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A Brief History of Warmwater Fly Fishing


The Angler must intice, not command his reward, and that which is worthy millions to his contentment, another may have for a groate in the Market.

Gervase Markham, A Discourse of the Generall Art of Fishing (1614)



The history of fly fishing dates back to antiquity, and our ability to discern its true origins is diffi-cult. Early depictions of fishing, with what appears to be a fly, date as far back as Bronze Age civilizations. From that early time, angling with a fly can be traced through to the Middle Ages in Europe. Some of the early British works are thought to have been influenced by the early French angling oeuvre.

Perhaps one of the earliest folios is The Treatyse of Fysshynge wyth an Angle (1486) by Dame (or Lady) Juliana Berners, a prioress of the nunnery at the Abbey of Saint Albans (which is today the Cathedral and Abbey Church of Saint Alban, in St. Albans, a small town north of London). The Treatyse begins with a discourse on why angling is superior to all of the other sporting endeavors of the day, then proceeds to give instructions on how to construct tackle and descriptions of fishing methods and a dozen flies. What the Treatyse makes clear is that fishing was done with a rod, line, and hook. Today we take for granted that definition of fishing; however, six centuries ago this definition was not necessarily the common thought. This concept separated it from other forms of fishing and elevated it to the status of hunting, which at the time was considered the aristocratic and premier outdoor sport. The Treatyse existed for a century and a half as the most prominent work of angling literature.
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Izaak Walton’s The Compleat Angler, first published in 1653, is second only to the King James Bible as the most reprinted book in the English language. Like Berners, Walton commends the virtues of angling, using a discourse between an angler, hunter, and falconer. Once “Piscator” has convinced the others as to the superiority of angling, Walton continues to instruct as to the making of tackle and advise on angling tactics for a wide range of fish species. By this time, it was assumed that angling meant to fish with a rod, line, and hook. Flies are mentioned, but a generous description of bait fishing is also included. It wasn’t until the fifth printing (1667) that Charles Cotton’s section on fly-fishing instruction was added, securing The Compleat Angler’s place in fly-fishing history. With Cotton’s addition, the genesis of modern fly fishing began.

In subsequent angling literature throughout the next two centuries, most of the writing revolved around trout and salmon. It was when these traditions were exported to North America that the idea of fly fishing expanded to include other fishes.

Theodore Gordon, considered the father of American dry-fly fishing, also popularized streamer fishing with his Bubble Puppy fly pattern. Gordon began tying and experimenting with streamer fishing in the late 1800s, fishing not just for trout but for a variety of fish, including pike, striped bass, and other warmwater fishes. Unfortunately, Gordon never wrote a book, so accounts of his thoughts on fishing have had to rely on letters he wrote along with the writings of many of the contemporary anglers at the time.
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Book of the Black Bass by Dr. James Henshall, published in 1881, is one of the first works focused on bass. While it included a description of fishing a “bob” (which was basically some deer hair, perhaps a tail, attached to a hook) for bass, the fly patterns were simply larger versions of the wet flies of the time that were used for trout and salmon. However, Henshall is the most influential writer of the 19th century for expanding our understanding of fly fishing as a method for more than trout. He unequivocally stated that bass were “inch for inch and pound for pound, the gamest fish that swims.”

Mary Orvis Marbury’s Favorite Flies and Their Histories (1892) included 10 plates of bass flies. They were all enlarged and perhaps more heavily dressed versions of the wet flies of that era. This typified the patterns that were being fished for bass at the time.

The American artist Winslow Homer is noted not only as a pioneering watercolor artist of the late 1800s but also is remembered for his many depictions of fly fishing. Much of Homer’s early work was inspired by his trips from his home in Maine to the Adirondacks and Quebec. With photography still in its infancy at the time, Homer’s art is a window into the outdoor life and angling for the native brook trout that existed in the Northeast during the late 19th century. It was not until his 50th birthday, in 1886, that he traveled to Florida and began fly fishing for largemouth bass. Numerous paintings during this period depict the bass fishing that existed in the St. Johns and Homosassa Rivers. The paintings clearly show bass being hooked with flies that closely resemble the large wet flies used during this period.

It was not until the early 20th century that warmwater fly fishing began to break away from its British roots. One of the earliest flies that broke with the standard wet flies being used was Orley Tuttle’s Devil Bug. It was an all-deer-hair fly tied to represent the large beetles that the smallmouth bass were eating as they hit the water in the lakes surrounding his home in the Adirondacks. After his first ties in 1919, Tuttle began to market them and by 1922 was selling 50,000 bugs a year.
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AFTERWORD


People often ask why I fish, and after seventy-odd years, I am beginning to understand.

I fish because of Beauty.

Everything about our sport… is beautiful. Its more than five centuries of manuscript and books and folios are beautiful. Its artifacts of rods and beautifully machined reels are beautiful. Its old wading staffs and split-willow creels, and the delicate artifice of its flies, are beautiful. 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. The best of sporting art is beautiful…. Our methods of seeking them are beautiful, and we find ourselves enthralled with the quicksilver poetry of the fish.

And in our contentious time of partisan hubris, selfishness, and outright mendacity, Beauty itself may prove the most endangered thing of all.

