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The moniker “Ultimate Fly Fishing Guide” is a little inflated but if you want to get published these days, it’s wise to let publishers have their way. But to be fair, this book is as good as it gets for learning tricks from some of the best teachers around. When Nick Lyons and I first kicked around the idea of an Orvis series of field guides, we decided we wanted only the best contributors and experts. And by the best we didn’t mean the biggest names. We went after those fly fishers who were the best teachers, the best communicators. I’m proud of the contributors we convinced—and sometimes cajoled —to write books for the series.

I’m pleased to be part of that group. I’m here not because I’m such a great fly fisher or great writer. I’m here, and I chose the other contributors, because as a group we’ve never lost sight of what it’s like to be a novice standing in the middle of a river or ocean far from home with very little idea about what to do with that long skinny pole in our hands. All of us have days, after thirty or forty years of fly fishing, when we feel like we don’t have a clue how to catch a fish, as if we’ve started all over. No one in this book has anything to prove or any hidden agenda, beyond the satisfaction of helping other people solve problems on a trout stream, steelhead river, or saltwater flat.

The authors in this book are people who took up fly fishing long before it was fashionable, in fact when fly fishing was considered a silly and inefficient affectation better reserved for old guys who wore tweeds, smoked a pipe, and appeared on the June photo in gas station calendars. We are all lifers, people who would rather fish than eat.

Matt Supinski is on rivers over three hundred days a year, guiding, fishing, or taking photos. Jack Samson has been fly fishing for eighty-two years; he’s fished with Bing Crosby, Joan and Lee Wulff, Ed Zern, and Gene Hill, from Scotland to Australia to Japan. Bill Tapply grew up fishing bass from a rowboat on the Charles River with his father, H.G. Tapply, better known as the author of “Tap’s Tips,” one of the most popular columns in Field & Stream magazine for decades. Tom Deck, as the director of the Orvis Fly Fishing Schools, has taught many thousands of people to cast a fly.

John Shewey has written fourteen books and contributed hundreds of articles to the outdoor press but he’s best known for his pursuit of summer steelhead with his elegant fly patterns. Lou Tabory, one of the true modern pioneers of saltwater fly fishing in the Northeast, was catching fish on the Atlantic coast when most of the people who watched him had never even seen a fly rod. And my fishing buddy, Jim Lepage, is relentless, relentless in his pursuit of anything with fins and relentless in his generosity when sharing secrets with other anglers.

This volume is a collection of the best parts of The Orvis Streamside Guides. You can use it to learn the basics of fly fishing, or how to identify the broad group of aquatic insects, or how to learn the few knots you need for trout fishing. You can enjoy its photographs of the more exotic fish or locations, leave the book on the shelf for six months, then pick it up in the middle of winter to dream about catching a steelhead or bonefish, or refresh your memory on how to tie a nail knot. Down the road you might have use for other chapters. Maybe your college roommate invites you on a Bahamas bonefish trip. Perhaps your daughter moves to Cleveland and you discover there are steelhead rivers within the city limits of that city, and you can slip away to fish on family visits. I’m hoping you’ll find reasons to pick up this book many times over the years, and pick up fresh nuggets every time you do.
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Because I’m the editor of this series and writing this introduction, I get to stand on my soap box and proselytize about two subjects no one will buy a book about. But both subjects are important parts of any fly-fisher’s education. The first one is waterside etiquette.

You may notice me on a trout stream if you get too close. I’m the short, unimposing guy who might turn to you and ask “Am I crowdin’ ya?” if you step into a pool too close to me. Despite the fact that I’m not very big, seldom lose my cool, and haven’t thrown a punch in anger since high school, I have a big problem with other fly fishers who show boorish behavior. Spin fishermen take a few casts and move on quickly, bait fishers usually sit in one place and seldom fish the same water I do, but a fly fisher who moves in on me and casts over the same fish is a “very stinky fellow,” as a Japanese friend of mine often says. There is just no excuse for crowding another fly fisher. Despite the whininess of people who say today’s trout streams are getting too crowded, there is always someplace else to go where you won’t be disturbing someone else.

Don’t think this stuff is restricted to novices who don’t know any better. This spring I was fishing the Farmington River in Connecticut, a heavily fished river just outside of Hartford. It was a cold, rainy weekday and perhaps the river was less crowded than usual. My friend Andy Haberman and I had a stretch of several pools to ourselves with no one else in sight. Andy took the upstream pool and I took the one below. After a few minutes, I looked up to see another angler standing about forty feet from Andy, casting into virtually the same spot. There was no one else in the one hundred-yard pool and plenty of good water for miles upstream and down.

