design of the Copper John, which evolved into the most popular fly of the millennium. You’ll find some version of the pattern in nearly every fly box, simply because it puts fish on the line.

From that basic design, Barr has produced a number of equally effective variations, along with a concept that continues to alter the way many fly fishers approach trout with nymphs. John didn’t invent the multiple-fly rig. His contribution lies in the way he uses the Copper John as centerpiece of a three-fly system that optimizes fish-catching potential.

He calls this setup the Hopper-Copper-Dropper. It starts with the B/C Hopper, a large closed-cell foam creation he fashioned with Denver tying guru Charlie Craven. The Hopper, which might float an anvil, serves both as indicator and a juicy morsel that often produces splashy strikes.

Next comes a Copper John, that anchor and attention-getter. Trout that don’t bite the Copper get hooked on the dropper, typically a smaller nymph that imitates the prevailing insect of the day. When it comes to pulling trout from a river, you’d have to use a gill net to do better.

Barr’s successes aren’t limited to streams. He spends considerable time on the saltwater flats, out in the deep blue, and paddling around warmwater ponds for bass—the inspiration for his latest success, a streamer he calls, appropriately, the Meat Whistle.

At this writing, twenty-three of Barr’s patterns are listed in the Umpqua Feather Merchants catalog, stamping him among the nation’s leading contract tiers.

We already know most of these patterns, having used many in pursuit of an assortment of fish. Now, for the first time, we are allowed to examine them collectively and in full detail in John’s first book.

This anthology is long past due, but more than worth the wait. By the time you read this, John Barr likely will have fashioned several more successful patterns. Can a second book be far away?

—CHARLIE MEYERS



PREFACE

My fly-tying journey started in a garage many years ago when I was five or six years old. I went next door to say hello to my friend Bud Owens, who was a janitor at the Naval Base in Seattle where I lived. He was sitting at a card table in his garage doing something with his hands.

Bud was at his vise, which was most likely a Thompson, and he had a little pile of Gray-Hackle Peacocks on the table next to him, and was in the process of tying another one. When I asked him what he was doing, he told me that he was tying some flies. At the time I didn’t know what a fly was, but I remember the inexplicable energy that surged through my body while I was looking at that clump of flies.

My affair with flies and fly tying started that afternoon. My first flies were tied on bent nails and were dressed with strips of a bed sheet that I dyed with raspberries from our garden. I didn’t fish with these creations, but I was having a good time. I progressed from there to tying actual flies on hooks. My dad took me down to Patrick’s Fly Shop in Seattle, and Roy Patrick set me up with the basics, including a spiral-bound pattern book, the name of which I’ve long forgotten. Bud Owens taught me the fundamentals.

As I recall, my first fly, which was from the pattern book, was called a Dead Chicken, if you can believe it. The Dead Chicken was a wet fly, and it had a red rooster fiber tail, a yellow chenille body, and a grizzly hackle. I am not sure if I ever caught a fish on it. I tied my first “original” pattern when I was around eight or nine. I called it the Log. Our family used to vacation in northern California at my great uncle “Cedar” Ed’s logging camp. I sold a dozen Logs to a logger for three dollars. They were the first and last flies that I ever personally sold.

A small stream called Willow Creek flowed in front of the cabin where we stayed, and it was loaded with two- to five-inch rainbows. My first fly rod was one of the old telescopic metal ones that extended from two feet to eight or nine feet long and probably weighed around a pound. I can’t remember what kind of reel, line, and leader I used, but I’m sure they were all equally as cumbersome. I fished nothing but dry flies. When a trout took the fly, I often set the hook so hard the trout would land in one of the many bushes along the bank, where some of them stayed along with my fly and leader. The ones that landed on the ground promptly got whacked and strung on a V-shaped branch to be eaten later.
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	Every day onstream is an opportunity to learn something about the fish, the food they feed on, and the surroundings in which they live. Over the years, I have simplified my system for matching the hatch, and I share this system in this book. LANDON MAYER



When I was twelve, we moved to San Jose, California. Within biking distance of our house, there were a number of gravel pits full of crappies and bluegills. It was in these ponds that I tested another one of my original patterns—a tuft of white marabou on a size 10 dry-fly hook, with a split shot pinched right behind the hook eye. That pattern was lethal on the crappies and bluegills. The days of being a dry fly purist were officially over.
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	The Log (above) was the first, and the last, fly that I ever personally sold. CHARLIE CRAVEN



As I started to branch out in my fly fishing, I began fishing the Merced River in Yosemite National Park and streams and lakes throughout the Sierras. My favorite flies were a brown Bivisable, a hairwing Western Coachman, and a Western Bucktail. I thought I was getting pretty good until I was put in my place while fishing the Merced with my football coach, Bob Berry, and his two sons. Bob was a pretty intimidating figure, and he never held back when criticism was warranted. That evening there were fish rising everywhere. Bob was strictly a worm fisherman and could not exactly match the hatch. I was the only one hooking any fish, but not commensurate with the number of fish rising. I overheard Bob say to one of his kids, “Can you imagine what a good fly fisherman could do right now?” I was crushed, but it made me more determined than ever to improve my skills. My game is better now than back then, but I continue to learn something every time I go fishing.