— Ernest Schwiebert (2005)



As I sit here at the beginning of creating this book, it is the middle of

August 2020, although I have been “writing” it for the past few decades. This is the first year in my fishing life that I have not spent the summer at our cottage in Michigan. My family and I decided that in accordance with the CDC and Colorado Department of Health travel advisories, we would forgo our trip back to Michigan. Now our valley is smoke filled from the Pine Gulch Fire near Grand Junction, and we can see columns of smoke from where the Grizzly Creek Fire is burning east of Glenwood Springs.

The list of major events this year is quite astounding, and any one of them would be a cause for a memory that would mark the year in an unprecedented way. Starting in March, I had to quickly leave my classroom of students and begin the process of virtual learning because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Then on May 19, I watched as record flooding in Midland County, Michigan, caused both the Wixom Lake dam to fail and the Sanford Lake dam to be breached. Having grown up in Midland County, I have fished both of these lakes as well as the river connecting them. It was a surreal experience to watch the video of the dams and flooding, recognizing almost all the locations. The future of both lakes is unknown, as the prohibitive cost of building new dams makes their replacement uncertain at best.


[image: My maternal grandfather, George English, at our cottage on Lake George, 1956.]
My maternal grandfather, George English, at our cottage on Lake George, 1956.



On top of this are so many other serious issues, that writing a fly-fishing book against this backdrop of events seems like a bit of a nugatory endeavor. However, it may also be the most important thing I could do. Fly fishing has been one of those quiet constants in my life. Along with fly tying, fishing, and generally just working on my fly tackle, the fly-fishing community and the many friendships I have made here are the great rewards of this sport.

My first time fly fishing, or even trout fishing for that matter, was to the Pere Marquette River. Equipped with an old telescoping 8-weight rod and some ridiculous flies, I really did not stand a chance of catching a trout. An older, experienced fly fisherman on the river took pity on me. He completely rebuilt my leader and gave me the fly that soon caught my first trout. From that early act of kindness and sharing to this day, my experience with the fly-fishing community has always been positive. Politics, religion, and all those things that divide us simply do not become part of our interaction. I guess we are all too “geeked out” over the latest fly-tying material or piece of tackle to worry about such things.

There is an additional aspect of warmwater fly fishing that I really enjoy: my dogs can join me in the boat when I go fishing. While I am often the only angler in the boat, I am never alone. If you are a dog lover like me, you understand. When bird hunters pull out the shotguns, their dogs immediately know what that means, and their excitement is palpable. For my dogs, that trigger is the sound of a fly reel. It is one of the real joys of life to share their companionship.


We may say of angling as Dr. Boteler said of strawberries: “Doubtless God could have made a better berry, but doubtless God never did, and so, If I might be judge, God never did make a more calm, quiet and innocent recreation than angling.”

—Izaak Walton, The Compleat Angler
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FISHING RESOURCES


Frank’s Fly-Fishing Adventures, Frank Whispell at www.fffadventures.com.


Muskies, Inc., PO Box 1509, Waukesha, WI 53187-1509; https://muskiesinc.org.


Sportsman Connection (1423 North Eight Street, Superior, WI 54880; https://scmaps.com). Sportsman Connection has lake map books for a number of states both in the Great Lakes region as well as some Southern states.


Bright Spot Maps (PO Box 1342, LaPorte, IN 46350). These books are no longer being published but can still be found by doing an internet search. They primarily cover Michigan, Indiana, and Ohio.


With an internet search you can find published resources such as fishing guides as well as lake and river map books for most states. Internet sites for state fishery agencies will often have information on many fishing locations as well. I also always use an internet resource such as Google Maps to look at possible fishing locations along with access roads to that location.

WRITING RESOURCES


“Writing is hard, even for authors who do it all the time. Less frequent practitioners… often get stuck in an awkward passage or find a muddle on their screens,” wrote Roger Angell in his forward for The Elements of Style. I think many, if not all, of those who write something more than a grocery list would identify with this statement. The resources here are often what I turn to when trying to navigate the “muddle.” My hope is that my writing is both readable and informative. Whether I achieve that goal is, of course, up to you, the reader.


Dreyer, Benjamin. Dreyer’s English: An Utterly Correct Guide to Clarity and Style. New York: Penguin Random House, 2019.


This is absolutely the most readable writing source in my library. It’s entertaining as well as informative.


Fowler, H. W. A Dictionary of Modern English Usage. New York: Oxford University Press, 2009. First published in 1926.


This is one of the more classic writing resources that I occasionally use.


Strunk, William, Jr., and E. B. White. The Elements of Style. 4th ed. Needham Heights, MA: Allyn & Bacon, 2000. Earlier editions 1959 and 1972 by Macmillan Publishing Co.


This is a small book at only 105 pages, including the index, yet it is considered one of the standard writing resources for the English language. William Strunk Jr. first wrote this book as a text to be used in his writing classes at Cornell University. E. B. White was a student of his in 1919. Thirty-eight years later, White took Strunk’s book and added to it so as to create the book I now have. Almost two decades ago I inquired about writing for Fly Fisherman magazine. They replied with a letter and a suggestion: Get a copy of Strunk and White’s Elements of Style . While I have yet to make a contribution to the magazine, this small book has been read and reread. I am still working to digest the lessons it contains.
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