I decided to be my usual obnoxious self in this kind of situation. Andy is a big, young, very fit man and I figured he could take care of himself if things got hot. Besides, the guy horning in on him was short and squat and over retirement age. He probably fished the same spot every day and, by golly, he wasn’t going to let someone else bother his fish. I walked up the bank and yelled to Andy, “Must be a popular spot you picked.” No response from the old guy. I could see he was a decent caster and wore an old weathered vest, so he obviously knew better. “Do people always fish so close together here?” I asked. Andy, embarrassed by me, muttered “Not usually.” “What a weird place,” I said. The old boor suddenly exploded. “There’s plenty of room here!”

Andy left the pool, I apologized to him, and we left to find more pleasant conditions. That guy never left his spot and never stopped casting.

What bothers me most about anglers who get too close to me is not that I’m anti-social. Or that they might catch “my” fish. Fish, stream trout in particular, are spooky animals and I spend half my time on rivers trying to get close enough to feeding fish with letting them know I’m there. When someone else walks into a pool, it ruins all my efforts and spoils it for both of us. The same goes for people who walk along a bank you are fishing, peering into the water, helpfully telling you where the fish are (as they dart for cover).

Another equally obnoxious habit comes from guides who aren’t respectful of other boats or of wading anglers. Guides are supposed to be our heroes, to set the example for us civilians. If a guide in a drift boat tells you to cast close to another boat, or in a pool that wading anglers are in, tell him you’d rather not. You’re paying the bill (and the tip!). The better guides will warn you, “Pull in your line, we’ve got some wading fishermen up ahead” and will then ask the fishermen in the pool which way they’d like him to go around. Thankfully, guides who let their anglers fish in front of other people are not abundant but common enough to give some outfitters a bad name.

If you see someone in the middle of a big pool and every other pool is occupied, ask him if he’s planning on moving upstream or downstream. Then go to the head or the tail and leave him plenty of room. If you see someone sitting on the bank looking into a pool, give her the same respect you would if she were out in the middle. She is probably resting a fish or waiting for a hatch. She got there first and deserves your courtesy.

So be generous with your time on the water. Be respectful of someone who arrived before you. If there is an empty pool nearby, go there. Fish some pocket water or riffles instead of a pool. Do some walking and explore new water.

My second and last piece of unsolicited advice is on the protection of our resources. One of my opinions might surprise you: Catch-and-release fishing is totally unimportant to the future of our fishing resource. Statements like “I don’t kill any trout so my children and grandchildren can enjoy fishing” are misguided and may even be damaging to the future of fly fishing. No-Kill fishing is merely a temporary stockpiling of adult fish in a population so they can be caught more than once, thus giving more people an opportunity to stalk and catch them. It is nearly impossible to over-fish a population with rod and reel to the point of extinction. Even if a stream or lake with natural reproduction is over-fished to the point of making it unattractive to anglers, there will always be some fish left to spawn—those that live in deep water, or under nasty logjams, or the ones that only feed at night. Leave them alone for a few years and a healthy population will return—if the habitat is healthy.

And that is the point: Habitat and water quality are the only factors needed for a healthy sportfish population. Problems occur when misguided anglers put their energy into promoting or defending catch-and-release fishing with no time or money left over to defend what’s critical. Few people these days have enough time to fight on multiple fronts so we choose our battles according to how much they mean to us. I’ve seen too many trout streams where fly fishers come to blows with bait fishers over regulations, while cattle overgraze the banks or tributaries get channelized or parking lots with inadequate storm drainage get built close to riparian zones. If these groups work together on protecting and improving the habitat there will be enough fish for everyone and gear restrictions won’t be necessary!

If my sermon upset you, I apologize. Fly fishing is just a game but it’s a game that arouses passions at all levels. I promise you that the rest of this book will be just plain fun and I hope you learn much that makes your time on the water the best it can be.

—Tom Rosenbauer
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Part I General
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–Tom Deck–

The casting arc is the distance the rod travels throughout the casting stroke. If you can control the distance and shape of this arc, your overall fly casting will be greatly improved.

One of the most frequently used descriptions of the fly-casting arc is the old clock method, immortalized in books and even in movies. If twelve o’clock is vertical (straight up), then according to the clock method, the rod should travel from ten o’clock out in front to two o’clock behind. This description, though accurate, is somewhat incomplete for fly-casting instruction.

First of all, the size of the arc is dictated by the amount of line that you are casting. The shorter the line you are casting, the less distance the rod tip travels. Conversely, the longer the cast, the farther the tip must travel through the casting arc. The casting arc is ever-changing: As fishing conditions change so does the path of the rod.