We live in a great time for fly fishing. Never before have there been so many innovative, effective patterns to choose from. However, this is both a blessing and a curse for fly fishers. With the thousands of patterns available, how do you decide on which ones to put in your box? With this book I hope to simplify that dilemma.

I don’t try to cover every single aquatic insect and its imitations in this book. Instead, I share with you my patterns representing the aquatic insects that provide a significant part of the diet for trout found from the east coast to the west coast. They are all proven patterns that, when used at an appropriate time with a good presentation, will catch fish. I chose to only include my fly patterns in this book—not because they are the best ones or the only ones that I think you should fish with—but they are the ones that I know best.

There are many correct ways to accomplish a goal in life, and the same holds true for fly fishing. Nothing is etched in stone. Numerous patterns are effective for each fishing situation. For example, during a Baetis hatch a number of different dun and emerger patterns work. But because you cannot carry every pattern, you need to distill your patterns into a workable number that will cover most of the scenarios that you can expect to encounter. The flies in this book are the patterns that I carry with me at all times. This year I will catch most of my fish on these patterns. You need to have flies that you have confidence in for a given situation. The flies in this book are a compilation of my “confidence” patterns.

The primary focus of this book is to discuss the various fly patterns that I have designed over the past thirty years. I will discuss how and why I invented the fly patterns, when and how to fish them, and approaches that I have developed over many years of on-the-water experience. I will share thoughts on subjects ranging from trout behavior to tackle and try to provide practical information about trout and aquatic insect behavior, and what it takes to have a successful, enjoyable day of angling on streams, rivers, and still waters. I hope you enjoy reading it and learning how to tie my favorite patterns via the step-by-step tutorials and brilliant photography by Charlie Craven, owner of Charlie’s Fly Box in Arvada, Colorado.
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	Preface to the Paperback Edition

	Tying flies has been a passion of mine from an early age, and it still is. I love going into a fly shop and looking at the bins of flies and buying more materials. I may not necessarily need the materials, but, if something looks good, I can’t pass it up and having backup is always a good thing. I have always enjoyed sitting at my vise and tying flies, thinking that maybe I’ll come up with a better “mouse trap.”

	When I design a new fly pattern, I start with something that imitates the forage the fish we try and catch eat. I like a fly that strongly suggests the size, shape, and color of the forage but is not an exact copy. I feel that flies that are perfect copies of the forage are works of art and pleasing to the angler’s eye but are not as effective with the fish as suggestive patterns. A well-designed fly must meet certain criteria, and the most important is being able to consistently catch fish in any fisheries where the forage is found. In addition to its being productive, a well-designed fly must be durable and tied with readily available materials. 

	Many fly patterns come and go. The patterns in this book have stood the test of time and are still relevant and popular today. There have been some updates, mainly because a more effective material or hook is available. In addition to the patterns found in Barr Flies, I have developed some new patterns and they are found in my new book, Out of the Box. The patterns found in both books are my go-to patterns, and I fish all of them. 

	The hook I now use for my Barr Emergers, Graphic Caddis Pupa, Drowned Trico, Baetis Spinners, and Pure Midge Larva is the SE5 Scud/Emerger Lightning Strike hook distributed by Wapsi. It is the best hooking and holding hook in the smaller sizes. I have never had the hook fail. 

	The most significant change in the technique I now use is departing from the time-honored belief that nymphs and dry flies need to be fished with a dead drift. In addition to a dead drift, whether I am fishing a dry-dropper to rising fish, using an indicator when nymph fishing, or fishing the Hopper-Copper-Dropper technique, I now add movement to the flies. Except for mayfly spinners which are dead, all aquatic invertebrates move, especially mayfly emergers and caddis and midge pupa during a hatch. When fishing to a rising fish, I start off with a dead drift and, if the presentation is good and the fish doesn’t take the dry or dropper, I will add a little movement to the flies just before they reach the fish. The movement can be created with tiny strips of the fly line and/or little twitches with the rod tip. Emergers and pupa move a lot as they prepare to hatch and moving them is definitely a trigger for the feeding fish. When the current allows, I always include periodic twitches when fishing nymphs under an indicator or when fishing the Hopper-Copper-Dropper technique. Movement definitely increases the takes on both the nymphs and the hopper when fishing the HCD technique. When a natural hopper inadvertently ends up on the water, it immediately starts kicking its hind legs to reach land, so moving the hopper pattern is often more effective than when it is dead drifted.