Let’s start with shorter casts, which require less rod movement because shorter lengths of line require less energy to drive them through the air. When you are casting shorter distances, the rod will not bend or flex greatly—in fact, just the tip of the rod will flex. New fly casters often want to wave their hand back and forth excessively, which will move the rod tip too far back and too far forward. The key is that rod movement should be minimized when casting shorter distances. Less is, in fact, more.

To cast longer distances, your casting arc must progressively increase in size. If you want to cast more line, you must put more energy into the rod, and that comes from bending or flexing the rod. The more distance you want to cover, the more the rod must flex during the casting stroke, which means you must increase the size of the casting arc. For medium-distance casts of thirty to forty feet, in other words, the size of the arc will increase and the rod tip will travel further, through a longer casting stroke. The rod flex will also extend down into the middle section of the rod. More flex will translate into greater line speed and distance.

For your longest casts, the arc must open up even more and the flex must extend all the way down into the butt section of the fly rod. The butt section is the stiffest part of the rod and it will hold the most energy. If you want to lay out a nice long line, you need to harness that energy.

Another point to be aware of is that the arc in fly casting can tilt slightly forward or backward. Tilting the arc backwards may be used to help shoot more line on the front cast when the wind is at your back, for example. You can also adjust the angle of the casting arc forward by lowering the front cast (bringing the rod tip closer to the water) and stopping the rod vertically, at about twelve o’clock on the backcast. This will effectively propel the line up and back rather than behind you, which can be helpful for elevating line up over trees or shrubs that would otherwise be in the path of a conventional backcast stroke. Shortening the backcast and lowering the front cast can also help when you are casting into a head wind. It will decrease the amount of hang time the line has over the water at the completion of the forward cast, which in turn will prevent the wind from blowing your presentation off its mark.


[image: chap01_fig_002]
Don’t learn fly casting solely by the points on a clock The “clock method” is rigid and somewhat incomplete for fly-casting instruction. The casting arc is not set in stone from ten o’clock to two o’clock. The size of the arc changes according to the length of line you are casting.
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Short Cast / Smaller Casting Arc Casting a shorter length of line requires less energy from the rod. There is often enough flex in just the tip of the rod to lay out a shorter cast.
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Medium Distance Cast / Medium Casting Arc As the range of your casting increases, so does the casting arc; the flex extends down to the middle of the rod.

Adjust the angle and size of your casting arc for the amount of line you are handling. It will make your casting stroke smoother and more consistent.
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Long Cast / Larger Expanded Casting Arc Long casts require that the rod travel through an expanded casting arc, which will allow it to bend all the way down to the butt section.
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The casting arc may have to tilt backwards in order to shoot more line on the forward stroke. This is not advised for beginners trying to learn the basics.
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The casting arc may be tilted forward in order to propel the backcast higher and the forward cast lower. This can be very effective when casting directly into the wind.




[image: chap02_fig_001] Chapter Two Casting Loops

–Tom Deck–

The size of the casting arc is critical, but the path the rod tip travels through the casting stroke is just as important, if not more important. Your casting arc may be the proper size, but if the track or path of your casting stroke is incorrect, the line will not straighten out completely. It is important to note that the rod tip dictates where the line will go. If the rod tip travels in a straight line throughout the casting stroke, you will have a perfect straight-line cast. The path the rod tip travels also determines the size of the casting loop. What does a correct casting loop look like? If fly line had stripes on it, then good fly-casting loops would look like candy canes. As a rule, the smaller or narrower the loop at the end of the candy cane, the better. Narrow loops tend to fly or cut through the air better than larger, more open loops.

First let me describe what not to do because if you can avoid the negative you can then focus on what the correct rod path should be. At the Orvis Fly-Fishing School I have had the benefit of critiquing hundreds of fly casters on video. Most of the problems beginning fly rodders exhibit stem from the trouble they have controlling the path of the rod.
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A nice cast with a classic candy cane-shaped loop. A correct fly-casting loop will have a candy-cane shape to it as it unfurls.
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Do not IGLOO CAST. Avoid painting the ceiling of an igloo with the rod tip. This will lead to excessively open loops, which will cause the fly cast to falter.
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Note the path of the rod tip as it travels through a correct fly-casting stroke. The path is straighter and more direct. This is the opposite of the “igloo cast.”
1. A narrow casting loop is formed by stopping the rod tip cleanly below the path of the fly line.

2. An open loop is caused by stopping the rod tip farther below the path of the fly line.


The one problem I see most often is what I call the “igloo cast.” Pretend that the rod tip has a paintbrush on it. If the paintbrush moves in a semicircular path overhead, as if you were painting the ceiling of an igloo, you will have extremely open casting loops and the fly line can not unfurl completely. Most new fly casters tend to drop the backcast too far back and drive their front cast too far forward. Some beginning fly casters may have a proper back cast position but they paint the ceiling of an igloo on the forward stroke. An interesting fact to note is that one can have the correct-size casting arc, but if the tip of the rod moves in this “igloo-cast” fashion, the fly cast will still falter. Avoid painting the ceiling of an igloo at all costs.
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A nice cast with a classic candy cane-shaped loop.

The size of your fly-casting loops is determined by the way you stop the rod. There is very little follow-through in fly casting, especially when dealing with a shorter length of fly line. You must smoothly bring the rod to an abrupt stop at the finish of each casting stroke. This is difficult for most people to do. In sports that have an arcing swing, such as golf or tennis, follow-through helps. In fly casting, too much follow-through causes loops to open up. Once the rod tip passes over the rod grip, the casting loop has been formed. The rod tip must tilt and drop a little below the flight path of the fly line. If it does not, the line will run into itself. Open loops are caused by excessively pulling or pointing the rod tip downward and failing to stop the rod decisively at the end of the cast. Remember, if you “igloo cast” just a little at either end of the casting arc, your loops will be too large and too open.

By drawing the rod tip in a straighter, more direct path, and driving it to a complete stop, your loops will become narrower. Stop the rod tip quickly after it has traveled over the casting hand and you will have nice, tight casting loops that will cut through the air and travel more efficiently.

Whether you are casting twenty feet of line with a narrow casting arc or laying out fifty feet with an expanded arc, the rod tip must stop cleanly just below the path of the fly line.




[image: chap03_fig_001] Chapter Three The Pick Up-and-Lay Down Cast

–Tom Deck–

The pick up-and-lay down cast has three primary parts: The pickup, the backcast, and the front cast. This is the first and most important cast in the Orvis Progressive Casting Method. Mastering this stroke will allow a caster to progress rapidly, while building upon solid fundamentals. If you are a beginner, practicing this cast will help you develop your casting stroke. This cast, however, is not only for beginners: It’s perfect for correcting bad habits because it can reprogram your muscle memory in a better way. If you are an accomplished caster, this cast may help you develop a feel and timing for a new rod.

The goal of the pick up-and-lay down cast is to have the line straighten out entirely above the surface of the water, then touch down quietly. The pick up-and-lay down drill is actually made up of two casts: First is the backcast, which will project the line up and back; then a front cast, which will lay the line out over the water. Both the front and backcasts are equally important and must work together for your cast to succeed. The backcast is critical because the way you project the line behind you in turn dictates how well the front cast will lay out in front of you.

GETTING STARTED

You cannot start casting with just a few feet of fly line beyond the rod tip, as the leader won’t have enough weight to put a bend in a rod. For that matter, don’t even practice casting without a leader. The line will not behave as it should without an air-resistant leader on the end to slow it down. You don’t need to practice with a fly, though—just a piece of yarn or no fly at all will do fine. Plus, it’s much safer.

Do whatever you can to get fifteen to twenty feet of line outside of the rod tip. Thrash the rod around and strip line off the reel. Peek ahead in this book and see how to do a roll cast to get the line out. Or just lay the rod on the ground and manually pull the line out. When you become more proficient, you’ll be able to make brisk little false casts while pulling line off the reel but right now any method that works is just fine.

I have often noticed that beginners either start with too much line or too little. As a general rule, start with two rod-lengths of line. The average trout rod is eight and one-half feet long. Two rod-lengths will give you almost twenty feet of line, which is perfect to begin with. Don’t start with less than fifteen feet of line because things just can’t get rolling without some line heavy enough to bend the rod tip. Also, don’t start with more line than you can handle smoothly—this will most likely lead to some bad habits. Besides, most fish on the river are caught within thirty feet or less.
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The Pickup Don’t rip the line off of the water! Slide it off gracefully.

THE PICKUP

Get your grip and stance settled and comfortable. Lock the line against the cork grip with the index (trigger) finger of your casting hand. Start with the rod tip very low so that it is almost in the water. Raise the rod slowly so that the line begins to slide on the water. Accelerate smoothly but aggressively through the pickup. Don’t rip the line off the water. Slide it off gracefully.

Pickup Tips

The pickup is executed primarily with the forearm. Start with the thumb on top of the grip and have the rod angled so the tip is very close to the water. Cock your wrist forward so that the thumb points down the rod shaft and the butt of the rod is parallel with your forearm. Raise the rod by lifting exclusively with your forearm so that the line begins to slide on the water. Your casting hand should rise up to neck and shoulder level as you lift the rod with your forearm.
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A: Correct Pickup. Lift the rod with the forearm during the pickup.