	—JOHN Barr

	—2003


CHAPTER 1

Original Copper John

In the early 1990s, my good friend Jackson Streit introduced me to an approach to trout fishing that would forever change the way I fished. We launched the boat at 8:30 A.M. on the Colorado River at State Bridge, Colorado, and planned to complete our float about eight miles downriver. As we approached one of Jackson’s favorite runs, he skillfully rowed the boat to the far side of the river, and we drifted down the bank so we wouldn’t spook the fish. We eddied out at the tail of the run and dropped anchor.

The run was a fishy-looking, gentle, two- to four-foot-deep riffle about fifty yards long. We started at the tail, planning to work our way to the head. Jackson walked about forty feet above me, and we began casting. We were both fishing early prototype versions of the B/C Hopper. Quickly, Jackson was tight to a fish. As he was landing the bright, 16-inch rainbow, I noticed that the Hopper pattern was dangling above the water’s surface.

I couldn’t imagine how he could have hooked the fish if he didn’t hook it on the Hopper, and I asked him what on earth was going on. He said he was fishing two flies—a Hopper-Dropper—and that the fish was hooked on a nymph trailing off the bend of the Hopper. After watching Jackson land that fish, and having him explain how to rig up the tandem flies, I immediately attached two feet of tippet to the hook bend and tied a weighted golden stone nymph to the tippet. I cast the two flies upstream, and the first two or three times my Hopper went under I cursed it for not floating well. I was waiting for a fish to take the Hopper. Jackson started laughing and said that a fish taking the nymph beneath the Hopper was making it sink. I had forgotten that there was a nymph below the Hopper. From that moment on, whenever my Hopper sinks, I set.

Spending time that day fishing with this highly effective method changed the way I fly-fished. Wherever it is legal, I always fish a combination of flies, whether it is two or three nymphs, a dry fly and nymphs, two drys, or two streamers.
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CHARLIE CRAVEN

COPPER JOHN

(Copper)

Hook: Size 10–18 Tiemco 5262

Bead: Gold

Weight: Lead wire

Thread: Black 70-denier Ultra Thread

Tail: Brown goose biots

Abdomen: Copper Ultra Wire

Wing case: Black Thin Skin and pearl Flashabou covered with 30-minute epoxy

Thorax: Peacock herl

Legs: Mottled brown hen back



BAIT AND SWITCH

Fishing a nymph off the bend of a dry fly was a fun and productive way to fish, but I wanted to take it to the next level: if I could fish one nymph under a large dry fly, why not try two? My thought was to have a fast-sinking, attractor fly as the first fly and a more realistic, unweighted pattern such as a caddis pupa or emerging mayfly attached to it that represented the prevailing insect activity.
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	The Colorado River downstream from the State Bridge access. ROSS PURNELL



After three years of experimenting, I came up with the Copper John, a fly designed with the sole purpose of sinking quickly and attracting a fish’s attention to the more natural-looking pattern that trailed behind it. Though it is shaped roughly like a mayfly or stonefly nymph, I did not intend for the Copper John to represent any particular aquatic insect. After experimenting with the pattern in different combinations, I found that it was an effective pattern in its own right. It is flashy and doesn’t look nearly as natural as the flies I often fish behind it, but the fish loved it. I think they hit the fly just because it catches their attention, resulting in what conventional tackle fishermen call a reaction strike—such as when a bass strikes a large, crazy-looking spinnerbait that doesn’t look like anything that lives in the water.

The Copper John went through several design changes over a period of about three years beginning in 1993. The early patterns caught fish, but I didn’t consider it finished until 1996. After trying numerous hook styles, I settled on the Tiemco 5262, a 2XL, 2X heavy hook. (For those new to fly tying, this simply means a hook with a shank that is twice as long as a standard dry-fly hook, and wire that’s twice as heavy.) I tried many hook styles, but the



	
	



	
	



	
	











	
	







	
	






	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	








	
	



	
	




	
	


ORIGINAL COPPER JOHN


	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	




	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	


PATTERN VARIATIONS


COPPER JOHN

(Chartreuse)













COPPER JOHN

(Blue)













COPPER JOHN

(Black)













COPPER JOHN

(Zebra)













COPPER JOHN

(Wine)













COPPER JOHN

(Red)













COPPER JOHN

(Silver)













COPPER JOHN

(Pink)













COPPER JOHN

(Copper Brown)













COPPER JOHN

(Green)
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