B: Incorrect Pickup. Do not break the wrist during the pickup.
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The Backcast As the rod approaches the vertical position, accelerate to a crisp stop. Note that the line is projected up and behind the caster.

THE BACKCAST

As the rod nears the vertical position, accelerate and then make an abrupt stop at a point just slightly beyond the vertical. Stop the rod forcibly as the end of the fly line lifts off the water. As the rod approaches the vertical position, the wrist should make a decisive snap. This “wrist snap” should be crisp but not overblown. Correct wrist rotation will project the rod tip upward and slightly behind the caster. Excessive wrist rotation will plunge the tip way past the vertical position causing a rounded-off “igloo cast” behind you. Remember, don’t paint the ceiling of an igloo. Try to imagine painting a line across a conventional ceiling at the end of the backcast. The paintbrush should draw a straight line across the ceiling and then flick paint off the brush at the end of the backcast. The wrist snap should not force the tip of the rod off of the conventional ceiling.

The wrist snap should pass the tip slightly over the butt of the rod. Once the tip passes over the butt of the rod, the casting loop is formed. Stopping crisply will help form narrow, well-defined loops.

Backcast Tips

Imagine the backcast as really an up cast: Try to propel the line upward more than backward. If you were to embed a marshmallow on the tip of the rod, you would flip the marshmallow off only at the end of the stroke and stop right after it pops off the rod tip. The line will travel in whatever direction the marshmallow is tossed. Tossing the imaginary marshmallow up and over your shoulder will elevate the line in an upward direction, allowing the front cast to unfurl downhill. It is, of course, much easier to cast a line downhill rather than uphill.

After a brief pause or stop on the backcast, the line will be fully extended behind you. Now it’s time to start the front stroke. Don’t wait too long. Allowing the line to fall below the rod tip will create problems for the front cast. The line should be parallel to the ground as you start the front cast. If the line is up and behind you, how do you know when to begin the front cast? Great question! Use an open stance and simply turn your head to see the backcast develop. This will help you to see when the line is completely stretched out and, more importantly, it will allow you to see where the rod has stopped. The problem I see most often with beginners in our fishing schools is that they don’t have any idea where they are stopping the rod at the completion of the backcast. Poor rod position can be cured by just turning your head and watching the development of the backcast.
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A: Correct use of the wrist at the finish of the backcast. Proper wrist rotation on the backcast will lead to correct rod position.

B: Do not break the wrist at the finish of the backcast. Breaking the wrist on the backcast is bad form and will lead to severe casting problems.



THE FRONT CAST

The mechanics of the front cast are easy to execute, especially if the line has been correctly positioned with the backcast. The rod has come to a crisp stop, allowing the line to extend fully. Start the forward action slowly. The rod butt will lead the way, moving forward and at a slight angle downward. The rod should begin to bend so that the tip lags well behind the grip and hand. As the rod flexes, smoothly accelerate your cast and project the tip so that it stops abruptly at or about eye level.

The wrist plays a major role in the formation of the front cast. As you near the completion of the forward stroke, think of pushing the thumb into the cork grip and pulling back on the pinkie with a decisive wrist snap. Your elbow should remain close to the body as the rod tip is pushed out in front of you. Don’t “throw” the rod as you would a baseball. Rather, project the tip out in front of you, stopping it at eye level. The rod tip will come to a halt and the line should unfurl uniformly over the water, landing softly.
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The Front Cast
1: Try to think of the front cast as pulling the line forward. Why? Although it is nearly impossible to push limp fly line so that it straightens out, it can be easily pulled forward.

2: Stop the rod tip abruptly at the finish of the forward stroke and the line will unfurl over the water.


Front Cast Tips

Try to think of the front cast as pulling the line forward. Why? While it’s nearly impossible to push limp fly line so that it straightens out, it can be easily pulled forward.

Your elbow should remain close to your body, yet not be pressed into it. Years ago, fly casting was taught by practicing with a book tucked under the casting arm. The cast was supposed to be executed while the casting elbow held a book in place. This method is too restrictive, however. Although this technique may have been helpful with the old soft bamboo rods, it does not apply to today’s modern graphite rods. The arm position should feel more like having a grapefruit tucked up in your armpit. The casting arm and elbow have much more freedom to move if you are holding up a grapefruit instead of a book. If your hand lunges too far forward on the front cast, however, the grapefruit will fall out. Your casting hand may reach out in front of you, but your elbow should remain close to the body.

After you have completed the forward stroke, lower the rod down to the water to begin another pickup. Repeat this process until loop size and line control are well within your grasp.

RECAP (TIPS TO THINK ABOUT FOR THE PICK UP-AND-LAY DOWN CAST)


	Tip #1: Start the rod tip near the surface of the water to begin the pickup portion of your cast. This will cause the rod to load quickly, allowing for an early completion of the backcast.

	Tip #2: Open your stance and turn your head to see where the rod is stopping on the backcast.

	Tip #3: Try to think of the backcast as an up cast. The line will straighten out with less effort if it is cast upward on the backcast, then cast down slightly on the front cast. Put another way, it is easier to cast the line up a hill first, then pull it down off a hill on the front stroke.

	Tip #4: Do not over-rotate your wrist. Use the correct amount of forearm motion, then apply the wrist properly.

	Tip #5: Keep your elbow comfortably near your side while you execute the forward cast. Try to project the rod tip forward without throwing your hand with it. Then stop the rod abruptly, at about eye level.
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1: The line will unfurl in whichever direction you point the rod.

2: After you have completed the forward stroke, lower the rod to begin another pickup.
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Legendary fishing guide Joe Bressler completing a forward cast on Idaho’s South Fork of the Snake. Note the flex of the rod, the position of his hand, and the rod tip at eye level.

Some other general points that you should keep in mind while casting: First, to make casting nearly effortless, the rod must bend. Fly casting requires very little strength if the rod bends properly. You can cast a fly line with a broomstick, but that’s hard work and not very pretty. When you are having a combination of problems, you can often smooth out many of them by focusing on making the rod bend, without worrying unduly about where your wrist and forearm and elbow are pointing.

Second, it is the rod tip that casts the line, not the handle. If you can get your mind off holding the rod and focus on where the action is, you will be able to follow directions better and will understand what the rod is doing. Thinking “out near the tip” also helps keep a bend in the rod.

Third, never let the line drop below the rod tip on an overhead cast. This has practical applications, both for casting form and for safety. Any time the line falls below the tip on the backcast, you are robbing your cast of energy that has built up in the spring of the rod. In order to build up maximum energy, the line must be parallel to the ground and pulling the rod tip into a bend. On the forward cast, always keeping the line above the tip of the rod forces you to point the tip in front of you quickly, and prevents tailing loops. And if you always keep the line and leader above the rod tip, you’ll never hit yourself with a fly.

Finally, try to maintain tension on the line with the rod tip. Jerky starts and stops that form slack between the rod tip and line introduce sloppiness. Maintaining constant tension with the line gives you the maximum energy from your casts and makes them smoother. It is the constant tension idea that introduces subtle drift or follow-through on a cast, and is a major distinction between a smooth caster and a mediocre thrasher.




[image: chap04_fig_001] Chapter Four The Line Hand and Shooting Line

–Tom Deck–

THE LINE HAND

After the pick up-and-lay down cast, the next step in the Orvis Progressive Casting Method is the introduction of the line hand. To learn how to master the fundamentals, practice the casting motion by pinching the line against the grip with the first two fingers of your casting hand. Once you can control the basic motion, free the line from the cork grip and control the line with your left (opposite) hand. Fly fishing is a two-handed sport: The line hand is critical because it helps you develop line control and reduce slack while fishing.

Start by pulling off two arm lengths of extra line from the reel and let it hang freely. Hold the rod in your right (casting) hand and pinch the line between the thumb and forefinger of your left (noncasting) hand. Tend the fly line so there is no slack between the stripping guide and the line hand. The rest of the excess slack should form a long U-shape that will dangle near your knees.

The next step is simple: Just execute the basic pick up-and-lay down cast while holding the line near your belt buckle with the line hand. Change nothing in your casting motion. Maintain some tension on the line between your left hand and the stripping guide. If slack appears, there is a flaw in your casting stroke. Most likely the stopping points of your casting arc are incorrect or the timing of your power stroke is off.
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Line Hand Once you have mastered the basic cast, release the fly line from your casting hand and hold it in your line hand.
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Shooting Line After the rod comes to a stop and a casting loop is formed, let go of the line with your line hand and it will sail through the guides. Timing is the key; don’t let go too soon or hold on too long.

Don’t let the line slip through your fingers as the rod is traveling between the forward and backcasts. If you let the line slip prematurely while the rod is in motion, the flex cannot be maintained and the pick up-and-lay down cast will falter.

Although you are freeing the line from the grip, the line will still be under some tension as you hold it with your left (noncasting) hand. This will produce additional flex in the rod, which in turn will increase your line speed. Practice the basic stroke in this fashion until the line can be laid out with sufficient line speed and control.

SHOOTING LINE

Once you have sufficient line speed and loop control, it is time to start shooting line at the finish of the pick up-and-lay down cast. Although it is a serviceable cast, the pick up-and-lay down cast does have its limitations. Many fishing situations will call for adding line to increase the distance of your presentation. Shooting line at this stage of the progression is done on the forward cast only.

If you want to shoot line correctly on the front cast, concentrate on the backcast. Many of my students initially try to shoot line by concentrating exclusively on the forward stroke. They subsequently let their backcast fall apart. Remember, if the backcast is poor, the front cast will be poor. If the backcast lacks sufficient line speed or proper loop control, then shooting line becomes difficult.

Begin by feeding twenty to twenty-five feet of line out beyond the rod tip. Have about ten feet of extra line in reserve, enough so that it hangs near your feet or a little touches the ground. The slack line at your feet is the amount you will shoot at the finish of the forward stroke. Before you start, make sure there is no slack between your line hand and the first guide on the rod.

Shooting line is actually quite simple. The fundamentals of the pick up-and-lay down cast remain unchanged. At the completion of the forward stroke, however, you release line and let it sail through the guides. The casting hand dictates the stroke but it’s the timing of letting go with the line hand that determines how the well the line will shoot through the guides on the rod. If you let go of the line too soon during the forward motion, the flex in the rod will unload prematurely and the cast will lose energy. Conversely, if you hold the line too long at the finish, you will choke off the momentum of the line.
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Form an “OK” sign as the line is released. This will allow you to control the line as it is presented, which will set you up for an effective retrieve.

Timing is critical. You must let go of the line at the completion of the power stroke, at about the same time the rod comes to a stop. After the power is applied, quickly release the line as the rod tip comes to a halt. It helps to think of the order as stop and let go, not let go, then stop. This all happens so quickly that it will feel like you are releasing the line at the same time you stop the rod.

Note that you cannot let go of the line until the casting loop is formed. For shorter casts, loops are formed very quickly and the line is released just as the rod comes to a stop. On longer casts, the loops take longer to develop. Subsequently the line is held just a bit longer, allowing for the casting loop to form. Once you see the end of the fly line pass by your head on the front cast, let go with your line hand. Practice shooting line until you can make it fly at will. It is really fun to see line successfully shoot out over the water. Let it fly!

CONTROLLING AND RETRIEVING LINE

As you develop the ability to shoot line, learn to control it. Release the line by forming a circle with the thumb and index finger of your left hand and allow the line to run through it as shoots through the rod tip. Your line hand will form an “OK” sign as if to say it is “OK” to let the line go. This will allow you to control the line as it is presented and sets you up for an effective retrieve.
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Retrieving Line Hook the line behind the middle or forefinger of your rod hand and retrieve by pulling from behind that finger.

Once the line has shot through the rod tip and has landed on the water, you will need to retrieve it so you can cast again. In fly fishing, you manipulate the fly by retrieving with your line hand, not with the reel, as in spin fishing. You can accurately control the speed and action of your flies by stripping in the line with your left (noncasting) hand.

Start with the rod tip low, near the water. Grab the line with your left hand and hang it over the forefinger or middle finger (or both) of your casting hand while holding the rod. Retrieve the line by pulling it in strips from behind your finger. Do not reach in front of the casting hand and replace the line in the middle finger for each strip.
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–Tom Deck–

The roll cast is used to present the fly in situations where there is little or no room for a backcast. In fact, the roll cast does not require a backcast at all. As its name implies, the roll cast is executed by unfurling or rolling the line over the water with a simple forward cast. Say you are fishing the edge of a deep, tree-lined lake and can’t wade out more than ten feet, but you need to reach fish that are a good thirty feet out from shore. Although a roll cast offers neither the accuracy, delivery, nor distance of the overhead cast, it will get your line out to the fish.

A requirement of the roll cast is that the end of the line be under tension as the cast is being made. Some of the fly line must remain on the water as the stroke is executed. It is best to practice this cast on a pond or some type of still water. If you try to roll cast on grass, the surface tension will not enable you to roll out the fly line.

Start with twenty to twenty-five feet of line extended beyond the tip of the rod. Pinch the line against the cork grip with one or two fingers of your casting hand. (It is best to learn this cast with just one hand at first.) Raise the rod slowly and slide the line on the water smoothly back toward you. There is no acceleration at the beginning of the roll cast so don’t overdo it and jerk the line out of the water. Bring the line back to you with the rod tilted to the side, about ten degrees from the vertical. This will keep the line off to one side so it does not slam into the rod when you make the cast.

Raise your casting hand higher than you would for a normal cast. Bring the fly reel up to about ear level as you draw it back and cock your wrist more than you would for an overhead cast, so that the tip is well behind you. Try to break your wrist more on this cast. This will cause the tip to extend farther back, which will put some line behind you and your rod hand. (You can’t make this cast without some line behind you.) The longer the roll cast, the more line you will need behind you. The line will form a large semicircle that extends from the tip of the rod to the water at your feet. The rest of the line should remain on the water in front of you. Make sure that the line comes to a complete stop before you try to roll it forward.

Start the roll cast with a break in your wrist so that the rod is tilted back at an angle that is around two-thirty on that same clock reference. Begin the roll cast by pulling down with the forearm so that the tip lags behind as the rod starts to bend. As you finish the cast, drive the tip forward by rotating your wrist and pushing on your thumb. Try to bend the rod in a smooth motion as you drive it forward. It should have a slow start with an acceleration to a complete stop, just like a normal forward cast. In fact, it’s virtually the same forward motion.

End with the rod tip near eye level so that the line rolls out over the water. Don’t push the rod tip down too low or the line will pile up on the water. Remember, the fly line will unroll in whichever direction the rod tip stops. Point it to the eye and see it fly!

TROUBLESHOOTING


	1. Problem: After you start using the line hand, the cast will not completely straighten out.

	Cause: The line hand is not providing tension as the cast is executed. As a result, line is being leaked into the casting motion and the bend in the rod is being prematurely unloaded.

	Solution: Secure the line with the thumb and forefinger of the left hand and hold the line under tension for the duration of the casting motion. Make sure you don’t change the shape or the size of the casting arc just because the line hand has been introduced. You should still be casting the same amount of line as when the line was locked against the grip.




	2. Problem: The line will not effectively shoot through the rod at the completion of front cast.

	Cause #1: You’re releasing the line with improper timing. Holding on for too long after the cast has been made will choke off the line’s momentum. Conversely, letting go of the line too early during the forward stroke will cause the bend in the rod to “unload” prematurely and there will be no energy left to shoot the line.

	Solution #1: Let go of the line only at the finish of the forward cast. Try to release the line as the rod comes to a stop. Once you can see the end of the line pass overhead on the forward stroke, release the line and it should sail out through the guides. Don’t let go and then cast—rather, cast, then let go.

	Cause #2: The actual casting stroke may be below par, with a lack of line speed and loop control.

	Solution #2: Correctly shooting line requires narrow, well-defined casting loops. Develop proper shape to your casting loops before trying to shoot line.
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Tom Rosenbauer helping his daughter Brooke with a roll cast in a tight spot. Note the loop of line behind the rod.


	3. Problem: The end of the line is hitting the water while you’re false casting.

	Cause: The stopping point of the rod tip is too low on the front cast. The size of the casting arc may also be too large for the amount of line being cast. This will lead to uncontrollable casting loops as you false cast, which will cause the line to slap on the water.

	Solution: When presenting the line on the water, the rod tip should stop at or just below eye level. When attempting to false cast, stop the rod tip higher than eye level. This will allow the line to unfurl higher over the surface of the water.
Try false casting with fifteen feet of line beyond the rod tip when you practice. It is very easy to control and false cast shorter amounts of line. Then, as you progress, add some line and expand the casting arc.

The amount of line you can handle when false casting varies with the size of the rod, the type of line, and your own casting ability. As a rule-of-thumb, never try to false cast more than thirty-five feet with a trout rod or fifty feet with a saltwater rod.





	4. Problem: Tailing loops—the fly is hitting the rod tip or the line as it is being cast.

	Cause: You are overpowering and “shocking” the rod through the casting motion. The bend or flex in the rod is harshly exerted and is not being controlled throughout the cast.

	Solution: Smooth out your casting. Try not to jerk when starting the casting motion. Begin the stroke smoothly and apply power progressively throughout the casting stroke. Apply the power just before the rod comes to a halt. Each cast is a gradual speed-up to an abrupt stop.
Tip: Open up your casting loops and develop the control to adjust loop size at will. Slightly open loops are going to be better than tailing ones.





	5. Problem: When roll casting, the line does not completely unfurl and the line piles up at the end of the cast.

	Cause: The casting hand is not raised high enough and there is not enough line behind the rod to start the roll cast.

	Solution: Raise your casting hand high (near head level) as you draw the line in. Holding your hand high will allow you to generate more momentum and rod bend as the roll cast is executed. Next, break your wrist slightly. This will push the tip farther back and put some line behind you and the rod. The more line behind you and the rod, the easier the roll cast will be. If some line is not behind the rod at the start of the roll cast, the line will not unfurl.
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The Roll Cast
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